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HE identity of Secret Agent “X" is an enigma. His

name, his background, his place of birth are unsolved

riddles challenging the Law and the lawless alike. His
comings and goings are veiled by a weird cloak of Mystery.
He is a man truly of a thousand faces — a thousand disguises,
a thousand surprises, Yet in spite of this, in spite of the fact
that no one can say who he is, he has made legions of layal
friends throughout this whole great country.

There's a reason for this. As the old proverb says ‘‘actions
speak louder than words” — and those who have followed
the amazing, thrilling actions of S ecret Agent “X'" kmow that
he battles always on the side of Justice.

With Crime snarilng like a bl ack -wolf at the very thrcat
of Civilization, Agent “X" has gnswered Crime’s challenge
in his own strange way. He goes where other investigators
dare not or cannat follow. His methods are all his own,
puzzling to the police, terrifying and hate-inspiring to the
Underworid. .

Secrecy is the keynote of his success — for the men he
battles with never come out into the open if they can help it.
And at the Agent’s fingertips are a thousand secrets, The
secrets of many sciences. The secrets of the world’s police
forces. The black, hideous secrets ofthnt Uanderworid which
he 30 ceasclesaly fights.

T W‘rththep‘mspecterofbed:hmovingemathuclbow

Secret Agent “X* has developed matchless courage. He uses
strunge offensive and defensive weapons with the magic of
applied science behind them. But, stripped of these, he still
- carries the gleaming sword of Justice, the lightning-quick

_ rapier of Wit, the slender lance of Cunning, And he needs

them all, and more besides, when a criminal, who ironically
calls himself the “Octopus,” spreads tenncles of appalling
borrar over the map ofAmencn.
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OCTOPUS

Tentacles of tarror reached oser the
country, spreading like a Aideous blight
tArough the cities of America. The ua-
derworid, welded togather under the
secret symbol of a ter of crime,
was organised &8 mever before. And
Secret Agent ' X, ter man-Aunter,
went up against a gonius of crime who
stooped svea to the ghastly Aorrors of
mediesal torture,

Spirting and snarl
ing like a tauny fury,
the leopard launched isaelf
az Agent “X™,

CRAPTER I ‘Ir f f the city streets. A tall man
- ace of the ci ee all ma
GUNS IN THE NIGHT leaped out. He closed the car’s door
q FAST roadster came to a quickly, moved along the sidewalk
skidding stop at a spot where with swift, silent steps.
shadows lay like huge, um- Walking the length of one block,
gainly serpents across the gray sur- he turned left down another, slow-

Taken From the'.Records of Secret Agent “X”
e .
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ing when he reached a:bright corner
light that was halding at bay the
night’s eurtain of chill darknesa.

Opposite this light, the big marble
front .of the Union Bank & Safe
Deposit Complmy rose in glittering
magnificsnce. A spgelal guard in Theve was Bothing about. the
horizon bfue was en’ patrol duty ' man’s appearance at. that distance
BMere.  The guard tarmed once; to stir suspicion. He was quietly
‘glanced st the lone pedestrian, dressed in & gray suit and topeoat.
turned away, Neat, respectable, .middle-aged, he-
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8 - SECRET AGENT “X”

looked like some late office em-
ployee, a bookkeeper perhaps, hur-
rying home from work. )

But the instant the guard turned
a corner of the building to patrol
its north side, the gray-haired man
crossed the street and approached
the bank’s heavy doors,

He pressed his body into the ves-
tibule, took something from an inner
pocket of his coat. This was a small
leather case containing an assort-
ment of complicated, strangely
shaped tools of the finest chromium
steel. Some were straight and slen-
der like darning needles. Some had
elaborate goose necks. Others had
tiny pivotal extensions.

The man used them with amazing
speed and dexterity. Before the bank
guard returned to his west side beat
the man in gray had opened the
building’s outer doors and slipped
between them. Another set of inner
doors faced him.

Now the man in gray drew a
flashlight from his pocket, working
with satill greater care. By attaching
a small steel tape to hidden termi-
nals, to insure an unbroken circuit
when the doors were opened, he dis-
connected the sensitive alarm system
which protected the bank. Then he
used the tools again, probing the
secret of this inner lock as he had
the first, and entered the bank.

The glow of a single overhead
night light sprayed dim radiance on
his face. The features of that face
were blunted, inconspicuous. But
the eyes blazed with a strangely in-
tent, strangely -compelling light.
They flashed intelligence, magne-
tism, power, that seemed incongru-
ous to those prosaic features, They
suggested that this tall, gray-clad
man who had so unceremoniously
entered a great banking institution
of the city was a figure of force and
mystery. They gave the only clue to
his identity as one of the most dar-
ingly ingenious criminal investi-
gators in the world.

For the gray-clad man was
Secret Agent “X,"” master of a thou-
sand faces, genius of disguise,
pledged to ceaseless warfare against
the destructive forces of the under-
world.

NCE again this man whose real
name and identity had never
been revealed, was following what
appeared to be the black shadow of
vast, organized crime. Once again
he had become an apparent outlaw
}n his efforts to track down the law-
ess,

The trail he was following tonight
was dim, indefilnable as yet. Certain
things had made him suspicious.
Certain whispers had reached his
ever alert ears. A series of crimes
had occurred in many States. They
were 3o perfect, s0 efficiently
woarked out in every detail that, to
the mind of Agent “X,” they be-
trayed the stamp of a single master
hand. Menace that was nation-wide
was reflected in them. Menace like
dread, poisonous tentacles reaching
out toward many states. Now, true
to a pledge he had made to an
official high in Washington’s gov-
ernmental circles, Secret Agent “X"
was investigating.®

He crossed the lonely interior of
the bank on his rubber-soled shoes.
He passed the barred windows of
the cashiers’ cages; passed the neat
desks where the bank’s officials sat
in the daytime, moved on toward a
stairway leading down to the safe-

Secret Agent’s interest lay. Its con-
tents might reveal or conceal evi-
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suspicion it would send him out to
do battle again with the underworld
—~—to fight a wave of terror that
threatened to become a veritable
juggernaut sweeping and crushing
all before it. .

At the bottom of the stairway a
steel grille rose from floor to ceiling.
There was a locked door in the cen-
ter of it. Behind this was a small
room with a desk used by the man
who kept the vault records. At the
other side of the room was another
grille of inch-thick bars, protecting
the safe deposit vault where tier
upon tier of locked metal boxes
gleamed dully. A small bulb burned
here also. It was strangely like look-
ing into the mouth of some subter-
ranean hell. The bars made dis-
torted shadows. The metal strong
boxes reflected weird lights. The
breathless quiet of the huge bank
building seemed ominous.

A slender. goose-necked bit of
steel in the Agent's skilled fingers
probed the lock a2perture in the first
grille. The bulb in the vault beyond
gave him sufficient illumination. He
did not need to use his flashlight.
But suddenly, as though some evil
thing had breathed on it, the bulb
in the vault went out.

The Agent tensed. His hand with
the small metal tool in it paused.
He waited in absolute darkness.
‘Was this some part of the bank’s
alarm system that he had over-
looked?

He poeketed his tool, crept can-
tiously back up the marble stairway
to the floor above. The overhead
bulb here had gone out, also. The
whole great building was utterly
dark. He glanced out ome of the
bank’s barred windows. The corner
street light had also been extin-
guished. )

Then Agent “X” heard a noise.

It came from beyond the bank’s
front doors. It was a single muffled
cry, weird, disturbing—a cry of
human' agony. Agent “X' leaped
toward the door, stopped. There

.
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was a sound here, too. It was a
strange hissing noise, like air com-
ing through some constricted escape
—or like the hissing of some giant
reptile. It increased each second,
seemed to be coming nearer and
nearer.

The Agent's scalp tingled with
excitement, curiosity. Fear he had
long ago cast out. It had no place in

‘his perilous work with the threat of

death always present. But, for good
and sufficient reasons, he did not
want to be discovered here.

He stepped through the swinging
gate into the section set apart with
a low partition for the bank’s offi-
cials. He crouched behind a desk,
stared temsely at the door, listened
to that odd noise, trying to identify
it. Then he understood.

As though the hiss were a drag-
on'’s flery breath upon the door,
something glowed there, something
inhumanly bright. It crept around
the lock that Agent “X” had so
deftly picked with his delicate tools.
It ate a hungry circle in the very
metal of the door itself, cutting the
lock out of its setting. It was the
greedy flame of a white-hot torch.
Some one was breaking into the
bank.

VERY muscle taut, Agent “X"

waited. He had come to the
bank to trace down if possible the
source of a hidden menace. Now
that menace was manifesting itself
dramatically, making its presence
felt even before he had accom-
plished his purpose. The Union
Bank & Safe Deposit Company was
being raided by bandits who worked
in the dead of night with amazing
skill and speed.

Tae lock of the door dropped in-
ward with a metallie clink, The
heavy door swung open. It seemed
to Agent “X” that the darkmess of
the street outside disgorged at least
a dozen masked figures. They en-
tered swiftly, soundlessly. Ome
clicked on a flash. The two nearest
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to *“X,” silhouetted against the hand
{ight, looked like crouching mon-

sters,
“X’ saw then that one of them

held a sub-machine gun. The man’s

finger was crooked like a talon
through the blued trigger guard.
The wicked snout of the weapon
was longer than that of any machine
gun muzzle “X"” had seen.

A powerful flashlight swept the
interior of the bank, settled on the
gleaming, clocklike face of the
great vault where the bank’s cash
assets were kept. One of the bandits
barked an abrupt order.

The Secret Agent took his gas
pistol from his pocket. He seldom
carried lethal weapons. The gun in
his hand was effective within a
radius of twenty feet. It could knock
a man unconscious, swiftly, silently.
But it would be futile against a
stream of bronze-jacketed machine
gun bullets.

The Agent had other defensive -

equipment. He wasn’t afraid. He
waited, trying to see the faces of
these men. wondering how they
would go about the opening of this
great vault with its ponderous mech-
anism and time-lock.

One of them was bringing for-
ward an elaborate gas torch on rub-
ber-tired wheels like a movable tea
table. This was the same implement
that had eaten so readily through
the heavy bronze doors. “X” saw at
once that it was no ordinary acety-
lene torch. Huge cylinders of super-
compressed air whipped the gas at
its outlet end into crucible heat.

He got a whiff of the gas itself,

realized that this was no calcium
carbide product. Here was some-
thing new.

At a low-volced order, the man

operating the torch pressed a lever.

The dazzling jet of flame leaped
out, Agent “X"” was amazed at the
ease with which it ate into the
vault’s. molybdenum steel. They
were attacking the time-lock itself.
As though it were hardly more than

SECRET AGENT “x"

solder, the:tempered steel melted
away. The man at the torch’s end
wore 8 mask to protect his eyea K
gave him the look of a devil.

There was no question now that
they would succeed in their plan.
Here was another of those devilishly
ingenious crimes—a link in that
chain that Agent “X' had sensed,
Here was a group of the very crim-
inals he had set himself to fight. He
couldn’t stand by and watch them
loot the vault of hundreds of thou-
sands. For once, it was a situation
when he could legically summon the
police.

Stealthily, “X” edged around the
desk, crept toward the door. With
the bandits preoccupied over the
vault he hoped %o leave unseen. But
hardly had he moved when a gut-
tursl voice sounded in the darkness
against the wall at his left. Onhe of
the bandit gang had been stationed
inside as a guard. The bright beam
of a flashlight swung toward Agent
“X."” A hoarse order was given.

From the snout of the sub-
machine gun in the crouching ban-
dit’s hand a flicker of greenish flame
spewed forth. There were no sharp
reports. Only a series of dull pops.
The gun was silenced—the first of
its kind “X” had ever seen. But.
even as he tried to leap aside, there
came the sickening smack of bullets
striking him, They beat a weird tat-
too against his chest. He staggered,
clawed at the air a moment, while
breath whistled through his teeth.
Then he collapsed on the floor and

lay still,
CHAPTER I
THE LAW’S NET

HE bandit with the gun ceased
firing abruptly. He and the
man with the light walked over to
the spot where Agent “X"” lay. The
gunman gave the inert body a
vicious kick. He turned “X"” over onr
his back, stared down.
There was no indication of life.
It seemed certain that no living
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thing could have withstood that hail
of merciless, bronze-jaeketed lead.
The gunman grunted, spat, moved °
baek to his position by the wall. The
man with the light walked elose to
the vault. The lnllmg of 2 human
being was only a minor incident to
these men.

But Agent  “X” wasn't dead.
When the hail of machine-gun bul-
lets had struck his chest it had
seemed that someone was delivering
a series of sledge-hammer blows
close to his heart. He was wearing a
bullet-proof vest—one of the most
ingenious in existence. Two shells of
metal, the inner one hardest man-
ganese steel, the outer one bronze
ailoy, with an insulating utnﬁ.ux of
raw gilk between.

Even bullets fired at elose range
couldn’t puncture that inner shell.
But the concussion of the sub-ma-
chine gun pellets fired 30 closely had
battered him into unconsciousness.
They had gone through the outer
hronze ailoy covering of the vest,
buried themselves in the raw gilk,
flattened noses pressed against the
inner shell. The holes in his clothing
showed plainly. He was uncon-
seious. It was natural for the ban-
dits to think he was dead.

He lay helpless while they sae-
ceeded in burning the time-loek
mechanism of the great vault. They
swung the ponderous door open,
staffed hundreds of thousands of
dellars into canvas sacks, withdrew
from the bank like a pack of slink-
ing gray volves. A high-pewered car
purred outside. Gears e¢lashed. The
car sped away into the night . . ..

Agent “X” stirred. Another sound
had cut through his dazed com-
sciousness—the persistent wail of a
police sirem, coming nearer and
nearer. No sooner had the bandits’
ear left the bank than a small,-
bright-eyed man who hid been
watching outside went to a drug-
store telephone down the block. He
sent in a hurry call to headquarters.
He was a3 notoricus police steol
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pigeon, an underworld rat named
Clawdon.

As the sleek police eruiser roared
up to the curb, Clawdon leaped on
the ronning-board, spoke hoarsely.

“I just seen a gang of guys leav-
in’ the bank, chief. They must a
done a job on it. I was down the
block and seen the light here go
out. Then I heard some one holler
and came as fast as I eould.”

A cop leaped out of the car and
swore harshly as he stumbled
against something and almost fell.
The bank guard, his horizon-bine
uniform sodden and stained with
crimsen, lay on the sidewalk. He
had been callously left there by the
bandits, the back of his head
smashed in by a vicious blow,

“Geez! They moidered him,”
screamed the stool pigeon.

One of the cops sent an emer-
gency call into headquarters. The
other went into the bank, with
Clawdon, the stoolie, at his heels.

Agent “X" dimly heard the thud
of their feet. But he was still too
dazed to move. The awful hammer
beat of those bullets had almost
paralyzed his body.

He did not open his eyes until a
gsecond and third police siren cut
hysterically through the air. A half
dozen headquarters cars were con-
verging om the rzided bank. When
Agent “X"” became fully aroused to
consciousness a group of harsh-
faced cops were standing above
him. One was prodding him with
the end of a nightstick.

Clawdon, the stoolie, was staring
down m bright-eyed speculation. As
Agent “X” rose to a sitting pesitien,
the stootle slipped out of the bank
unobirusively and disappeared
along the night-darkened straet.

BIG man with a pale, aquiline
faee and blaek eyebrows that -
jutted menacingly above cold, pierc-.
ing eyes shoved through the group
of cops. He was Inspector John
Burks, head of the city homicide
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squad. Murder as well as robbery'

had taken place. Burks, dealer in
death, was on hand.

A grim smile twitched the corners
of Agent “X’s” mouth. The man
above him was one of his worst
enemies on the force.*

Burks stooped down, laid his hand
nod too gently on the Agent’s shoul-
der.

“What's
lenged.

Before “X” could speak the in-
spector’s piercing eyes had detected
the bullet holes in the front of the
Agent’s coat, “Good God! This man
has been shot a dozen times. Call
an ambulance!” Then his face hard-
ened, his fingers pawed the cloth.

“Wait. We don’t need an ambu-
lance. He’s wearing a bullet-proof
vest. He's O.K.”

The words had a startling effect
on the men around. They tensed.
Agent “X” could feel their eyes bor-
ing into him with piercing suspicion.
One, a sergeant of detectives, spoke
harshly!

“I'll bet he’s one of the gang,
chief. Maybe they tried to knock
him off 30 he wouldn't squeal.”

your name?” he chal-

The inspector thrust his jaw close _

fo the Agent's. “Speak up—who are
you and what are you doing here?"

Agent “X"” wag silent a moment,
then he waved his hand toward the
opened vault. “That’s more impor-
tant, inspector. Find out who robbed
this bank. I happened to be here

when the gang came in. I was going’

to call the police; but they shot me
down before I could do it. This thing

I've got on wasn’t built to stand -

machine-gun bullets.”

He was fencing for time. He knew
he was in a tight spot. The secret
of :is identity must not be uncov-
ered.

“You happered to be here ! barked
Burks. He reached forward, located

A.':‘UTBDI‘I NOTRE:
eot’s biggest camss Burks wnimewiagly
auumum-un-m--mu;un'l

the Agent’s gas gun, jerked it out.
“You happened to be carrying that,
too, I suppose, and wearing that
vest.”

A slow smile overspread the
Agent’s disguised face. He took a
card from his pocket, presented it
to Burks. It bore the name: “W. T.
Garrison, Investigator, American
Bankers Association.” Prepared for
any emergency, he had even antici-
pated the possibility of being caught
and questioned, But Burks did not
seem satisfled. He fingered the card,
continued to glare at “X."”"

“If you saw these men,” he said,

.“maybe you can give a description

of them., Who were they and how
many were there?"”

Agent “X"” shook his head. “I
couldn't see their faces. There were
a half dozen, I should say. I never
saw them before."

‘“You couldn't identify them in
court if they were arrested then?”

llNo.lI

Burks stabbed a finger at “X.”
“It looks funny, Garrison. Private
investigators don’t wear vests like
that one you've got on—and they
don’t happen to be around when
robberies are being pulled off. More
likely you’re in with the guys who
did this, and they double-crossed
you because they thought you’d
squeal. You expected it might hap-
pen and got dolled up in that vest.”

Burks turned to two of his men.
“Take him down to headquarters,
boys. Hold him there till we've had
time to investigate him.”.

A big detective marched “X" to-
ward the door. Two cops moved up
on either side of him, guns in their
hands. Burks rasped another order.

“Keep a gun at his head. That'’s
one spot bullets can reach.”

The cops obeyed, seizing the
Agent’s arms. An clectric company
truck was replacing the light out-
side. A sizeable crowd had collect-
ed. They goggled at Agent “X”
with curlous eyes. A half dozen
police were strung along the curb.
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" He let himself be shoved into a a cell in the station honse. Mang
big headquarters car. This wasn’t times the police had tried to arrest
the moment to attempt & get-away. him. Many times they had failed. In
But he had no intention of going to a prison cell his usafulness as a
. _ criminal hunter would be thwarted.
To save himself from this he car-
ried many unique defensive devices
in the inner linings of his coat.* *

The police car leaped away from
the curb. A cop and a plain-clothes
man flanked “X"* on either side. The
other cop drove.

“How about a cigarette?’” the
Agent asked casually, but the detec-
tive shook his head. .

“You'll have plenty of time to
" smoke down at the station bouse.”

“X" smiled grimly again. They
had denied bim the use of bis spe-
cial gas-filled lighter, cut off one
avenue of possible escape; but there

® AUTHORE'S NOTE: Thess includa wxplesive plue-
m-:h-.nn-a‘h’!‘!-&cn-'
. '  er. = L h cies for




14 SECRET AGENT “X”

were many others. His fingers crept
up to toy with the innocent looking
fountain pen that reposed in his coat
pocket. The cop who was driving
gave a sudden exclamation.

“What do those guys think
they're doing?”

GENT “X” stared ahead over

the driver's shoulder. Through
the glittering windshield he saw a
large and powerful black car lurch
past and cut in ahead. The ecar
stopped suddenly with a squeal of
brakes.

The police car's driver jammed
on his own brakes, narrowly avert-
ing a crash. He was swearing now;
but his curses ended in a surprised
intake of breath. For three men had
leaped from the car ahead. They
were masked, and they carried guns
in their hands. One was a sub-cali-
ber, rapid firer.

Agent “X.” tense with excite-
ment, recognized the gun as the
same used on him in the bank. Its
muzzle held the cylindrical silencer
that reduced its reports to mere
pops.

One of the masked men ap-
proached and spoke sharply.

“We want that guy you got. Hand-

him out!”

Dazedly the detective on “X’s”
left opened the door. The cop start-
ed to lift his gun.

“Cut -it!” the masked man
snarled. “You’ll take a one-way ride
to nell if you don't. We got a type-
writer here.”

This was gangster talk. The cops’
faces froze. A masked man reached
forward, grasped “X" by the arm.

“Come on, feller, make it
snappy.”

He was hauled out of the police
car. His eres were bright with ex-
citement. These men had left him
for dead. Now, learning that he was
still alive, they had come back for
him. Some one had tipped them off.
Death glared from the muzzle of
the machine gun aimed at his head.

Another of the masked men pressed
his automatic against Agent “X’s”
neck.

“No funny business, or you get it
sure.” .

He was marched forward toward
the other car which waited, its en-
gine running. The man, with the ma-
chine gun covered their retreat.
Agent “X” was thrust into the big,
closed sedan.

Then the cop who was driving
the police crniser ducked behind
his dashboard and cut loose. Agent
“X’ admired his nerve. The blue
coats had courage all right.

But the vicious, muffled thudding
of the silenced machine gun sound-
ed. “X" heard the slap of bullets
against the police car’'s windshield,
followed by the gasping cry of s
wounded man. Another burst ripped

" the headquarters car’s tires; made

its engine hiss to a clanking stop.
The machine gunner leaped into the
sedan. Its door slammed shut. The
sedan spurted away up the street,
powerful engine roaring,

CHAPTER II
PLUNGING PERIL

HEY did not speak until the
car had covered several blocks.
Then the man holding the gun to
the base of “X’s” brain ordered
abruptly:
“Take off his coat and that
damned vest!”
This, too, hinted at a cold intent
to execute him. “X" waited, meas-

‘uring his chances of escape. They

were slight at this moment. For the
man with the sub-machine gun sat
facing him, straddling one of the
sedan’s small, collapaible seats. The
snout of the rapid firer was inclined
toward his face. A slight pressure
on that curved trigger and his head
would be torn to pieces.

The gangster on “X’s” left peeled
off the Agent’s coat, unsnapped the
fastenings of the bullet-proof vest.

 He removed the vest quickly, The
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muzzle of the sub-machine gun
pointed straight at the Secret
Agent's heart. For once he was ut-
texly helpless, his life suspended by
a alender thread.

- He could not see the men’s faces.
They still wore their masks., He
knew that these were not the only
ones who had robbed the bank. The
pthers must be somewhere ahead in
the darkness.

One of the men held up the vest
}:.ih?t had saved the Secret Agent’s

e.
“Some gadget,” he remarked. “I -
never seen one like it before. We'll

have a bunch like this made.”
They did not question “X.” That

surprised him. But abruptly one of

the masked men took something

from a side pocket of the car. It was.

a roll of strong adhesive tape. He
gave an order. . .

One of the men held “X’s” wrists
while the snout of the machine gun
pressed ruthlessly agai'nst his flesh.
There. came the ripping sound of
tape, the coolness of it against “X’s”
skin. They were taping his eyes so
that he could not see. Another strip
was preased firmly across his mouth.
; The big car roared on, the men in
it silent for the most part. Once
“X"” heard the thin, complaining
note of a police cruiser’s siren far
behind. The sedan turned sidewise,
moving off at a tangent from the
course it had been following. The
police siren’s note faded out. :

Agent “X,” his masterly sense of
direction vividly alive, took note of
each turn made. The hollow sound
of the street crossings came plainly
to him. He counted them. After a
time he felt the car moving at an
upwaird incline. There came the
rumble of a long bridge. He had
crossed every bridge into the eity
many times. Each had a different
angle. This one was familiar.

The complicated route that the
car took after leaving the bridge
didn’t entirely confuse him. When it
stopped at the end of nearly forty

minutes, Agent “X” could make a
guesa at its approximate location.

It noded over bumpy ground—
and to “X’s” keen ears came a new
sound. This was identifiable, too. It
was the low, distinctive hum of air-
plane motors.

He listened carefully as the se-
dan’s door opened. The motors were
synchronized. They were all on one
plane; three of them. A big, tri-
motor ship was warming up. He was
at some hidden airfield at the out-
skirts of the eity.

His pulses tingled. Here was more
evidence that this was a huge, well-
organized group.

Cool night air beat against hia
face. Mingled with the popping
rumble of the plane’s warming mo-
tors came low-voiced orders, the
crunch of footsteps. The sub-ma-
chine gun’s muzzle pressed firmly
against his spine. Two men grabbed
his arms, pushing him roughly for-
ward.

HE beat of the tri-motor's en-

gines deepened. He could hear
the swish of the idling propellers
now, the click of the valves. Metal
grated directly ahead of him. He
was lifted, thrust into a2 small apace
which he identified as a compart-
ment in the tail of the big plane’s
fuselage. There was sheet metal all
around him now. The pressure of

" the machine gun and the clutching

fingers were withdrawn. Agent “X”
was a prisoner in the body of a big
plane about to take off in the night
to some unknown destination.

He waited till the throbbing
rumble of the plane’s motors deep-
ened into a vibrant roar; watted till
he felt the huge eraft moving for-
ward for the take-off. Then, in the
stuffy darkmess of the compartment
where he had been thrust, his fin-
gers went ta work.

He peeled the tape from eyes and
mouth, flexed his cramped lids and
lips. No elightest ray of light pene-
trated the narrow compartment im-
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prisoning him. It was windowless,
ventless. The only air was that
which seeped in around the edges
of the door. It was a baggage com-
partment in what had once been a
passenger air liner.

The shest metal around him was
vibrating now with a steady motion
indicating that the great plane had
taken off, was rising upward into
the night sky.

Putting his ear close to the metal
ahead he detected the faint sound
of men’s veices im the cabin. He
reached into his pocket and made
an unpleasant disccvery.

His pockets had been emptied.
Everything had been taken out—
wallet, keys, knife, and chromium
tools. His tubes and vials of make-
up material were gone. His captors
had removed even the small, por-
table sound amplifier which had so
often stood him in good stead.*

But one thing the gangsters had
overlooked—not knowing yet with
whom they dealt. In the sole orf the
Secret Agent's shoe wag a combina-
tion file and hacksaw, its blade
made of tempered steel and a strip
of glaas-thin black diarond set in
special cement.

Before removing this from ity hid-
ing place Agent “X"” felt along the
walls and ceiling of the compart-
ment. It was made of soft, light-
weight corrugated duralumin, rivet-
ed together. By pressing against the
metal which was hardly thicker
than tin, he located the points where
it was fastened to the framework of
the big fuselage.

Then, his face keenly intent in

the darkness, he took the implement -

from his shoe and set to work. He
punctured the duralumin floor with
the point of the [nstrument. The
razor-thin blade sliced through the

* AUTHOR'S NOTE: This v the imstrument
:I::‘d.. r-llh--luue::tn-n.linl
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metal as “X” drew it back and forth.
The roar of the plane’s engines cov-
ered .the faint, rasping sound it
made. He worked with energetic
speed. No telling how soon the plane
might land—though at the moment
it seemed to be climbing steadily.
The pressure in his ears told him it
had already reached an altitude of
several thousand feet.

He made parallel cuts in the
metal floor of the compartment, then
cut crosswise at top and bottom and
took the panel out. A apace was dis-
closed beneath his feet. He reached
down, groped in the darkness with
tense {ingers. His hands encountered
a metal cable that moved snakily
beneath his touch. ¥ ram through
pulleys that had pivotal fastenings.
There was another cable at the
other side of the hole he had cut.
These were the plane's controls,
going to rudder and elevators.

GENT “X"” worked with his
hacksaw again. He cut out an-
other panel in the compartment’s
flooring, as far forward as he could.
Then he sawed several narrow strips
of duralumin, tapering the ends.
The thinnest strips could be used
like flexible wire. They would suit
his strange purpose nicely.

He put his hacksaw away tem-
porarfly and hunched forward,
bracing his knees. He judged that
the plane had left the city far be-
hind now. Below must be a stretch
of small towns and open country. He
took a grip on the cable of the-

.elevator control, wrapped his fin-

gers around it, suddenly pulled with
all his might,

The abruptness of the maneuver
drew the control away from the
pilot’s grasp, made the big plane’s
nose dip down—and Agent “X”
shoved a strip of metal between the
cable and one of the pulleys, wedg-
ing it in.

The plane had now gone into a
steep dive. He wrapped a strip of
the duralumin around the cable and
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the pulley, holding it in that posi-
tion. The quick tugs on the forward
* section of the cable indicated the
pilot's frantic attempts to free the
controls and right his ship. ,
Agent “X" left him no time to
recover. He seized the rudder cable
next; jerked on that as he had oa
the other, felt the big plane swing
its nose around. It heeled over on
one wing, threatening suddenly to
go into a deadly flat spin, and again
‘Agent “X” wedged the control so

that the pilot up forward was help- -

Jess.
The Secret Agent sat back on his
heels, waiting tensely. The pitching

and rocking of the ship threw him -

off his balance, hurled him against
the wall of the compartment. The
engines were cut down for a mo-
ment as the pilot sought desperately
to free his wedged controls. Above
the rumbling pop of the idling mo-
tors and the rising sigh of wind in
the wings, Agent “X” heard the
shouts of excited, frightened men.
He .heard stumbling feet up for-
ward, heard a crash as a loosened
seat or table struck one wall.

The great plane careened, did a
falling leaf maneuver; hung for an
instant dizzilv. Then it slid off on
one wing, plunging toward the
earth far below, as though all the
fiends of destruction were driving
it down to its doom.

CHAPTER IV
WINGS OF DESTRUCTION

N the rocking, shuddering com-'

partment of the plane’s fuselage,
Agent “X"” thrust his feet through
the holes he had cat in the flooring
and braced himself. The tail assem-
bly thrashed from aside to side as
though the ship were. a plaything
.of gigantic forces. .

“X’ heard the rising voices of
men in the cabin. One of them
screamed in terror. Thudding
sounds pounded above the vibrating
whine and mutter of the ’motors.
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Some one shouted
mand.

Agent “X,” every muacle in his
body taut to avoid the danger of
being pitched against the metal
walls, took out his hacksaw again.
Quickly he cut a hole through the
thin sub-flooring of the compart-
ment. A spurt of night air, chill as
ice water, struck his face. But be-
low, all was darkness.

He bent down, gripping a tubular
steel brace, adjusting his eyes to the
air blast that increased as the ship
dropped.

Suddenly a brilliant flash of light
stabbed upward. After the utter
darkness inside the compartment,
it almost blinded him. It was as
though the night flamed with purple

an abrupt com-

The light continued. It was the
livid glow of a landing flare dropped
by the pilot of the plunging plane.
Agent “X"” saw terrain then—fields,
fences and clumps of trees far be-

low. Here and there the square dot

of a house showed, with smaller
dots that were outlying buildings.
These were farms. They were over
open country. -

The plane, utterly out of control,
yawed sickeningly, great wings fan-
ning the air, tail sweeping from side
to side. The shouts of the men up
forward rose in a frenzy of terror.

Abruptly Agent “X” bent lower,
staring down through the rent in the
metal. Something like a circular
white flower blosasomed beneath the
ship, starkly outlined by the land-
ing flare against the darker country-
side. It was an opening parachute.
One of the plane’s passengers had
jumped.

Another and another chute ap-
peared as “X” watched, a grim
light of triumph in his eyes. He
widened the hole in the flooring
with quick, tense thrusts of his
hacksaw to open up a fuller range
of vision. He counted the chutes as
they blossomed out till twelve had
appeared. The gangster criminals
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were leaving the plane, deserting it
as rats desert a sinking ship.

The Secret Agent rose abruptly
from bis benk position. He stabbed
the sharp paint of the hacksaw for-
ward, puncturing the wall between
the prison compariment and the
plane’s cabin.

The engines had not been shut
off. They roared and moaned,
changing pitch with every erratic
maneuver the great ship made.
When air emrrents, or the crazy
sweep of its jammed elevators
turned its nose upward, the labored
beat of the steel propellers slowed
the motors to a furious, complaining

" whine. When the nose dropped and
the ship' swept into a power dive,
the engimes, free of straim, rose to
frenzied shriek as the revolutions
mounted.

Agent “X” was struggling against
time. He had taken a desperate
chance to rid the ship of the crim-
inals. He had gambled that they
were net air-minded encugh te
stand for long the erratie move-
ments of the plane. A greater fear
had forced them to risk the chutes
in order to escape a more certaim
death. But, in driving them out, the
Agent was bringing destruction
close to himself. For the ship was
loging saltitude with every sicken-
ing lunge.

“X" eame to a steel croas piece in
the duralumin wall head. It slowed
the blade of his hacksaw. He made
another cut parallel with it, sawed

across the top, pulled fiercely at the -

metal panel, If he didn’t get through
to the pilot’s eockpit and reach the
controls in the next few seconds be
would be smashed to a jelly in the
shattered, battered wreck of the
ship when it struek the ground.
Sweat batbed his body as his fin-
gers tore the metal strip. There was
a plaster-board lining beyond. That
snapped and crumbled- under the
switt lunge of his fist; but the hole
he had eut was still not big enough
to get through—and- the steel cross-
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piece was impeding his progress. Hé
drew his haeksaw under it, sawed
frantically, till the blade’s note rose
above the engine’s roar.

THE plane was within a thousand
" feet of the ground now. It gave
a sickening, forward lunge that lost
another hundred feet of altitude.
Desperately he turned ard bent
above the floor opening. He drew
the metal stripe from under the

jammed control cables where they

passed through the pulleys. He un-
wound the other from the cables
themselves. The cables came free.

‘They slid through the pulleys as

wind pressure forced the elevators
level. The pulley wheels whined.

The ship’s erratic maneuvers
ceased. It almost leveled out. But
there was no hand at the controls.
The plane was still a plaything of
the wind and air currents, With the
engines full on it began a long sick«
ening power dive toward the earth,

Secret Agent “X” worked Hke a
madman. There were houses below
—there were sleeping humans all
unaware of the great rocketing tri~
motor above. What if the plane
struck a building? He could vision
the wild holocaust of death and
destruction that would result. Hot
flames seering the night landseape.
Smoke like a funeral pyre.

He had cut below the steel cross-
brace now. He pulled at the dural-
umin with flerea tugs, cutting his
hands. He kicked the plaster-board
lining through with lunges of his
shoe. Then, at last, the hole was
lzrge enough. He stooped and

"shoved his head and shoulders

w&winghisbodyafta'

There was a deadly evenness
about the ship’s forward movement

now. It was like the calm before the

storm. It was as though the plane,
a sensate thing, had resigned itself
to utter destruction.

Agent ‘“X” rose to his feet, lunged
down the aisle in the cabin between
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rows of empty seats. The interior
of the great plane was almost as
large as that of a railway car.

The pilot’s door ahead was open.
‘A short flight of steps led up to it

Dials gleamed on the inmstrument.

panel in the glow of electric bulbs.

The plane had dual wheel con-
trols—a mechanism familiar to
Agent “X."*

He leaped into one of the leather-
cushioned seats, stared through the
front vision window—and his heart
seemed to rise in his throat.

Directly ahead, not more than
five hundred feet below, were the
lights of a small country village.
For a second he caught a glimpse of
the main street; saw a cluster of
people in front of a drug store star-
ing up, attracted by the increasing
roar of the three great motors,

The Agent gripped the wheel
controls. and beneath his disguise
the veins stood out on his forehead
like knots. For the terrific blast of
the "air stream was holding the
elevators and ailerons in their
present position as rigidly as though
they were frozen.

TH al! his might he drew

back on the control, feet
pressed against the rudder bars,
praying that he could avert the
threatening disaster, praying that
he could keep the plane from plung-
ing like a destructive meteor into
that peaceful village below.

For age-long seconds it seemed
hopeless. Through the shimmering
arc of the middle propeller the
lights of the village atill showed,
growing larger every instant. They
appeared as steadfast as a target
in a cannon’s sight. Muscles in the

¢ AUTHORS KO‘I'!: Ageut “X” has d-lhd M
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‘Agent’s arms and shoulders knotted,
bulged.

Then gradually, like the bow of
a ship swinging slowly up on a great
swell and making the horizon line
sink, the nose of the big plane began
to rise. =

The lighted street sank from
sight. The propeller appeared to

- crawl up the side of a building, up,

up, Hll the rooftop showed. The
Agent gave a final, desperate puil
on the wheel. The steel chains in the
sprockets passing from the control
wheel down to the cables were so
tight that it seemed they must snap.

But the peaked roof of the build-
ing sank from sight, too. The upper
branches of a tall elm tree rushed
into view. The plane, almost level,
hurtled through them with a sick-
ening swish and eclatter. The big
steel propellers sliced leaves and
twigs, sending them showering to
the ground. The plane’s fat air
wheels swept through the bigger
brancnes as it lunged upward, beat-
ing the tree top with its wide-
spread tail assembly.

The propellers caught the air,
snarled with a new note. The three
radial motors whined with the deep-
voiced pull drome. Agent “X” fed
gas to them; drew the wheel back
almost to his lap—and the great
plane roared upward, mounting
dizzily after the tremendous mo-
mentum of its dive.

. He had saved it from crashing;
saved the villagers from the death
that had swooped down at them out .
of the night sky; he had saved his
own life.

But as the huge tri-motor climbed
steadily into the night sky the
Agent’s mind raced. He had won
this round with the criminals, had
escaped from an apparently hope-
less trap. But his real battle was
only just beginning.

When the altimeter showed four
thonsand feet, he left the controls
for a moment and went back into
the cabin. There was nothing here



20

SECRET AGENT “X”

.
to idenﬁfy the men who had beenv Instantly e leaped out and ex--

in the plane. They had taken the
bank cash with them when they

jumped. But the Agent tensed sud--

denly.
On a small shelf at the rear of

the cabin compartment were the

things they had taken from his own
pockets; his make-up equipment,
tool kit, amplifier, bullet-proof vest
—everything. He put the vest on,

thrust the other things back into hia -

coat, went to the controls of the
plane again. He banked, swung due
west, and looked at the compass.
Familiar with all the terrain
around the city, he could give a
good guess as to where he was now.
He stared out a side window. The
faint gleam of river water below, a
string of lights set along a highway,
gave him his bearings. He identified
the village he had almost crashed
into. He swung the ship toward the
west, followed the river for a few
miles. Then he throttled the motors
to mere idling speed, pointing the
plane’s nose groundward.
Somewhere below was a small
airfield belonging to an airplane

company that had gonme bankrupt -

during the depression. Agent “X”
had passed it many times in his car,
It was a possible landing place.

But it was marked by no lights,
and the criminals had used all the
landing flares. “X’ switched on the
electric landing lights in the wing.
Under their glow he caught a faint
glimpse, of the field he sought. The
ghostly tops of the old hangars
guided him. :

Landing the huge tri-motor here
would be a ticklish business even in
daylight. At night, only a man of

_iron nerve and consummate skill
could achieve it without cracking
up. But the Agent side-slipped neat-
ly into the small field, yawed the
plane’s tail back and forth to kill
speed. The air wheels touched the
dim stretch of rusty green with
hardly a bump, and he came to a
stop in the center of the field.

amined the big plane. There were
no Department of Commerce mark-
ings on it, no identification of any
sort. It was a tramp craft of the air,
an evil ship of darkness. Reaching

‘under the control panel he opened.

up a petcock. The pungent smell of
gasoline -filled the air. It trickled
into a dark puddle undey the big
fuselage.

Agent “X" waited till it spread.’
Then he got a cloth from under the
pilot’s seat, soaked it with gas,
balled it up, touched a match to it
:Ind tossed it into the plane’s intes

or,

Another match made a flaming
cauldron out of the gas puddle be-
neath the plane’s fuselage. Agent
“X” ducked and ran toward the
dark outline of scrubby woods at
the field’s farthest edge. He could
hear a man's voice calling out ex-
citedly in a house near the field. =

The landing of the tri-motor had
aroused curiosity. People would be
coming to investigate. But he would
let them think he had burned up in
the plane. This was an impression
he was most anxious to give the
criminals, also..

He looked behind him. Bright
gasoline flames were licking up
around the plane’s metal body now.
Cloth and woodwork in the interior
of the ship had caught, making the
cabin window glow like evil red
eyes in the side of some night mon-
ster. Then the partially filled gas
tank exploded with the heat of the
flames beneath. The instrnment
panel blew back into the cabin of
the plane, and the cabin itself be-
came a roaring furnace fllled with
sprayed gasoline. Windows blew
out; white-hot flame melted the -
metal of the body.

As Agent “X” turned and
plunged into the woods he lmew
there would be nothing left to show .
how he had escaped from the tail
compartment that had held him
prisoner. >
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CHAPTER YV
THE MARK OF HORBOR
CAR chartered.in a suburb near
the old air field whirled Secret
Agent “X” back to the city. Tense

and impatient, he sat in the tonneau
of the vehicle that rolled smoothly

through the night, to all appear-
ances & respectable, gray-haired
business man,

4X* ordered the driver to stop
at a certain street cormer in the
heart of the city. He pald his fare,
strode briskly away in the darkmess.
Shadows of night enveloped him.
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Four blocks from the spot where
he had left the car Agent “X" sud-
denly entered the vestibule of d
small walk-up apartment. Its halls,
musty and dark, were lit by flicker-
ing gas light. Its janitress, a slow-
enly old woman, lived in the base-
ment, appearing only when some
tenant called her. Here was one of
the many hideouts which Secret
Agent “X” maintained.*

In the seclusion of this small,
cheaply furnished apartment, Agent
“X"” performed miracles with his
hands. He stripped off the make-up
which had made him resemble a
middle-aged man. That disguise had
served its purpose, was feasible no
longer. The police would be on the
lookout for the alleged bank exam-
iner who went by the name of Gar-
‘Tison. .

For the space of two minutes
Secret Agent “X” appeared as he
really was. The gray hair resolved
itself into an ingeniously made
toupee, which, when removed, re-
vealed sleek brown hair beneath.
The pastiness and wrinkles of flabby
middle age left behind them the
firm, unwrinkled flesh of a strong
and distinguished face.

Even his few intimates had never
seen Agent “X” like this; never
glimpsed those features that were
really his own. For they, like his
name and identity, were secrets that
he guarded with his life.

His face was remarkably youth-
ful for a man who had been throngh
S0 many strange experiences. It held
power, character, understanding.

The eyes had the clear brilliance of

an original, penetrating mentality.
There was kindness and humor, but
unflinching determination in the
even mobile lips.

Hawklike strength marked the
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faintly curving line of the nose;
scholarly intelligence was visible in
the high, broad forehead. And, like
the mystery surrounding his iden-
tity, there was mystery in those
even features, too. For they seemed
to change in different lights.

When the Agent turned his head,
selecting a tube of make-up ma-
terial, preparatory to creating an-
other miracle of disguise, the
oblique light brought out lines of
maturity, revealed momentarily the
visible records that a thousand
strange adventures had written on
this alertly youthful countenance.

His fingers moved, working the
plastie, volatile make-up material
over his face. Ingenious pigments
covered the skin. This uncanny abil-
ity at disguise which made Secret
Agent “X"” a “Man of a Thousand
Faces” had more than once formed
the only barrier between himself
and hideous death. Upon that abil-
ity he had over and over again gam-
bled at desperate odds with life
itself the stake. So far, he had al-
ways won. So far, no living soul
had been able to unmask Secret
Agent “X.” ;

When he rose from his mirrors
ten minutes later he had become

‘another person. His features now

seemed thinner than formerly, his
halr was sandy. The faint hawklike
curve of his nose had been straight-
ened. He appeared a mild looking
young man of about thirty, with
nothing to distinguish him from a -
thousand other such young men. He
changed his suit, for a baggy pep-
per-and-salt tweed that matched the .
sandiness of his complexion, then

-walked quickly out of the apart-

ment.

But he still wore the bullet-proof
vest beneath this suit. The strange
assortment of things that he was
accustomed to carry were hidden in
the pockets. Incomspicuous though .
he looked, he was still Secret Agent
“X"—a man of myskery and des-
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At a2 mid-town garage, he or-
dered the fast roadster he kept
there under the name of A. J. Mar-
tin, Associated Press reporter. His
other car was still standing a few
blocks from the Union Bank & Safe
Deposit Company. A telephoned call
to another garage sent a mechanic
after it The Agent found it expedi-
tious to keep several cars under
various cognomens, as well as a
number of hideouts.

In this other roadster he drove
quickly to a street which held an
assortment of small rooming houses.
He entered one, asked for Thomas
MecCarthy, and was conducted to 8
rear room on the second floor. Here
a man of about seventy, white-
haired, but still alert and spry, came
forward to greet him. He was &
veteran police detective, retired now
on his small savings and pension.
The quick sparkle of his blue eyes
showed that he still had an active
interest in life.

“Hello, Mr. Martin,” he said.
“What can [ do for ye, my boy?”

Agent “X” smiled. Mc¢Carthy and
a few others like him, were among
the small number of trusted persons
he occasionslly employed to aid him
in his daring work against the un-
derworld of crime. They shadowed
suspects under his direction, sup-
plied bits of information valuable to
- the Agent. But they did not know
that they were working for the
greatest investigator alive.

“I've got a little job for you,
Tom,” the Agent said. “Some fel-
lows I'm watching made a get-away
by plane from an airfield outside
this city. I want you to hang around
that fleld for about twenty-four
hours and let me know what you
see, There’s fifty bucks in the job.
Would you be willing to tackle it?”

“Would I?” Thomas McCarthy
beamed. “It ain't the money, of
course,” he qualified hastily. *It's
just that a feller don't like to get
rusty—and I like to do what I can
to help you, Mr. Martin. You're &

hard working newspaper chap with
a head on your shoulders. Some day
they’ll make you editor of the whole
damn sheet.”

“Maybe,” gmiled °~ Agent “X.”
“And maybe [ll get fired.”

He took out his wallet, drew out
five ten dollar bills and handed
them to McCarthy. The old head-
quarters dick tried to conceal his
interest. But Agent “X"” knew that
the man needed new clothes, knew
that this fifty dollars represented
money to buy things for numerous
small grandchildren. The old man's
pension was a barely liveable one,

“I don't like to take anything titl
the job’s dome,” said McCarthy,
pocketing the bills. “But I'll give
you your money's worth, boy. Lead
me to that field.”

IVING instructions as he drove,
Agent “X” went back along
the route that the gangsters had
followed when they had taken him
prisoner in their closed car. Though
his eyes had been taped, he followed
it accurately, coming at last to the
fleld from which the big tri-motored
ship had taken off.

This proved to be nothing more
than a huge open lot where a real
estate development had fallen
through. But the marks of the ship’s
air wheels in the turf showed plain-
ly. A barnlike bailding at one end
of the open field held aliding doors.
There were other buildings around
the field’s edge; old sheds, & neg-
lected junk shop, a warehouse with
windows boarded ap.

“Keep out of sight,” whispered
“X." “Watch that big building over
there. I'll stop by at your place to-
morrow.,”’ ‘ .

“0.K.,"” saild MeCarthy. Then he
drew Agent “X"” back into the
shadows for & moment, spoke
eagerly.

“I'll put you wise to something
since you're a bright lad. 1 was
talking to Captaln MeGrath over
at the Tenth Precinct Station this
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afternoon. There’s gonna be & com-
missioners’ meeting in this ¢ity to-
morrow night, Police . chiefs are
coming from all over the country,
and a big gun named Beale is gonna
give a talk. He’s a professor of
criminology or something. Maybe
if you could get into this meeting,
young feller, yon’d get a lot of hot
copy for your sheet.”

Agent “X"” grinned and nodded.
“Thanks for the tip, Tom—but I
happen to know about it already.
There's only one thing wrong—the
press is barred. This commissioners’
conference is strictly secret. There’s
been a lot of crime lately—and
they’re going to see what can be
done about it. Any newspaper man
who tried to break in would get
shot.”

MecCarthy winked. “T'll speak to
McGrath, anyway. Maybe I can pull
some strings and get you a side seat,
You’d get a scoop on all the other
sheets in town then.”

Agent “X"” shook his head, patted
McCarthy’'s arm. “No use,.Tom, It's
private, I tell you. Unless you're a
commissioner you don't get in. Don’t
go getting yourself in hot water on
my account.”

McCarthy did not know that, be-
cause of the alarming spread of

crime throughout the United States, "

the police heads of a score of cities
had come together to work out some
unified method of combating the
criminals. He did not know either
that Professor Norton Beale was
classed- as the cleverest criminol-
ogist in America.

Agent “X"” left McCarthy posted,
returned to his parked car, and
headed back into the city. As he
drove he wondered about that im-
portant conclave scheduled for the
following night. The public at large
would never know what transpired
behind those locked doors. The po-
lice were desperate. They would be

.instantly suspicious of any outsider
seeking to gajn admittance.
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Secret Agent “X” knew that. But
he also knew that he would find out
what happened at that meeting—by
a method all his own. He doubted
that even the combined brains of a
score of police heads and a great
criminologist could trap the nation-
wide organization of criminals now
operating. He’d had overwhelming
proof of their originality and daring
already tonight.

T was just two hours after the

raid on the Union Bank & Safe
Deposit Company when Agent “X”
drove once again to within a few
blocks of that institution, parked his
car and walked forward. Several
yards from the bank he stopped in
the shadows. Police were still out-
side. Newspaper men still hung
about. Inside all was confusion and
activity as insurance investigators
and special men from the bankers’
association went about their work,

Agent “X” made no attempt to
re-enter the bank Hll nearly tweo
thirty in the morning, when the
building was again left alone except
for two special watchman outside
and one within.,

The city lay dark and still; and
this time Agent “X” advanced slow-
ly along the street on which the
bank faced. When the patrolling
bank guard came opposite, “X"
swiftly drew his gas pistol and fired
it in the man’s face.

The guard collapsed as the harm-
less gas instantly took effect. Agent
“X"” carried his inert body to a vesti-
bule near by, propped it up. The
guard would be out for-at least half
an hour—long enough for “X" to
work. He waited at the cormer till
the other guard came around it, dis-
posed of him in the same way.

Then he once more went to the
bank’s doors. A special chain. and
heavy padlock now protected them.
Agent “X” easlly opened this with
his tool kit. The slow steps of the
third guard sounded inside. Agent
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¥X' gave this man a dose of the
anesthetizing gas.

Quickly then he continued the
secret work that the criminals had
interrupted, the daring and uncon-
ventional activities that he believed
were necessary tonight, justified by
the fact that he was on the track of
something so vast and dangerous in
scope that a whole nation lay help-
less in its grasp.

All valuables had been taken
from the big vault upstairs, but the
safe deposit vault was intact. He
went directly to the latter, opened
the grille.'and found a metal box
marked 3071. Guarded by the bank
and the full majesty of the law, this
box nevertheless contained the prop-
erty of a former underworld char-
acter, a gambler known as Bill
“Diamond’” Quade because of his
fondness for headlightgize dia-
monds. A special tool with pivot ex-
tensions was necessary to open this
box. -
With eager fingers Agent “X”
went through its contents. There
was the deed to Quade’s house, hisg
will, a packet of receipted bills. The
Agent passed by these, came at last
to several boolts of stock certificates.
They had all been issued by the
Paragon Cosmetics, Inc.,, a small
wholesale firm, the shares of which
were not even important enough to
be iisted on the exchange. Yet
Quade had seen fit to buy many hun-
dreds of these shares. Why?

That was what Agent “X” sought

to find out, It was the tip-off that
Quade was receiving a fabulously
big income from a certain obscure
stock that had brought “X” to the
bank in the first place. Quade in a
drunken moment had boasted to an
underworld cromy. A whisper of
that boast had reached the Agent’s
ears, ’ .
. He pocketed one certificate,
slipped the others back into the box
and closed it. In a moment he was
shutting the grilled doors of the safe
deposit vault behind him,
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HE drove swiftly to the vicinity of

another hideout now — one
that was far uptown. He had not
had cause to visit it for weeks. But
it contained the most complete
equipment of all. He parked his car
blocks away, walked along & wide
drive that skirted the river, turned
down a side street by a high wall.

Over the wall rose the roofs and
gables of a stately house left vacant
by the litigation of heirs. This was
the old Montgomery Mansion.*

For a moment his body seemed to
blend with the shadows along the
wall. Then he inserted a key in a
hidden lock, passed through a low
door. He entered a once beautiful
garden, now fallen into ruin. He
crossed this to a rear door of the old
house, entered through the bage-
ment, and continued till he was cloge
to the butler’s pantry. Now suddenly
he swung a tier of shelves outward,
slipped through the opening, and
closed it after him. He was now in a
small and windowless chamber, the
existence of which no one searching
the house would ever guess.

He clicked on an overhead light,
disclosing shelves and cabinets of
complex chemical and electrical
paraphernalia. Here also waa a
small, dark room for developing
photographic films and prints. Here
were microscopes and equipment for
studying fingerprints. Here were the
things that made the Secrst Agent
master of a dozen sciences.

- He brought out the one stock cer-
tificate he had taken from the bank’s
vault, get to work immediately. His
eyes shone with a bright, eager light
as he studied that harmless looking
oblong. of paper. The company’s
name was carefully engraved upon
it, together with the date of issue,
the dividend it was supposed to pay,
and the corporation rulings,

With a small hand-glass Agent
“X"” went over every inch of both




sides, but he raised his head unsat-
isfied. Next ha took a bottle of color-
Jess Nliquid and applied it deftly over
the face of the stock issue. Thia
liguid was mixed to bring oat secrel
inks. But nothing showed.

The Agent applied heat naw;
putting the stock on a flat electrie
warming plate, eareful not to burn
it. Still no writing or marking was
revealed.

He nodded ta himself, tmmned to a

square glass cabinet that reposed on

a shelf. He took this down. i was -

air-tight, withr 2 small mator and alry
pump attached. He placed the stock
eertifticate inside the cabinet faee up-
ward, started the motor pump go-
ing, and exhausted the air within.

‘When a small dial showed that a
vacuum existed inside, the Agent
dropped some white erystals in an
attached receptacle. Carefully e
fitted a serew eap over the reeep-
tacle, lighted 2 small burner ander
it, then opened a tiny valve im the
slender brass pipe that passed mio
the cabinet.

He was submitting the stock cer-
tifeate to the most delicate test
known to detect seeret writing—the
sublmated iodine test used by Cap-

tain Yardley and others of the -

American Secret Service during the
World War.

A heavy, purplish vapor appeared
inside the glass eabinet av the iodine
crystals heated. The vapor deseend-
ed sluggishly on the face of the
stock certificate. I settled into the
very pores of the paper; filling every
nrinate depressior in its fibers. And,
when the vapor lay like a dark, un-
wholesome smoke barrage over the
face of the stock cestificate, Agent
X"’ opened the eabinet and took the
document out.

Then breath hissed between his
teeth. His eyes beecame lke pim-
pointa of polished steel For, on the
white surface of the stoek issue,
something had appeared. It was the
lifelike, spine-chilling outline of a
horrible ereature—an octopus with
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tentacles extended and beak thrued’
forward. This was the searvt mark-
ing that the other tesim had failed
to show up until the sublimaied
iodine vapor had ferced ite startling
revelation. :

CHAPTER VI
NIGET VisrroR

OR seconds Agent “X” stared

down at this ghastly symbol.
There was no name, ne number—:
only this hideously realistic outline
of the octopus. It set the stock issue
apart as though some devilish curze
had been laid upon it. “X” guessed
it had significance far deeper than
appeared. The mark had been
placed there by a masterty brain to
guard against the possibility of for-
gery. It appeared as a sinlster warn~
ing to any one bold enough to at.
tempt an imitation of this paper.

Agent “X” put his vacuum cab-
inet away. In the fresher air of the
room, the iodine vapor evaporated,
and the strange mark was slowly
vanishing. At the end of two min~
utes it had entirely gone. The stock
appeared unmarked, innocent again.
Agent “X"” poeketed it.

It was now nesarly four in the
morning. The Agent had had ne
sleep. But, while working on a case,
ke seldom indulged in rest. Dynamie,
indefatigable foxces appeared to
drxive him on.

He left the hideout as he had
come, walked swiftly to kis parked
resdster. Oncs more hie hesded the
eax toward the suburhe. He had an-
other definite ebjective now. The dis.
eovery of the octopus seal on the
stoek had opened up a new line of

The whole city was cloaked with
the chill darkness that precedes
dawn. Somewhere far away the dull
rumble of a truck sounded. Fitful
wind stirred the branches of the
trees as he came to the.suburb. Al
else was still.

Bill “Diamand/” Quade’s address
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was in the secret file of the Agent.
He had taken pains to learn it when
the mysterious tip-off had come.
Quade, loxuriating in new-found
prosperity, had bought a huge
house in a fashionable suburb of the
city. He had sold his gambling estab-
lishment, joined a country club,
taken to bridge, golf and horseback
riding. Many of his new friends were
unaware of his shady past.

Agent “X” left his car a block
away. He vaulted over the stone
fence surrounding the Quade estate,
strode quickly across a dark lawn
toward a big house.

Somewhere a chain rattled. Agent
“X"” stopped. He listened for
seconds, then gave a low, peculiar
whistle. It was faint, musical, with a
ventriloquistic quality. It was the
whistle of Secret Agenmt “X"—
unique in all the world.

In the darkness beyond a dog
growled softly. Agent “X* repeated
his strange whistle. It was not loud
enough to earry inside the house. It
was meant for the dog’s ears only.
The animal’s growl changed to a
low whine. Agent “X” approached
quietly.

A huge pohce dog was chained in
front of a kennel. “X” walked for-
ward confidently, patted the dog's
head, spoke a few low-voiced sen-
tences. His uncanny ability in mak-
ing friends with animals.had stood
him in good stead often before.

“Quiet, old fellow,” he whispered.
“Stay out of this.”

He strode on toward the house,
leaving the dog gently thumping its
tall on the ground.

There were double locks on the
doors of the Quade mansion, tightly
closed shutters on the windows of
the ground floor. Quade’s contact
with the underworld had made him
susplicious, apparently. These locks
gave Agent “X” trouble, He dis-
covered, too, by probing with his
small flash that the doors and win-
dows on this first floor were pro-
tected by a delicate alarm system.
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The wires of it were deep lnmcle the
framework.

He shrugged, glaneed about hun.
Huge trees towered over the big
house on the west side. He glimpsed
the dim outlines of a porch roof.

His rubber-soled shoes, of special
pliant leather, were light, skid-
proof. He crossed quickly to a big
tree, studied its branches for a mo-
ment. Crouching low, muscles tautly
balanced, he leaped suddenly
straight upward, swift and dexter-
ous as a cat, and caught the lower
branch of the tree. In a moment he
had pulled himself up.

E climbed to another branch

higher still, swung along hand

over hand, dropped lightly to the

top of the porch roof, landing on his
toes,

This window was unshuttered:
but a minute inspection showed that
the same complex electric alarm sys-
tem was wired here.

The Agent took out his tool kit,
selected a small diamond-set glass
cutter. Quickly but quietly he drew
this around the glass just inside the
sash. When the lines were complete
he took a small rubber suction cap
from his pocket, pressed it to the
glass. It clung closely as a burr to
clothing.

Delicately he pressed with his
fingers against the glass. There came
one faint, quick snap as the glass
broke along the lines he had cut. It
did not fall inwards, for his suetion
cap held it. He turned the glass
edgewise, lifted it out and laid it
down on the roof away from the.
windew, In 8 moment he was inside
the house. )

There was a bed in the room he
entered; but it was unoccupied.
There were many vacant rooms in
this. big house which Quade’s ego-
btlshc love of display had made him

uy.

Agent "X" tiptoed out into the
hallway. A thick carpet deadened
his footsteps here. He came to the
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top of a flight of stairs, moved soft-
ly down them, When he reached the
bottom he clicked his flash on again
for a moment, fingers held over the
small lense s0 that only the thinnest
ray of light came through.

With this to guide him he prowled
about the lower floor of the house
till he had located a room which
gave evidences of being Quade’s
den. There was a liquor cabinet
here, smoking paraphernalia, a big
roll-top desk. The Agent's eyes
gleamed brightly as they fell on this,

Before opening it, he crossed the
hall outside and located the hidden,
inside switch which disconnected
the burglar alarm. He opened it, un-
locked & side door. This would give
him a quick exit in case an emer-
gency arose.

Back in Quade’s den Secret Agent
“X" went to work on the big desk.
This was locked, too, but the Agent
opened it easily.

He probed his light among the
drawers and pigeonholes it con-
tained. The first five minutes of
search proved disappointing. The
only documents were racing sheets
and charts. Quade was evidently an
addiet of the ponies.

Then Agent “X" paused sudden-
ly. He crouched and turned. To his
alert ears had come distinctly the
sound of cautious footsteps some-
where on the floor above. The carpet
muffled them, but a board squeaked
twice. Then he heard movement on
the stairs.

{4 ' CROSSED the den on silent,

catlike feet, moving behind
one of the heavy brocaded &ilk
draperies by the window. Here he
waited while the footsteps roved
about the hall. Suddenly a light
clicked on in the hallway.

Agent “X"” reached into his
pocket, took out a handkerchief,
tied it over his face. There were two
reasons for thia action. He didn’t
want his disguise of A. J. Martin re-
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vealed. ‘And, if he were seen by any-
one, the handkerchief over his face
would give him the appearance of a
common burglar or house thief. .

Against the light in the hallway
beyond the door of the den a bulky
figure showed. The man was thick-
necked, pink-faced; small, squinted
eyes were sunk in rolls of flaccid
flesh. He was wearing a blue tas-
selled dressing gown, thrown over,
wrinkled pajamas. Carpet slippers
were on his feet. A huge, bluesteel
automatic was clutehed in his stubby
fingers. Agent “X" recognized the
face and figure of Bill- Dxamond
Quade.

There was an ugly scowl on the
ex-gambler’s face. The big gun was
steady in his hand. He shufied about
the hall, started toward the side
door which Agent “X” had un-
locked.

Holding his lips in a peculiar posi-
tion, Agent “X” made a noise in his
throat — a dry, deliberate cough.
But, tecause of his mouth position,
the sound was ventriloguistic. It
seemed to come from the other side
of the den.

Instantly the sound of Quade’s
shufling footfalls ceased. For sec-
onds there was complete silence.
Then Quade approached the den
stealthily. One pudgy hand stole
around the door jamb, clicked the
light switch, flooding the room with
light. Once more Agent ‘X" made
the coughing sound.

There were two sets of brocaded
draperies in the room, one on each
side of the big shuttered window.
Both reached all the way to t.he
floor.

The ex-gambler, Quade, eyes
steely bright, pointed his gun at the
one opposite “X”., )

“Come out of there, rat,”” Quade
grated. “I hear you. I’ve got you cov-
ered.”

Agent “X"” was silent, watching
this obese product of the under-
world through the semi-transparent
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fabric. He could see Quade’s face
plainly, see the great bulbous fea-
tures, the jowls almost like a dog’s,
the glittering eyes. Quade was sure
he had his quarry trapped, sure that
the sound he had heard came from
the drapery opposite “X”.

*“Come out, I say, or—"

Still “X” was silent. Quade went
forward resolutely, thrust the muz-
zle of his automatic against the
drapery. His back was partially
turned to Agent “X".

At that instant, so quickly that
Quade hadn’t even time to turnm,
Agent “X" stepped out of his hiding
place and pressed the snout of his
own gas gun against Quade’s pudgy
neck. Under its cold muzzle the rolls
of unhealthy flesh turned white.

“Drop that gun, Quade!” he said.
“Go over to your desk and sit down.
I want to talk to you.”

CHAPTER VI
BLACK HORRORS

UADE'S whole flabby face had
turned a pasty white. The gun
dropped from his shaking fingers,
thudded to the floor. Accustomed to
using his wits to cheat his fellow
man, Quade was no adept at physi-
cal violence. Now that his myateri-
ous night visitor had the upper hand,
the ex-gambler was cowed.

“Who are you?" he croaked. “For
God’s sake don’t shoot. What do yon
want me to do?™ .

“Answer a few questions,” said
“X"” harshly. “Sit down.”

The former gambler slumped into.

the chair before his desk like a sack
of meal falling over.

“Take that gun—out of my neck,”
he said hoarsely. “T'll talk—1I swear
I will.” . ]

Here was the reason for all those
locks, shutters and‘alarm systems
that had impeded “X". Quade was a
coward. Soft living had shattered
what little nerve he had left, Agent
“X's'’ eyes gleamed with grim hu-
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mor. Quade’s cravem spirit would
make what he had to do easier. .

“They say you're a rich man,
Quade,” rasped Agent “X”. “They
say you've left your old haunts and
your old friends and have put on a
lot of swank.”

“I've got some money—not much
—but I'll pay you what you want if
you won't kill me,” said Quade
wheezingly.

“You've got a nice tidy lttle in-
come, I anderstand.”

“Investments,” said Quade. “I—
I managed to save a little. [ invested
wisely. I've been lucky.”

“Splendid,” said Agent “X”.
“That’s what I came for, Quade—to
get a tip from you—about those in-
vestments. Maybe I'd like to invest,
too. Just what investments do you
recommend?” ’

Quade stiffened in his chair. His
fat face was acrewed up. He gripped
the desk before him.

“I—I can’t say off-hand.”

- “I haven't found your name,
Quade, listed in any broker’s office.
The only stock you seem to have in
your possession is Paragon Cos-
metics — a small company few
people have heard of.”

Agent “X"” emphasized his words
with another closer jab of the gun.

Quade almost screamed. “Yes—
that’s it—Paragon Cosmetics. It's a
closed corporation-—I've been most
fortunate. They've paid me good
dividends.”

“But you hold only a few hun-
dred, Quade—don't try to fool me."”

“My God—I'm not fooling you.
They pay—nearly a thousand per
cent. I'm not lying. They have made
me rich.”

Agent “X” laughed harshly.

“I' might think you were lying,
Quade—if I didn’t know certain
things. I was tipped off that you had
a stock which was a bonanza. You
talked, Quade, once when you were
drunk. T want to get some of this
remarkable stocit, too. An issue that
yields a dividend ten times more
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than the original price is worth hav-
ing.”

Quade was silent for a second. He
seemed to- realize he had said too
much. Agent “X’s” voice sounded
softly in his ear:

“Better keep on talking, Quade,
or—" Another jab with the gun
made clear the meaning of “X's”
words. “Tell me more about this
stock.”

*I can’t. I know nothmg about the
operations of the company. I bonght
it through a private broker.”

“His name?”

“It’s—it’s & woman. You’ve prob-
ably never heard of her.”

“Her name, Quade?”

“Tasha Merlo.”

Again Agent “X" laughed. There
was no humor in the sound.

“So,"” he said. “Qne of the under-
world’s most brilliant women fences
has become a stock broker, a pro-
moter. Interesting, Quadel”

“You know her, then?”

“Only by reputation. Her
specialty, I've heard, is disposing of
atolen jewels. She is clever, beauti-
ful. She mingles with society, finds
customers in strange places. Am 1
right?”

“Yes—but she is no longer a
fence.”

“I understand, Quade. She is a
stock broker now. Give me her ad-
dreas.”

“It is useless,” said Quade. “It is
a closed corporation, I tell you. All
the stock has been divided.”

“Give me her address.”

Bill Quade shook his head. “Don‘t
ask me that! I—won’t.”

“You won’t?”

CJNO.”

Again Agent “X"” laughed. Then
he drew something from his pocket.
It was an apparently blank piece of
paper — but one which the Agent
had prepared. He laid it on the desk
before Quade, handed Quade g
pencil.

“Write as 1 dictate," he said.
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UADE took the pencil, but
shook his head again. “I'm not
going to sign any sort of confession.
T haven't done anything.”
“This won’t be a confession,” said
“X' mildly. His alert gaze was fixed
on Quade’s face.

Suddenly the gambler drew in his
breath with a hiss. He grew rigid in
his chair. His eyes bulged. They
were focussed on the blank paper
before him. On its surface the hide-
ous outline of an octopus was ap-
pearing, written there by “X” in ink
that turned dark onder the influence
of light. Quade’s reaction betrayed
him. He had obviously seen this
strange symbol before.

The Agent’s voice was low, insin-
uating. “You know the trademark,
I see, Quade. Do you also know the
man who uses it!”

Fear thickened Quade’s reply.
“No—1 swear it. I've seen the
mark — yes. But the man — is a
dark horse to me! He’s behind the
stock — but I don’t know who he
is.”

“Give me Tasha Merlo's address
then,” ordered Agent "“X” again.
“And if you lie to me about it—noth-
ing, not even all your money, ean
save you.”

“l won't lie,”” babbled Quade.
Something about this strange visi-
tor's manner and voice had struck
terror to his soul. How had the man
entered in spite of all the locks and
alarms? How had he learned about
the secret symbol of the Octopus?
Quade gave the Agent the notorious
fence's address. When he had fin-
ished, Agent “X” took the gas gun
from the fat gambler’s neck. As
Quade turned in surprise, Agent
*“X"” fired full into the man’s open
mouth. The scream of terror that

" rose to Quade’s lips wag blocked and

stified by the choking cloud of gas.
1t entered his mouth, nostrils, lungs,
and, without a8 sound, he alipped
sidewise in his chair and fell to the
floor.
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AGENT “X" stooped for a mo-
ment, presséd the point of a
small hypo syringe into Quade’s fat
arm. In it was a harmless anesthetiz-
ing drug that would insure Quade’s
unconsciousness for at least aix
hours. It would prevent Quade from
warning the beautiful fence, Tasha
Merlo, that a certain stranger had
been making inquiries about her and
the astock she now dealt in.

As quickly as he had come Agent
“X" left the ex-gambler’s mansion.
He had learned all he wanted from
Quade. His next dealings would be
with a clever, unusual woman, who
was reputed to be as unscrupulous
as she was beautiful.

In preparation for this visit Agent
“X"” made another trip to his main
hideout in the Montgomery mansioa,
Dawn would soon be stealing over
the city, though it was still dark.

From a filing cabinet in his hide-
out, Agent “X” drew the photo-
graph of a man, with a recent news-
paper clipping attached.*

The man, with aristocratic fea-
tures and a wispy blond mustache,
who stared out at him from the
photo was an internmational jewel
thief named St. John. The clipping
told that he had made a daring
escape from an English prison a
week before. The photo was a copy
of one held in the- rogues’ gallery
of New Scotland Yard. A British
photographer in the pay of Agent
“X"” had shipped it to him along

with others. It showed front and

side views of St. John.
. Agent “X” studied these for long
moments; then set up his triple-
sided mirror. The contours of the
jewel thief’s face were not hard for
a master of disguise such as “X” to
duplicate.

At the end of five minutes, his
long, skilled fingers had sculptured
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the plastic material into St. John's
features. Every line and plane was
matched with amazing fidelity. St
John's hair was blond. Agent “X”
selected a blond wig from his collec-
tion that held hair of every texture
and color. Over this blond wig he
mysteriously placed another that
was jet black. It could be removed
without disturbing the lower one.
He did not duplicate St. John's blond
mustache that showed in the photo.

When his disguise was complete
Agent “X"” went to a drawer which
contained many articles of jewelry.
Watches, rings, cuff links, scarf pins
—all objeets that he had occasion
to use in his disguises. At the very
bottom of the drawer was a gleam-
ing woman’s necklace, apparently
of blue-white diamonds. The jewels
were really imitation, made of a
special fused paste, Agent “X"
slipped this inrto an inner pocket.
Then, putting on a battered old hat
and coat, he left his hideout for the
second time that night.

The first gray streaks of dawn

‘were breaking in the east as he

walked to the address that Quade
had given him — the address of
Tasha Merlo. A few milkmen and
push cart peddlers were the only
living souls abroad. The semi-gloom
of early morning seemed as sinister
as the darkness, The evil forces of
the night, soon to be put to rout,
seemed gathering close over the city.
Through shadowed streets mors
than one denizen of the underworld
was stealing to his daytime hldeout
after a night of evil.

Agent “X”, hat pulled down, coat
collar turned up, seemed like a crim-
inal himself, hurrying to escape the
probing light of day. He walked up
to the house of Tasha Merlo, pressed
the bell quickly.

It was minutes before any indica-
tion of life came. Then abruptly the
door in front of “X” opened, and a
giant mulatto stood in the gloom of
the hall. His long face, almost Mon-
golian In its cast, had the fixed ex-
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preasion of a statue. His slanted eyes
gleamed. He said nothing, waited
for “X" to speak.

*“1 want to see Tasha Merlo,” the
Agent said hoarsely.

“She is not up,” the mulatto an-
swered. “You can’t see her. Who are
you?”

*“T must see her,” “X” said. “I
have business.”

For an instant his fingers reached
into his pocket. He drew out the top
of the necklace, so that the faint
light of the hallway caught its imi-
tation jewels and sent prismatic
flashes into the big mulatto’s face.
The man’s eyes widened. “X”
" dropped the thing back into his coat.

“You understand why I must see
Mias Merlo?”

The servant made a slight motion
with his hand, beckoned “X” into
il;len ‘hallway. The door closed after

“Wﬁt here,” the mulatto said. “I
will see.”

E disappeared like a dim wraith.
It was ten minates before he
returned. He nodded then to “X"
again, led him along the hall up a
flight of stairs, into a room the door
of which was hung with heavy
black draperies. There was a
strange scent in this room, exotic
perfume that was heavy, cloying in
its sweetness.
Two chairs, an ebony table, a

divan, formed the only furniture. A -

shaded bulb overhead gave soft
light. The place was almost like the
rear room of some funeral parlor.
Again Agent “X” was left to
wait. Several dark draperies hung
along the walls. He could not tell
from which Tasha Merlo would
emerge. He had the feeling that

eyes were watching him. His first:

intimation of her presence was the
soft, strange drawl of her voice.
Agent “X" turned. A red-haired
woman, beautifully molded in face
and figure, had stepped from behind
the draperies directly behind him.

SECRET AGENT “X”
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Her violet, hieavily lidded eyes were
upon him. The lnes of her face
showed little outward character:
They were deceptively mild, almost
babyish. Yet “X” kneéw that here
was a woman whose record was on
many police blotters. Here was a
woman who had taken part in many
crimes, before she had won her way
to a position in the underworld as
one of its most highly successful
fences. .

“You wish to see me?” the
strange woman said.

Agent “X” studied her for an in-
stant. She wore dark lounging pa-
jamas, a silk robe thrown over them.
Her hair was becomingly arranged.

.Her nails were sleekly polished. She

did not look as though she had slept '

- at all.

“Yes, I wanted to see you,” said
“X”, again bringing a hoarse trem-
ble in to his voice. “You may have
heard of me. I am Horace St. John,
of England.”

The woman eyed him, suspicion
in her veiled glance.

“T have been told that Mr. St.
Johr is a blond,” she said, “like
most Englishmen.” )

Agent “X"” nodded. He reached
up suddenly, drew the dark wig
from his head, leaving the blond one
exposed. .

“You are right,” he said. “But—
you may have read! I escaped from
jail. T came across—a stowaway. I
landed only last night. Naturally I
didn’t want the police to suspect me -
if I were caught.”

“Naturally not,” echoed Tasha

‘Merlo. She showed white teeth for

the first time in a smile. She took
a cigarette from a box on the table,
lighted it with a small mother-of-
pearl lighter. She blew amoke del-
icately through her shell-pink nos-
trils. “You are very clever, Mr. St
John—but why do you come to me?
We have not, I think, had the
pleasure of meeting.”

“No—but there was a man in



axe OCTOPUS OF CRIME 33

“] am no longer in
the business which your
friend no doubt told you
about. I am sorry that
I cannot help you.”

“You won't pay me
anything forthisthen?’
the Agent asked. Deep
disappointment seemed
to be in his tome.

“No—I am sorTy, my
friend.”

The Agent took two
stepa nearer the woman,
the diamond mnecklace
dangling from his hand.
“It's true them—you

prison who told me
about you. Youhad
helped him once,
and ’"»

Agent “X”
reached into his
pocket again, drew
out tl2 glittering
necklace. Even the
most expert gaze
could not have told
that the diamonds
‘weve not genuine.
A chemical test
would be necessary
to prove that. Tasha Merlo’s
eyes rested on it speculative-

ly. have gone into anogther
“1 thougl;t perhaps,” said line of work? I heard
the Agent with assumed hesi- rumors of that; heard
tancy, “that you could—er— you'd become interested
dispoee of this for me.” in stocks.”
Tasha Merlo laughed mer- This time Tasha Mer-
rily. She shook her gleaming lo threw back her head

red head. Her eyes shone wrth a and her laughter was a silvery tinkle
light that might have been amusement.” in the quiet of the room. The white
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curve of her throat was childlike. The
Agent watched her narrowly, sensing
a strange undercurrent behind her
mild actions, an undercurrent as sin-
ister as the unseen forces of evil men-
acing the nation. Her next words
gave his suspicion startling proof.

“You amuse me—Mr, St. John.
You are a good actor—but facts are
against you., Three days ago I re-
ceived a certain cablegram from
England, asking for a loan. It was
from an escaped jewel thief—the
real St. John. I happen to know you
are an imposter. And—if you will
look behind you, nat too quickly—
you will see why it doesn't pay to
trick Tasha Merlo.” )

With the woman’s soft laughter
echoing in his ears, Agent *“X”
turned, siowly, as she had sug-
gested. A faint prickle that seemed
to start at his feet and work up
along his whole body followed.

On the floor directly behind him
two great dark shapes were visible.
Predatory, triangular heads swung
low, green eyes staring at him fixed-
Iy, two fierce leopards crouched
there. They had entered the raom
and crept up so silently that he had
not heard the whisper of their
padded feet. Their taut bodies and
snaky, quivering tails showed that
they were ready to spring.

The woman’s voice sounded, low,
mocking.

“At a word from me, Mr.—er—
St. John, they will tear your throat
out. The sHghtest move on your part
means death!”

CHAPTER VIII
CRIMSON FANGS

HE great cats’ merciless eyes

backed up the woman's state-
ment. Ferocity and bloodlust
gleamed in them. These beasts were
eager to kill. Agent “X"” had been
close to death many times, He knew
now the chill whisper of its wings
beat about his head. He stood mo-
tionless. -

SECRET AGENT “X"

“Satan and Nero,” the woman
drawled. “They are my pets, my

- watchdogs. They have killed for me

before. They will do so again. My
will is their only law.”

Tasha Merlo laughed, betraying
the subtle cruelty that lurked be-
hind her innocently childish face.
Her words revealed a hidden strain
of sadism. Agent “X" sensed that
she would enjoy seeing him torn by
the cats. She clucked at them softly.
They remained where they were,
frozen statues of menace.

The woman sidled up to Agent
“X”, faced him. Her violet eyes
were alert; the pupils contracted to
cold pinpoints of cunning. Her
childish lips twisted mockingly. She
tapped his chest with one flexed
finger. .

“Now,” she said. "you will tell me
who you are and why you came here
posing as St. John!”

The Agent stared back at her, his
own eyes unfathomable. She repeat-
ed her question more harshly, He
shook his head.

The woman stepped back, then
struck her hands together. For an
instant he thought it was the signal
that would send the leopards leap-
ing upon him with slashing fangs
and claws. But instead the tall man
servant entered the room. The mu-
latto’s nostrils dilated at sight of the
animals. His huge body trembled.

Ignoring the servant’s evident ter-
ror, Tasha Merlo snapped an order,
gesturing toward Agent “X"".

“Search him, Basson. Take every-
thing from his pockets and bring
what you find to me.” She turned
her back, walked in lazy, languor-
ous strides toward the couch, seated
herself. The mulatto, Basson, keep~
ing an eye on the crouching leopards
approached “X",

The Agent stifened. He couldn’t
afford another search of his clothing.
He couldn't afford to have his mys-
terious personal effects found again.

Disarmingly he reached up, un-
clipped the fountain pen from his



vest pocket. Tasha Merlo, her violet
eyes alert, hissed a warning. But she
was too late. A slight pressure of
the clasp on the pen under the
Agent’s quick finger, and a thin jet
of tear gas shot into the man-
servant’s face. Basson cried out,
lurched away, rubbing his eyes.

Tasha Merlo bad risen from the
couch, her soft childish face comn-
vulsed in fury. She shouted ome
strange word. And the crouching
leopards, like streaks of snarling,
spitting lightning, launched them-
selves at Secret Agent “X”,

Only the springlike coordination
of nerve and muscles saved the
Agent from that first fierce leap. He
hurled himself sidewise, dropped to
one knee, ducked. The raking claws
of one .of the leopards passed so
close that he could feel the swish of
air on the taut skin of his neck.

The leopards checked, turned fu-
riously to spring again, But Agent
“X's” hand flashed out. He swept
the end of his fountain pen in a
flashing eirele, spraying tear gas in-
to the deadly, gleaming eyes. The
beasts snaried and spit viciously,
huge bodies convulsed, green eyes
cloged.

Then the full effects of the smart-
ing chemical in the gas took effect.

One of the leopards opened his
huge mouth in a coughing roar. He
pawed at his eyes, tail lashing furi-
ousiy. Agent “X” astood perfectly
still. Basson, the mulatto servant,
made the mestake of trying to slip
from the room. His own eyes still
blinded with gas, he stumbled
against the small table, fell, fumbled
to get up again.

Instantly one of the pain-crazed
leopards detected the movement,
sprang toward it with blind fury. Its
ripping, terrible claws imbedded
themselves in the servant’s shoul-
ders. The man’s horrible scream
aplit the air as he crumpled beneath
the animal’s weight. The other
leopard leaped to join its mate. Bas-
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son, helpless under the ravenous
claws, screamed chokingly again.
Tasha Merlo gave an answering
scream. Her face had gome dead
white. “Satan! Nerol” she com-
manded shrilly. ‘“Stop! Come here!”

UT the- leopards had tasted

blood and the pain of the tear
gas still in their eyes had driven
them to savage frenzy. They ignored
their mistress, Agent “X"” fired his
gun again straight at the animals’
huge heads. But this second spurt of
gas sprayed futilely against the
cats’ closed eyes. He flung the pistol
at & sleek, tawny body. The leopard
roared as the weapon struck, but he
only clawed the servant more furi-
ously.

Agent “X” whirled as Tasha
Merlo drew a small revolver from
her sleeve. In a bound, before she
could aim at him, he had reached
her side and smatched it from her
fingers. While she screamed at him
wildly, he walked up to the leopards
and pressed the muzzle of the gun
close. In quick succession he fired
a shot into the head of each animal,
behind the ears. The growls stilled
abruptly in their hairy throats. They
rolled over on the floor.

But the rug beneath them where
the body of Basson lay was a stained
and sodden shambles. The servant
was dead, his throat torn horribly
by the tawny beasts’ teeth and claws.
Agent “X” felt sickened. He turned
as the shrill voice of Tasha Merlo
rose wildly.

‘“You have Lilled my pets,” she
cried. “I will kill you—kill you for
that!”

Contempt curled the Agent’s lips.
He pointed toward the dead man on
the floor. “What about him? He is
dead. The cats killed him. You seem
more worried about them than about

_ the life of a man.”

“Any servant will do,” said Tasha
Merlo angrily, “but Satan and Nero
can never be matched. Youn—"

The Agent silenced her by sud-
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denly turning the gun in her direc-
tion. His eyes were flaming with the
intense, dypamic light that had
power to cow those upon whom it
blazed. He came close to the woman,
looking at her steadily.

“I am not sorry 1 killed your pets,
as you call them. And now you are
going to talk. You will answer cer-
tain questions.”

The woman flinched; but she
tossed her gleaming red hair back
with a show of bravado. “I will an-
swer nothing,” she said.

Agent “X" reached into his
pocket, and abruptly drew out
Quade's stock certificate, He thrust
it before Tasha Merlo, watched her
intently, and saw her face muscles
stiffen.

“Some of your own merchandise,”
he said. “You recognize it, I see!”

Tasha Merlo compressed her lips
grimly. For seconds their eyes
clashed. Tasha Merlo looked away
from the Agent’s piercing gaze. She
seemed suddenly unsure of her
ground.

“What is this stock ?”* he pressed.
“I know you gave up the lucrative
profession of selling stolen goods, to
peddle it.”

Her look grew more defiant.
‘“Whatever I may or may not have
done in the past, my present busi-
ness is legitimate. Could you tempt
me with that necklace? No. If you
are a police spy you have failed.
There is nothing illegal about a
woman’s acting in the -capacity of
broker for a corporation.”

Tasha Merlo was stalling. Azent
“X'" stepped closer.

“And I suppose there is nothmg
1llegal about a stock issue that brings
in a dividend of one thousand per
cent,” he said softly.

The woman’s baby smooth face
seemed to harden. “Who told you it
paid that?”

“Never mind—that is beside the
point'"

Tasha Merlo was silent. Abnmtly
“X' spoke again:-

“It may interest you to know that
I have learned something—<this cer-
tificate bears the mark of the
Octopus!”

T this the woman’s face went

chalk-white. She raised a hand
to her breast. Her eyes roved over
his face. She breathed quickly, and
he edged toward her. Suddenly fear
supplanted every other emotion in
her expression. Her voice grew
husky.

“Well—what of it?”

“You are going to tell me who he
is,” said “X"” harshly. “Certain facts
I've already guessed. Others you are
going to give me.”

“No! No! No!” the woman said
wildly. “You're trying to bluff me
again—as you did with that neck-
lace. You're lying. You know noth-
lnz'"

“I suspect,” said “X" evenly,
‘that you are selling stock in one of
the strangest corporations that ever
existed. I suspect that you gave ap
your work as fence because you
found it more profitable to act as
the representative of a nation-wide
organization of criminals. I am lay-
ing my cards on the table, you see.”

The woman nodded slowly, star-
ing at him with new interest, a cer-
taln veiled awe in her violet eyes.

‘T understand, now,” she said,
almost in a whisper. “You must be
the man they call Secret Agent ‘X’,
No one else could have guessed—3o
much.”

Agent “X"” was silent. The woman
spoke again, as though submitting
to a will she felt powerless to
combat.

“I will show you all the data I
have,” she said. “It is not much. [
am acting only under instructions.
But come.”

Moving ecallously by the still
forms on the floor, Tasha Merlo led
Agent “X” through a curtain and
into another room furnished only
with a few chairs and a large old-
fashioned desk over against one
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wall. The desk was tall, made of
brown, richly polished wood. Tasha
Merlo walked directly to it.

“Here,” she said, “is all I have.”

“X", watching for possible treach-
ery, half expected her to pull an-
other gun or give some secret signal.
But he did not anticipate the one
thing she suddenly did. For Tasha
Merlo abruptly ducked, plunging
straight forward through what ap-
peared to be the bottom of the desk.
In one flashing instant she had disap-
peared from sight, and a metal door
under the desk, painted to look like
wood, had slammed shut. The Octo-
pus’s beautiful, cunning representa-
tive had escaped.

CHAPTER IX
A FRrRESH CLUE

HE Agent stood -still for an In-.

stant, chagrined that he had
allowed this clever, guileful woman
to outwit him so neatly. But on the
whole he was satisfied. Her words,
her desperate desire to escape, were
proof that his suspicions were cor-
rect.

The Agent walked quickly to the
desk, stooped and examined the
false bottom, with the door beneath
it. He struck the false wood with his
knuckles. It was thick and firmly
fastened now on the inside. Given
tirne, he could get through into the
mysterious passageway that must
open behind it. But Tasha Merlo
must already be far off, Agent “X”
turned his attention to.the top of the
desk.

He went through the drawers;
saw quickly that the woman had
been too clever to leave anything in-
criminating there. A book listed
many shares of Paragon Cosmetics,
It gave dates of sale. There were
references to the collection of divi-
dends. But there was nd list of cus-
tomers. ’

The telephone on top of the desk
rang sharply, interrupting the Secret
Agent’s examination of the hook. He
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took the receiver cautiously from its
hook and pressed it to his ear.

“Long distance,” the operator ine
toned. “Boston calling.”

“Hello,” a man’'s voice said im«
patiently. “I want to speak to Tasha:
Merlo.”

Agent “X" remembered the voice
inflections of Basson, the servant
who had been so horribly slain. With
the consummate art of the borm
mimie Agent “X" disguised his own
voice,

““This is Basson speaking, sir. Miss
Merlo is not in at the moment.”

“Not in!”

“She stayed at a friend’'s house
last night. I am expecting her back
any moment.”

There was an instant’s pause.
Then the man at the other end of
the wire said irritably, “Have her
call Fenway 8482 as soon as she
comes in.”

“Y will, sir.”

Agent “X" hung up. He was tense
with interest now. The phone call
had been a lucky break. His own
taleni as a mimic had turned it to
good advantage. The man had not
given his name but the Boston num-
ber could be easily traced. It was
the same as having his address.

But first he must learn what the
man wanted of Tasha Merlo, “X™
frowned. One thing he could not do
successfully—disguise his voice as a
woman's. He could not call the man
and impersonate Tasha. For 2 mo-
ment the Agent seemed lost in
thought. Then he nodded. There was
a way.

He strode quickly back through
the room where the torn.body of
Basson lay beside the two dead
leopards, and found his way to the
street door. He stepped out into the
chill morning air. He strode quickly
to his parked car. He slammed
through the still deserted morning
streets. The trafiic signals had not
yet gone on. He made sizzling time
across town, then cut down, swing-
ing intd Twenty-third Street. He
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didn't stop till he'd reached the mid-
dle of the block, then drew up be-
fore an apartment.

A milk wagon was rattling away.
A lean cat prowled across the sidé-
walk. Agent “X’” went to the oppo-
site side of the street from the apart-
ment and looked up. A window om
the sixth story was up, fresh morn-
ing air streaming in. No light
showed.

He puckered his lips suddenly,
gave that strange whistle that was
at once eerie and. melodious. It
whispered along the still street al-
most like the call of some wild bird.
He waited a few minutes, repeated
it

N a moment a head showed at the

open window—the small oval
face of a girl, framed in masses of
clustering, sun-gold hair. Then it
was withdrawn, and the Agent
moved quickly across the street, en-
tered the apartment and ascended
to the sixth floor.

He rapped at a certain door, and
was met by a gir]l whose blue eyes
were brightlvy alert. There was an
eager look on her face. But her ex-
pression was baffled as she stared at
him. Her gaze roved over his fea-
tures with no sign of recognition.
She waited for him to speak.

There was a twinkle of grim
amusement in the Secret Agent’s
eyes. The girl before him, Betty
Dale, reporter for the Herald, was
one of the few persons in the world
who knew the details of his strange
career. She was self-supporting, in-
dependent, modern. Her father had
been a police captain slain by under-
world bullets. She hated erooks and
crime as much as “X” did.

She trusted the Secret Agent, had
aided lLim often—yet she was never
sure it was he until he made some
direct sign. For the perfection of his
disguises always fooled her.

The Agent looked along the cor-
ridor. No one was in sight. He raised
his hand quickly, made a motion

with his finger—tracing an X in the
air.

Betty Dale nodded, amiled. A
flush came to her cheeks. The
sparkle in her eyes showed the stir-
ring of a deep, abiding emotion.

“You!"” she said. “I heard your
whistle—woke up. Then I wondered
if I had dreamed it.”

As though this betrayed some-
thing she did not want revealed, she
flushed again. Deep in her heart she
loved this man of mystery whoge
own face she had never seen. He
had been a friend of her father’s.
She trusted him implieitly, felt his
strange dynamic power. Beside him,
all other men seemed somehow in-
significant.

“I'm sorry to get you up so early,
Betty; but—there is a way you can
help me if you will.”

Her eyes brightened still more.
She was pleased, happy whenever
she could aid Agent “X". Even if it
meant danger for herself.*

“I'm glad you got me up,” she
said. “We can have breakfast to-
gether—and a visit before I go to
the? office. What is it you want me to
do ”

“Make 8 telephone call for me.”

The girl laughed merrily. “I
hoped you had some real work for
me—something big that I could help .
you do.”

“It’s not going to be as easy as you
think, Betty.. You’ve got to change
your voice—and appear to be some
one else.” .

He explained to her then that he
wanted her to mimic Tasha Merlo
and call the man in Boston.

“You'll have to be discreet, Betty.
I must find out what connection this
man has with Tasha Merlo. We must
hurry.” .
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He coached her. for nearly ten
minutes, both in what to say and
how to say it. He had Betty alter her
voice to several diferent pitches be-
fore he found the one that re-
sembled Tasha Merla’s. When Betty
had mastered the art of sustaining
it she walked toward the phone; but
he restrained her.

“Not here, Betty. I wouldn’t have
that. You must make the call far
from this apartment.”

Something in his voice brought
her up sharply, tock away some of
the bright color from her face.

“You mean—there is danger?”

““There might be, for you, if this
call was traced.”

“Who is this man in Boston?”

“f don’t know, Betty—but I sus-
pect he is one of a group of crimi-
nals now operating’ in many States.
The same group that is the direct
caunse of the commissioners’ meeting
tonight. Perhaps you’ve heard of it
They are seeking ways to suppress
a mounting crimne wave.”

ETTY looked searchingly at

Agent “X” with worried eyes.
Because of her hidden emoation for
him she carried a secret dread in ber
heart.

“I'm not afraid if you aren’t,” ghe
said. “I know abont the commis-
gioners’ meeting. I wanted to-cover
it for my paper. But even the press
is barred. I won't be able to tell yon
anything about it.”

“You won't need to, Betty. I in-
tend to be there.”

‘The Agent spoke calmly. Beity
shot him a quick, frightened look,
She did not doubt that he would ac-
complish the seemingly impossible
and attend the commissioners’ con-
ference, though how he would do it
she had no idea. But she knmew that
he would be in danger.

She had met the Agent fn & be-
coming lounging robe slipped over
her pajamas. Now she retired to her
room and dressed quickly, while the
Seeret Agent walted.

When Betty was ready he hurried .
her out to his waiting car. She drew
in deep lungfuls of the fresh morn-
ing air, smiled into his face. “X"” felt
the contrast of her bright, fresh
beauty to the evil forces he knew
were in progress even at this mo-
ment, .

They stopped at a drug store
many blocks away.

‘“Now,” he said, “do your stuff,

. Betty.”

He waited at her elbow as she
called the Boston number. He held
a palmful of coins ready, and she
deposited them in the box when the
operator said, ‘“Ready.”

The conversation was brief. When
Betty hung up and turned toward

"him the Agent smiled his approval.

“Good woark,” he said. “What was
it, Betty? "

‘Y don't understand,” she said.
“He merely asked me how the
‘Paper’ waa selling and I said well.
He said he was sending me some
more today.”

Agent “X” nodded. He was satis-
fied with the results of the telephone
call. He knew that the ‘“paper” the
man in Boston was talking about
was more issues of the sinister stock.
Like slowly moving tentacles the
man who went by that name was
spreading his influence over the
country. Tasha Merlo was probably
one of many 8tock salesmen.
Through dividends paid on crimes
already committed he was reimburs-
ing his stockholders, and was rais-
ing money to finance new crimes.

“X” touched Betty Dale’s arm
lightly. “I'm sorry, Betty. I don’t
think I even have time for breakfast
—but perhaps we can have dinner
tonight, if you will.”

“0Of course—but what are you go-
ing to do now’ Can' I help you
some other way?

“No, Betty—I’ve got to take a
littte trip.

Where?" The question was on
her lips before she could cheek it
She never tried to probe into the
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Agent’s mysterious comings and go-
ings. But he smiled now, squeezed
her hand quickly. ,

“Boston, if you must know,” he
said quietly. :

CHAPTER X
THE NEW COMMISSIONER

HERE was no humor in the

Secret Agent’s eyes as he left
Betty Dale. He changed his disguise
again to that of A. J. Martin, head-
ed his car toward the suburbs once
more. His gaze was grimly, bleakly
intent. There would be no rest for
him now. Once he had committed
himself to a life-and-death battle
against criminals, Secret Agent “X”
was as relentless as Fate itself.

The trail he was to follow lay
straight before him. He had visited
Quade and Tasha Merlo. Now he
must learn the name and activities
of this man in Boston.

He sent his roadster whizzing
along smooth concrete roads. He
passed suburban houses, their in-
mates still asleep;
fields, sweet with the scent of morn-
ing dew on grass. He turned down
a long avenue, rolled up to a high
wire gate.

Behind this, an open field showed
with airplane hangars looming at its
side. Agent “X"” parked his car,
strode quickly through the gate., A
mechanic strolled out of a hangar
door to meet him, nodded sleepily.

‘“Howdy, Mr. Martin. Off on an
early start this morning!”

‘“Yes.” .

“Another hot story broke some
place, I guess?”’

Agent “X"” grunted noncom-
mittally. Around this field he was
known as A. J. Martin of the Asso-
ciated Press, His mysterious comings
and goings were put down to his
newspaper work. .

“Get my bus wheeled out there,
Joe,” he said. “The open one.”

His quick, precise orders snapped
the sleepy-eyed mechanic into ac-

passed green.

tion. The man walked along a row
of hangars, unlocked a door and slid
it back. He vanished into the dim-
ness of the building. Presently the
orange and blue nose of a plane ap-
peared as the mechanic trundled it
out, a dolly under the tail. This was
one of the two ships that Agent “X"
kept on this field. He called it the
Blus Comet.

It was a small, single-seater bi-
plane with staggered wings, low
camber and plenty of sweep-back.
It might have been an army pursuit
job except for its bright coloring.
There was a compact cowling of lat.
est design on the radial motor.
Speed, power, beauty were in the
plane’s lines. Graceful as a hawk,
swift as an arrow, the Secret Agent
had selected and purchased it after
exhaustive tests of many others. He
knew what it could do, knew it as a
horseman might know all the habits
and capabilities of a fine mount.

Each brace, strut and wire had
drumlike tautness. The doped sur-
face of the stout wings gleamed.
The engine was always gassed,
oiled, and tuned to the highest pitch
of performance.

Agent “X" slipped into a soft
suede jacket, adjusted goggles and
helmet. The mechanic wound up the
inertia starter. Its mounting whine
sounded as the Agent climbed into
the plane’s single cockpit with its
heavy crash pad and military lines.
A moment and he switched on the
ignition. The motor broke instantly
into a smooth-voiced rumble. The
small, stout plane seemed crouching
like a bird anxious to leap into the
sky.

The Agent warmed the idling en:
gine for a few minutes in the routine
manner of an experienced airman,
then raised his hand for the me-
chanic to draw the chocks.

- The radial broke into a roar that
awoke murmurs along the tops of
the hangars and sent blasting
echoes across the fleld. The plane
leaped down the macadamized sur-
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face, gathering momentum each
second.

‘The take-off was a thing of swift,
effortless beauty. The plane’s blue
wings slanted up toward the sky.
Its engine, snarling now in throaty,
gusty power, pulled it into the air.
‘The ship hurtled upward toward the
feathery, early morning clouds with
the speed of the wind.

Forty minutes passed. He came
down out of the morning sky, land-
ed on Boston Airport, gave his plane
into the hands of a mechanic who
also knew him as Martin. Immedi-
ately he went to a Boston garage
where he kept a car.

The tracing down of the tele-
phone number was a relatively sim-
ple job. In so far as its mechanical
details went, he could have trusted
it to a subordinate in the crime-com-
batting organization he was begin-
ning to build up. But he dared not
risk a slip-up in this, the most prom-
ising clue he had yet come upon.

A half hour later he had traced
the number down, driven to the ad-
dress behind it. It was the residence
of a prominent attorney named P. T.
Van Camp. The Agent called up a
newspaper office; spoke to a report-
er who knew him as Meartin, and got
the low-down on Van Camp.

“One of the cleverest criminal
lawyers in the country,” was the re-
port.

Van Camp then was a mouth-
piece, a man who used his brains
and his education to save criminals
from jail and the chair.

The Agent drove quickly to an-
other part of the city; visited a
small boarding house. Here he
called upon a middle-aged private
detective. The man was one of two
partners whose business had gone
on the rocks in the depression. His
name was Sloan. He was fat, slow-
moving, but ploddingly patient and
reliable. He could be trusted to carry
out orders to the letter.

Agent “X" transported him back
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to within a block of Van Camp's
house and there posted him. Sloan,

like McCarthy, was ignorant of the

identity of his employer. He thought
“X" merely a smart young reporter
on the trail of some special scoop
story.

“Shadow Van Camp today,” the
Agent said. “Stick to him like a
burr, but don’t let him get wise. Find
out all you can about him—and be
careful. I'll give you a buzz some
time this evening.”

Agent “X"” had another impor-
tant task ahead of him. The com-
missioners’ conference was sched-
uled to take place tonight in his
home city. He had intimated to
Betty Dale that he was going to at-
tend that conference. Impossible as
this seemed, he had every intention
of doing it.

From the same reporter who had
given him the low-down on Van
Camp, Agent “X"” got the names of
the varioys commissioners from
New England cities who planned to
attend the conference. One from an
obscure city near Boston interested
him. This was Commissioner Bald-
win of West Foxbury. All of them,
including Baldwin, must have re-
ceived oificial invitations. Otherwise
they would not be permitted to at-
tend. ’

ROUND noon that day, Police
Commissioner Baldwin of
West. Foxbury received an unex-
pected visitor. A tall, somber-look-
ing man with piercing eyes and
shaggy brows was ushered into his
office.

There was an air of mystery and
ponderous gravity about the strang-
er. He took a seat before the com-
missioner's desk, eyed Baldwin
steadily, not speaking until the sec-
retary who had showed him in had
left. Then he leaned forward in his
chair and presented an engraved
card to the commissioner. Baldwin
took it wonderingly.

The card said: “L. Landors Sin-
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clair, Special Representative of the
Governor.”

Baldwin looked up quickly to
meet the stranger’'s steady gaze.
Baldwin was tall, dignified himself;
but somehow Sinclair seemed to
tower over him.

“What can I do for you?” the
commissioner said. There was a
siight edge of uneasiness in his tone.
The light in the stranger’s eyes and
his manner seemed faintly accusing.

Sinclair cleared his throat impor-
tantly. “Don’t be alarmed,” he said.
“There is no direct implication in
my visit to you. You must view this
purely in the light of an investiga-
tion.” .

Commissioner Baldwin tensed.
“An investigation, Mr. Sinclair? I
don’t quite understand.”

Sinclair leaned forward, tapped
the desk impressively. “Unknown to
- those most concerned, commissioner,
the governor of this State is mak-
ing a private check-up on police
graft in this and other cities. Cer-
tain rumors have brought me to
West Foxbury.”

The commiasioner started visibly.
The ruddiness of his face paled a
trifle. “There must be some mis-
take,” he said. “My term in office,
Sinclair, has been a spotless one. I
challenge—""

Sinclair held up a formidable
hand. “Your subordinates must be
considered, commissioner. I'm mak-
ing no charges. I'm investigating.
But remember that the chief execu-
tive of this State holds you respon-
sible for the inspectors, captains
and lieutenants under you. The
board of trade of this city has made
a request that I—-"

Commissioner Baldwin’s face
turned white. “Good God! It can’t
be! I—"

“If you don’t mind I suggest that
you come with me, commissioner,
and hear what the members of the
board have to say. I want to record
their assertions and your answers.
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Then I will have something to show

- his excellency, the governor.”

OMMISSIONER BALDWIN, now
thoroughly on the defensive,
picked up his hat and left word
with -his secretary that he did not
know just when he would be back.
“This is most unfortunate, Mr.
Sinclair, coming today,” he said. “I
plan to leave this afternoon for the
commissioners’ conference. I have
an invitation in my pocket.”

“We’ll try to get the investiga-
tion over with as quickly as pos-
sible,” said Sinclair gravely.

It surprised Commissioner Bald-
win to see that Sinclair drove his
own roadster. The governor’s rep-
resentative maneuvered expertly
through West Foxbury’'s main street,
drew up before the one modern
hotel.

“This isn't the Board of Trade
Building,” said Baldwin in puzzle-
ment.

“Tor the purposes of privacy, the
gentlemen have agreed to meet in
my room, commissioner. You'll ap-
preciate that, I think.”

“Good lord, yes, if a whisper of
this gets to the papers I'll be ruined
politically. Thanks for keeping it un-
der cover. [ can’t imagine what the
Board of Trade is thinking of.”

Commissioner Baldwin was even
more puzzled a moment later. An
elevator whisked them up to Sin-
clair’'s room. Sinclair opened the
door for him, ushered him in. But no
one was there, and there seemed to
be no preparation for any sort of
meeting. The commissioner looked
around uneasily.

“I don’t understand. When are the
others coming? You said—"

The commissioner's tongue
seemed suddenly clamped to the roof
of his mouth, for the man who called
himself the governor’s representa-
tive had drawn a gun. A look of fear
and frenzy appeared on Baldwin's
face. He sensed suddenly that he had
fallen into some sort of trap. This
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tative. There was no investigation.

He stepped back, trying to jerk
free the police special that he ear-
rfed in a side holster, the only re-
minder of the days wken he himself
had been s cop.

But before he eouid even lay a fin-
ger on the butt of the gun the other
man had fired. A cloud of vapor
went full inte Baldwin's face, throt-
tling the ery that rose to his lips.

Quietly, painlessly as a man going
to sleep under an anaesthetie, his
muscles went Hmp and he collapsed
to the floor.

Sinclair pocketed his gas gun,
crossed to the door. Tocked it.” He
came close and soberly contemplated
the man at his feet. There was a
shadow in his eyes. He regretted that
he had been forced to triek and hu-
miliate the commisgioner like this.
BalMwin seemed an honest, straight-
forward official. But daring and un-
conventional acts on oecasion had al-
ways been a part of the Seeret
Agent’s technique.

The tall, gray-haired “Sinelair”
wkose make-up was just another of
“XN's” ingemious disguises, believed
that what he’d done wag justified if
it would i any way aid kim to run
down the vicious, nation-wide organ-
ization of criminals now preying on
dociety. Baldwin would He uncon-
scious but unhurt here—and Secret
Agent “X" would attend the com-
missioners” conference in his stead.

CHAPTER X1
TRAPFED BY SCIENCE

BRMED and vigilant cops steod
outside the commissioners’
room that night. Each member of the
conference was asked upon arrival
to give proper identification, also to
show the signed letter of invitation
responaible for his being there. This
Tetter was submitted to close inspec-
tion by an expert on catmterfeﬂ.inz
and forging.
" The police heads of a score of
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cities were getting a taste of fheir
own medieine. They were learning
how careful the law eounld be in ex-
cleding undesirables.

A police cordon efliciently ringed
the building. Reporters were not
evenr allowed inside. Behind the
smiles and good humor of each eom-
missioner there was realization of
the serious import of this conferenece.
Somehow they must arrange for a
new and eoncerted drive against
crime.

Agent “X’’, disguised as Commis-
sioner Baldwin, presented Baldwin’s
credentials and invitation. He got in
without trouble. Arriving early, he
took a seat near the platform. Many
other commissioners who knew
Baldwin shook hands witk him. But
Agent “X™ was guarded im his
speech, eareful to say nothing that
might betray him.

Commiissioner Foster, an old

‘enemy- of the Agent’s, was the mas-

ter of ceremonies. It was he, with
Profeéssor Beale’s aid, who had ar-
ranged the conference.

Foster, tall, distinguished, with
graying hair, and a blaek, clogse-
chipped mustache, was dressed in

‘full evening clothes. He spolke soner-

ously when the body of police heads
was finally assembled.

“Gentlemen, we have come here
tonight im responmse to a national
emergency. We have come to discuss
crime and crime prevention. We
have come to reveiw what has Been
done and to work out new methods
of combating criminals along all
fronts. As you know, gentlemen, ma-
jor crimes throughout the United
States have shown an appalling in-
crease during past weeks. I ‘seems
almost that the liftings of the great
depression has given our criminal
elements new impetus.

“Whatever the cause, we are able
to observe the effects. Bank rob-
beries, kidnapings, extortions, mrar-
ders, have all increased. This chart,
gentlemen, behingd me, will show you
the statistics in graphic form."”
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Commissioner Foster stood aside
to let them see the huge chart on the
wall in back of him, marked off in
squares. Red and blue lines zig-
zagged across it. The red line at the
top showed an ever mounting curve.
A network of smaller red lines fol-
lowed it.

“The small lines indicate the va-
rious types of major crimes,” said
Foster. “The large line is crime in
the aggregate. Both linea rise as you
can see. And because of this emer-
ency I have arranged to have our
conference addressed tonight by a
man outstanding in the field of prac-
tical criminology. Allow me to in-
troduce Professor Norton Beale.”

The man who had been sitting in
a chair on the platform while the
commissioner made his introductory
speech now arose. He was short,
thick-set, with thin legs and im-
mensely broad shoulders. He had the
huge, leonine head and forceful air
of a scholar,

There was applause as he stepped
forward. Most of those present had
read his books. All knew him by
reputation. They were eager to hear
his opinions on the alarming in-
crease in criminal activities, hoping
that he could suggest new and efli-
cient methods of law enforcement.

But Agent “X", watching and lis-

tening intently, doubted if even Pro-
fessor Beale and this distinguished
body of police officials knew quite
what they were up against. Had
whispers reached them that crim-
inals had actually incorporated
themselves and were selling stock to
finance their vicious schemes? “X"
was anxious to find out. He wanted
to learn how much the police knew;
see what methods of attack they had
devised.

But Professor Beale’s speech was
disappointing to “X.” Commissioner
Foster hadn’t mentioned the possi-
bility of the underworld organizing.
Neither did Beale. He submitted his
own sta‘astlcs. showing the increase
in crime. He traced soclological
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trends. He enumerated economic in-
fluence which made some of the com-
missioners yawn. Obviously, no one
had seen the dread mark of the Oc-
topus. Heavy-hearted, ‘X'’ watched
as Beale directed two cops to bring
out the latest police equipment.

Riot guns, gas guns, small and
large caliber machine guns, were
among the paraphernalia. Glitter-
ing, complex optical instruments of
the latest design. A bullet micro-
scope which could give conclusive
proof as to what pistol a piece of
lead had been fired from. The
Greenough microscope for the scien-
tific detection of dust. A micro-
camera to give comparison of for-
geries. A pressure microscope which
could reveal numbers that had been
filed off metal. 3

Professor Beale explained ‘them
al! in precise tones.

“Criminals, my friends,” he said
importantly, “grow more clever with
every passing year. They employ
science to outwit the law. We must
employ science in turn to outwit
them. The present crime wave is a
challenge to the police forces of the
entire country. We must preas into
service all available resources,
moral, psychological, physical.”

EALE walked to the back of the
platform and drew forward a
bulky apparatus on wheels which
had been standing against the wall.
““Here, for instance,” he said, "is
one of the most recent scientific aids
in the field of practical detection.
Two of my students helped me build
it. Plans submitted to a number of
European police departments have
been approved. It will shortly be
adopted in this country. I call it a
fingerprint projector.”

Members of the conference tensed
and leaned forward.

“There is a ground-glass screen
here,” said Beale, tapping the top
of the strange-looking box. “It’s sur-
face is admirably suited to recelving
fingerprints. The oily marks oun the
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.
glass interfere with the refraction of
light rays inside the box. They are
picked up and magnified by a
powerfal lens in the projector and
can then be thrown outward. Let me
demonstrate,”

Beale walked forward, took down
the statistical chart. Behind it on the
wall at the rear of the platform was
a four-foot square of sil-
verized material. The
professor switched out
the main lights, focused ~

-the lens of his projector
on this acreen. Laying
his hands on the surface
of the glass, he displayed -
his own magnifled finger-
prints clearly outlined.
The swirling convolu-
tions glowed sharply for
a moment in the dark-
ness, Then he switched
on the main lights again,
and took a small leather-
ette case from his pocket.
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*“This instrument not only projects
one set of prints,” he continued. “It
shows two full sets—giving a chance
for comparative study. It may sur-
prise you all to know that I have
here on file the prints of every man in
this room. Commissioner Foster
kindly helped me collect them for
my demonstration. Glass slides have
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been prepared of them all. 5&nd—"
Beale once again tapped his large
box—"here at the side of the pro-
jector is a holder and another mag-
nifying lens so that the prints on the
slides and the fresh omes on the
ground glass can be shown simul-
taneously on the screen. You follow,
gentlemen, I believe?”

Agent “X” was irritated at this
_detailed rigmarole which, in the
long run, would be only of super-
ficial aid in the running down of
criminals. He had come to this meet-
ing with eager interest, hoping to
find that the police were ready with
some plan to check the terrifying
wave of crime mounting daily. But
it was plain that these men, who rep-
resented the keenest brains.on the
forces of the law, were ignorant of
the real gravity of the situation. Ab-
sorbed in his own thoughts, he hard-
Iy heard the Professor’s words. But
Beale’s next announcement startled
him to alert attention. .

“As a concrete and visible proof
of the practicability of this instru-
ment I'm going to ask each of you
gentlemen to step up on the platform
in turn and have your fingerprints
tested. Let us pretend, for the sake of
argument, that there is an imposter
in this gathering.

“Let us say he is the exact image
of one of the commissioners invited,
and that he stole that commissioner’s
pass and credentials, even murdered
the man he is impersonating. Such
things have happened, gentlemen, in
the history of crime. But finger-
prints cannot be successfully imi-
tated or duplicated. If such a man
were here he would be quickly ex-
posed.”

C HUCKLES went up from several.

quarters of the room. Profes-
sor Beale’s dramatic display of scien-
-tific detection was evidently taken
lightly. But Secret Agent “X" had
grown tense. Here was an unfore-
seen happening that had suddenly
placed him in a.dangerous spot—a
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-spot where exposure and thé end of

all his plans might ensue. He had
gained nothing by coming here. The
police knew less than he did about
the new menace that had arisen. But,
because Beale had a scientist’s pas-
sion for visual demonstration, Agent
“X" was up against it.

He hoped that some of the com-
missioners would laughingly dismiss
the Professor’s suggestion. But, im-
pressed by his eminence, or anxious
to see how their prints looked on the
screen they, one by one, moved
toward the platform. Agent X"
suddenly realized that he was mak-
ing himself conspicuous by not going
up. All the others around him had.
Their prints on file and those pro-
jected tallied.

There were only two men left
now. They moved up onto the plat-
form. The infallible machine proved
them to be the persons they claimed.

“QOuly one slide left. gentlemen.”
said Professor Beale. “This bears the
prints of Commissioner Baldwin of
West Foxbury. Will the commission-
er kindly step up?” .

Heads turnec to stare at Agent
“X.” He made no move to rise. The
sharp eyes of Professor Beale fo-
cused upon him,

“Well?2”

Agent “X” made no answer, The
drawling, sarcastic voice of Beale
sounded. -

“One would think, if your identity
here-were not well known, that you
had something to conceal, commis-
sioner!” ' .

A genersl laugh went up at what
appeared to be a joke. But the eyes
of Agent “X"” held grim lights in
them. This was no joke to him, It
was a situation fraught with deadly
possibilities. Of all the men in this .
room, he alone had seen the mark of
the Octopus. Nothing must happen
to impede his progress. And yet he
seemed inescapably trapped.

_ His brain raced desperately. This
was one of the most ominous situa-
tions he had ever faced. Suspicion
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was growing heavy in the air of the
room, blotting out the friendliness.
And for Secret Agent “X" to be un-
masked now would not only mean
the end of his campaign against the
Octopus—it might mean the bitter
oud of his whole career.

CHAPTER X1
DEATH IN THE NIGHT

ENSELY alert, he shrugged
when the titters quieted, spoke
with magnificent calmness. “You've
demonstrated the cleverness of your
machine, professor. You’'ve proved
that it is highly efficient. Let us now
go on to something else. Finger-
printing is only one phase of crim-
inological work.”
A slight tenseness passed over the
‘gathering. Beale laughed again.

“Really, commissioner, I wouldn’t

make an issue of it, if I were youl
Some of these gentlemen might sus-
pect—-

He stopped speaking, and another
general laugh sounded. Two com-
missioners, acquaintances of Bald-
win, who had spoken to “X” when
he first came In, leaned forward.
One talked quickly behind his hand.

*‘Better go up, Baldwin! - There
might be some nasty gossip if you
didn’t. Nothing to it, you know—just
stick your fingers on that glass.”

Agent “X” nodded but he thrust
his ehin out stubbornly.

“Y never did like to be railroad-
ed,” he said. “Let him kid me if he
wants to. I can take it. Some of these
new-fangled notions get under my
skin.” He added more Iloudly,
“When you start fingerprinting the
police it puts themin the same class
with the crooks.”

Professor Beale laughed. ‘“Noth-

ing like that, commissioner. You mis-
interpret the purpose of this test.
You're making a mountain out of a
molehill, if you'll pardon my saying
s0.”

Commissioner Foster added his
word. “You're reputed to be a wide-
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awake man, Baldwin. In respect to
our speaker this evening I think you
owe it to us all to fall in line. You've
got us on edge now to see what your
prints look like.” ]

For a second the Agent's eyes
swiveled around the room. There
were armed cops at all exits. The
projector on the platform would in-
stantly give proof of the fact that he
was an imposter. Once the finger-
prints had been compared he could
not bluff his way out. He would be
held, questioned, jailed. He could
not expect any one to come to his de-
fense.*

“I refuse, gentlemen,” he said.
“Just put it down to a stubborn tem-
perament. If you think I'm a crook,
get out a warrant for my arrest.”

The meeting grew tense. No one
was laughing now. Professor Beale
spoke with sudden biting vehe-
mence.

“T said in the beginning that erim-
inals have been known to imper-
sonate men in high positions. So that
no suspicion will fall on your head,
Commisgioner Baldwin, I suggest
that you come up here at once and
get this matter over with so that we
can proceed with the conference.”

Agent “X” leaped to his feet to
begin an angry retort. This seemed
the best way of stalling for time. But
he paused and turned his head in-
stead.

From outside the headquarters.
building which housed the audito-
rium they were in, a sudden racket
had come. A dull, jarring explosion,
that shook the windows and made
the floor under their feet vibrate.
There was a second of silence. Then
the noise of distant shouting; and a
spiteful crackling. Agent “X” was
the irst to recognize that second
sound.

“Gun fire!” he said suddenly.
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The eyes of Professor Beale were
upon him. Beale's voice snapped out
as Agent “X" turned toward: the
door.

“Don’t make your actions more
suspicious than they already are,
commissioner. If there’s a disturb-
ance outside, patrolmen and detec-
tives are amply able to take care of
it. We are here to attend a commis-
sioners’ conference — and I might
add that you haven’t shown us your
fingerprints yet. Your attitude is
making it rather trying for us all—
putting Commissioner Foster and
myself in a difficult position.”

“Why not drop the whole busi-
ness, then?” said “X" sharply.

“Because, commissioner, I am
frank to admit that I think you have
some reason for not wanting to
match your prints with those [ have
here on file. It sounds incredible —
but I have made a study of human
psychology—and your actions—"

The shrill, unmistakable blast of
a police whistle cut across Beale’s
words. Another series of sputtering
explosions came. These were un-
questionably shots.

Half the members of the confer-
ence had risen excitedly to their feet.
Commissioner Foster was looking
anxiously toward the door. The
Agent’s eyes clashed for a moment
with Professor Beale's. The shrewd
criminologist undoubtedly suspected
him of being an imposter. But “X”
had bluffed it out so far. He made a
last, vehement gesture.

“While we stand quibbling here,
professor, criminals are active under
our very noges. I suggest that we
stop our child’s play and do some
practical work.” .

BEALE made an impatient, irri-
tated exclamation. But Agent
“X's” words, backed up by the noise
outside, started a movement toward:
the door. Commissioner Foster
strode excitedly through the assem-
blage, into the corridor. A dozen
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other commissionera from various
cities crowded after him. An inspec-
tor of a detective division came run-
ning up the stairs, shouting excit-
edly.

“There’s a robbery being pulled
off right on this block, commissioner.
Those diamond brokers on the cor-
ner—there’s a bunch of bandits in
an armored car parked outside.
They’ve cracked the safe. They've
got a Tommy-gun.”

His excited flow of words was
panctuated by the vicious rat-tat-tat
of a machine gun. The conference
disbanded in an uproar, Commis-
sioners and subordinates alike ran to’
the front entrance of the headquar-
ters building. One of them gave a
hoarse cry.

A cop, his blue uniform sodden
with crimson came reeling across the
sidewalk and collapsed at the com-
missioners’ feet. Down the block,
Agent “X” saw a long, low armored
car. From a slit in its side a winking
pin-point of flame showed intermit-
tently. A dogen cops had taken ref-
uge in doorways and vestibules
along the street, service revolvers
snapping. As “X” watched, one cop
threw up his hands and pitched side-
wise into the street. The bandits
were ruthlessly slaughtering the
police. . A

Curses, excited orders, took the
place of Professor Beale’s calm,
scientific tones. Commissioner Fos-
ter, white-faced, bawled orders to
an inspector. The inspector mar-
shaled a squad.of plain-clpthes men
with an arsenal of riot and machine
guns. They poured into the street;
were met by a withering blast of bul-
lets from the car at the end of the
block. "

This was warfare — warfare be-
tween the dread, organized forces
of the underworld and the valiant
defenders of the law.

A cop with a riot gun cursed,
groaned, fell to the pavement, his
weapon clattering from his hands.
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One leg bad been shattered under
him, He tried to hunch forward to
.pick up his gun again, leaving a
‘smear of crimson behind him. An-
other blast of bullets ricocheted
against the curb beside him, ripped

into his body with the sickening spat"

of flattened lead. He jerked for a
moment as though in the contortions
of some weird dance, lay still.

GENT “X,” white with fury at

the ruthlessness of this killing,

heedless of his own danger, darted

across the pavement and picked up

the slain cop’s weapon. The other

police had taken refuge in door-
ways.

Not often did the Agent use a
lethal weapon. When he did he
could shoot with expert marksman-
ship. He crouched, braced the
curved butt of the rapid-firer against
his shoulder, pressed the steel trig-
ger, slammed bullets down the block
at that sinister black car. A masked
figure.came running out of the dia-
mond brokerage office; leaped into
the car before “X” could swing the
cumbersome muzzle of the gun. His
bullets played a tattoo over the side
of the car. But its armor plate pre-
vented them from doing any dam-
age.

The flame that was the bandit's
machine gun showed again. Leaden
death hissed in the.night air around
“X.” He flung himself flat on the
pavement, gun snuggled in the crook
of his elbow, steady eyes trained
along the barrel. He aimed as close
to the other flame as he could;
pumped more bullets into the dark-
ness.

The firing stopped. "The big car
leaped away with whining gears.
Cops came out from under cover and
the wailing, hysterical note of police
girens began to shrill along the
street. The car with the bandits in it
spurted away.

The street was a bedlam of ex-
citement now. The fierce shouts
went up. In the second story win-
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dows of the diamond brokerage of-
fice 8 glow showed. Smoke began %o
plume out. A flame appeared like a
greedy red tongue. Agent “X" start.
ed to drop the machine gun he had
snatched up, then hastily cleaned off
the finger prints he had made. He
put the gun down, ran forward with
a crowd of police and commis-
sioners.

The fire in the brokerage office
was gaining headway, showing that
the raiders had left some highly in-
flammable  material there, adding
arson to safe-blowing. The blood-
red glow of the fire spread along the
street, adding to the horror.

At least six cops lay dead on the
pavement. The firelight glistened on

*their spilled blood. The criminals

had left terror and destruction be-
hind them. And this spectacular
crime, in the very shadow of police
headquarters, staged at a time when
the commissioners’ conference was
in seasion, seemed a mocking gesture
—a bloody challenge to the forces of
the law.

CHAPTER XII
THE SKY ATTACK

ECRET AGENT “X” glipped
away into the darkneas. No use
looking for clues around the broker-
age office where the raid had taken
place. Seething flames were consum-
ing the entire interior of the build-
ing. All evidence would be destroyed
—even the method used in blowing
the big safe.

And “X” wanted to escape fur-
ther contact with the members of the
commissioners’ conference. Neither
Foster nor Professor Beale would
forget that he had refused to show
his fingerprints. As Baldwin he was
a marked man now.

He looked at his watch. Ten
o’clock. Signaling a cab, he drove to
within a few blocks of his nearest
hideout and once again changed his
disguise to that of A. J. Martin.

Next he called the rooming house
occupied by McCarthy, the old ex-
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dick who was watching the airport
from which “X" had been kidnaped
the night previous. But the wheez-
ing, crack-voiced landlady told the
Agent she had not seen McCarthy
all day. A slight frown of worry be-
tween hia eyes, “X"” drove to the
rooming house. Perhaps McCarthy
had left a message for him.

The landlady admitted him and he
went straight to MecCarthy’s room.
But there was no message, no sign
that McCarthy had been in that eve-
ning. The ash tray was empty, just
as the landlady had left it. The bed
had not been slept in. McCarthy was

, evidently making good his promise,
giving the man he knew as A. J.
Martin his money’s worth. He had

been on the job of watching the air-’

field for twenty-four hours. He was
still on the job, unleas—

Agent “X"” sent the V-shaped nose
of his roadster plunging toward the
suburba, It was strange that Mc-
Carthy should have stayed on the
job 30 long without sending him any
word.

He came to within a quarter of a
mile of the lot from which he had
taken off in the tri-motor, a prisoner
of the criminals. He passed by a row
of run-down houses, came to the
edge of the lot itself. It was a deso-
late place of refuse and junk. A
lean, green-eyed cat slunk out of his
path. Somewhere a loose piece of
roofing on one of the buildings
around the lot squeaked mournfully
in the wind. This was the only sound.
The cat was the only living thing.

A sense of definite foreboding

gripped the Secret Agent. He moved
forward cautlously, wraithlike in
the gloom, coming at last to the spot
where he had stationed McCarthy.
Flashing a tiny light with a bulb
no larger than a grain of wheat he
stared at the ground. In one spot hia
sharp eyes detected MeCarthy's
footprinta. Here were the wide
heavy soles that the old dick wore.
Agent “X” gave a low whistle,
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listened. If McCarthy were about he
would come to investigate. Expert
and silent shadower as the ex-detec~
tive was, he would make a noise that
the Agent would hear. But there was
no sound.

The Secret Agent’s sense of un-
easiness grew. He moved along the
edge of the lot toward the old build-
ing which might conceivably have
housed the big plane. Once again he
flashed his light and spotted Mec-
Carthy’s footprints. Then suddenly
he stooped and tensed. Something
dark showed against the brownish
dustiness of the earth,

The Agent bent down, cupping his
hand over the end of his small light,
examining the spot on the ground. 1t
was a circle, its coloring gruesome-
ly suggestive.

He moved his light, found another
spot a few feet farther along. His
eyes were grim now. These spots
were unmistakable to his experi-
enced eyes, They were drops of
blood, sunk into the ground, dried.
They seemed to be about twelve
hours old.

He bent all his efforts to following
them now. Once he lost them among
sparse turf. In patient, ever widen-
ing circles he Jocated them again. A
chill ran across his skin. Here were
not only the drops but parallel
grooves in the dirt; plainly discerni-
ble. His movements quickened as he
followed these. They led in the di-
rection of a cluster of sheds. The
human body had been dragged
there.

The grooves ceased, but drops of
crimson marked the trail. Some one
had picked the body up, carried it.
The spots on the ground led to a pile
of old boarding between the tvo
sheds. There they ended.

Lips compressed in a tight grlm
line Agent “X"” began shifting the
boards. He swore at last, and bent
sharply. The last board he had
picked up -disclosed the head and
shoulders of a man, -
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White hair gleamed like silver un-
der the thin rays of his flash. The
still features of a white face showed.
It and the hair were streaked with
crimson. It was McCarthy—dead.

SOME one had sneaked up out of
the darkness and bashed in the
detective’s skull with a vicious blow.
Some one had dragged the old dick
here, buried him like carrion under
a pile of boarding.

The Agent’s fist clenched. Out
there under the dim light of the stars
he made a silent pledge. Then he
stopped, searched McCarthy’s
pockets. The fifty dollars that he
had given McCarthy was still intact.
No robbery had taken place. Mc-
Carthy had been killed merely be-
cause some one wanted him out of
the way. Again Agent “X"” saw the
hand of the man whose mark was a
loathsome Octopus.

Carefully he gathered the old man
up, carried him to his parked car.
"His eyes and ears were alert for any
movement in the darkness, But there
was none. The lurking criminal, or
criminals, who had done the detec-
tive to death might be miles away
now. Knowing the field was under
suspicion there would probably be
no more activity from it.

“X" drove McCarthy back to the
rooming house, told the landlady in
a few words what had happened.
While she went to notify McCarthy's
nearest relative, Agent “X"” drew his
wallet from his pocket. He took out a
sheaf of bills totaling nearly two
thousand dollars. Lifting Me-
Carthy’s keys from his pocket, “X"
unlocked the old detective's bat-
tered strong box. .

- Inside were a few yellowed letters
written by his dead wife. A tar-
nished badge he’d worn for years as
a cop; an old police whistle hal-
lowed by associatior.

Agent “X” stuffed the bills in —
here, locked the box again. This
money would go to his beloved
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grand-children. MeCarthy would be
pleased if he could know it.* .

“X" did not wait for the arrival of
McCarthy's relatives. There would
be a police investigation into the
man’s death. He couldn’t afford to
have the name of A. J. Martin mixed
up in that. And the death of Me-
Carthy had made him think at once
of Sloan, his agent in Boston.

He hurried to a telephone booth,
put in a long distance call. The heavy
voice of his Boston operative an-
swered and “X’ gave a sigh of re-
Hef. The responsibility of one man's
death rested on his shoulders to-
night. He was glad it was not two.

“What's the report, Sloan?” he
demanded.

“Nothing much, boss * Sloan ane
swered. “It don't look like there’s
anything phoney about this bird Van
Camp. He's got an office down om
Tremont Street. He spent most of the
day there. lunched at his club. He
was in court a while this afternoon.
Tomorrow he's flying out to Chi. He
booked his passage today.”"

Agent “X"” wags careful to hide the
excitement he felt. Van Camp flying
out to Chicago. With crimes being
perpetrated in every state of the
Union, it was plausible to think that
the evil genius who directed them
would have some central headquar-
ters. Chicago would be a logical
place—and now Van Camp, on the
heels of his significant phone call to
Tasha Merlo, was going there. Here
was a hot lead.

“Thanks, Sloan,” “X"” said. “I
guess I was wrong about that bird.”

“You want me to trail him some
more when he gets back?”

“No, not unless I give you the high
sign. What time is he leaving to-
morrow?”’

“The plane takes off at eight thir-
ty, boss.”
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GENT “X” hung up. Sloan was

a good shadower; but he was

too slow moving and slow thinking

to be of much help against such men

as the Agent was going up against.

Yet if “X” went to Chicago he'd

need aid perhaps; and it would be

better to import a helper unknown
to the Chicago underworld.

“X” took from his pocket a note-
book in which he kept the names of
gseveral possibilities, flipped the
pages intently, then paused and nod-
ded. James Hobart was the man he
wanted. Young, alert, fearless,
Agent “X" knew Hobart to be hon-
est, even though a black cloud of
disgrace now hung over his name,
Hobart had been dishonorably dis-
charged from the police force after
it was proved he had accepted bribes
in a famous racketeering case.

Because he knew Hobart’s cali-
bre, the Agent had made secret in-
vestigations. These had revealed
that Hobart had been framed by a
-notorious gangster. His dismissal
had been accomplished because he
was becoming a source of danger to
the gangster in question.

“X” got into his roadster. At Ho-
bart’s address, a pleasant-faced,
gray-haired woman let him into a
small reat apartment. A raw-boned
young man sat slouched in a chair,
reading a paper. A stiff crest of red-
dish hair surmounted his forehead.
Clear blue eyes lighted at sight of
Agent “X."” He thrust out a freckled,
big-knuckled hand, gripped the
Agent's. .

“Hello, Mr, Martin . . . . Mom,
this is Mr. Martin, the big newspaper
guy I told you tried to pull strings
and olear me when I was framed by
Madder.”

Agent “X"” smiled at the ex-detec-
tive's mother. He gazed approvingly
at the young man. He'd thrown a
couple of small jobs Hobart's way.
The job he had in mind now might
call for everything the boy had. But
before Hobart’s career with the po-
lice had been abruptly ended, his
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promotions had come quickly be.
cause of his bravery and energy.
Here was a man who could be de-
pended upon in any emergency.

When the young man’s mother
had gone into the kitchen Agent
“X"* spoke quickly.

“Hcw are things going, Jim?”

“Not so good, Mr. Martin. No job.

1 was cut out to be a dick, I guess, 1

don't seem to fit in anywhere else.”
“You wouldn't turn down a job
then, I take it?”
“A job—say! T'd turn hand-
springs from here to Kalamazoo to

" get onel”

“Supposing it was dangerous?”

Hobart laughed with a tinge of
bitterness, “Remember I was a po-
lice dick once, Mr. Martin. I used to
get into some tough spots. For two
bits right now I'd play dentist to a
lion with the toothache. That’s how
bad I need a job.” .

“I've got one for you,” said the
Agent quietly, ‘that may make a
lion with a toothache look like
child’s play. Want it?"

“Do I want it! When do I start?”

“Seven o’clock tomorrow. I’ll stop.
by for you on the way to the field.”

“Field?”

“Yes, we'’re going to fly out to Chi
in the morning.” .

HE Agent's Blue Comet was still
in a hangar on the Boston air-
port. It was the other of his two
ships that the mechanic wheeled out
the next morning. This was a trim
swift cabin monoplane that would
comfortably seat four people. Gas
could be stored in the extra place if
the necesaity arose. It was capable of
long-distance croas-country hops.
Streamlined outside, the interior
‘was as luxurious as a limousine. The
Agent had use for both types of ship
in his varied and dangerous work.
Jim Hobart’s eyes popped when
he saw the plane, and realized for
the first time that Agent “X' was
going to fly it
“I didn’t know you were a pilot,
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Mr. Martin—and'I didn’t know you
owned a bus like this.”

“Live and learn,” said Agent “X”
quietly.

The ex-dick’s eyes were shining.
Agent “X" smiled. He hadn't done
wrong in picking Jim Hobart. Here
was a fellow who was ready for any-
thing.

The plane took off from the fleld
with the swift grace of a bird. This
ship was orange and black. Agent
“X” called it the Oriols, It was eal-
most as speedy as the Blue Comet.
Its cowled radial motor developed a
maximum four hundred. and fifty
horsepower. The cabin fuselage con-
tained numerous gadgets not appar-
ent to the casual eye and not possi-
ble in an open-type ship. There were
oxygen tanks for extremely high al-
titudes, a heater to make the cabin
comfortable in winter cold, a special
compartment in the rear for a gyro-
scopic stabilizer and an elaborate
radio sending and receiving set.

There had been no other ships on
the field as he took off. But, fifteen
miles out of the city, “X"” looked
down and saw another swift plane
rising from what appeared to be a
bit of pasture land below, It climbed
swiftly, displaying speed and power,
stayed parallel for a short space;
then struck off at a tangent. In ten
minutes it was a mere speck on the
horizon. A moment later it had gone.

Mile after mile reeled off below
them. He swung over to the silver
ribbon of the Hudson, followed it up
to Albany, cut across toward Syra-
cuse. The swift ship seemed to de-
vour space. He knew he would be in
Chicago long ahead of the passenger
liner bearing Van Camp. He intend-
ed to be at the airport when the
commercial plane landed. - -

Hobart sat alertly beside the
Agent, asking an ocoasional ques-
tion regarding the operation of the
ship. Once Agent “X’ demonstrated
how his gyroscopic stabilizer could
fly the plane level with no hands on
the controls, Hobart nodded appre-
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ciatively as the swift ship flew itself.
Agent “X" switched off the sta-
bilizer, sank back into the luxurious
leather-padded seat in front of the
instrument board.

Then, out of the sunlit morning
gky, the .shadow of death came
quickly, riding like some evil-
visaged vulture of doom.

Something struck the cabin of the
Oriole as if lightning had forked from
that serene blue sky. A crackling,
smashing lance of destruction
passed through the swift plane’s
roof. Splinters of metal, fabriec,
rained upon the shoulders and heads
of Agent “X"” and Hobart. The light-
ning-like lance, thrust by death’s
quick hand, smashed on down
through the ship’s rubber carpeted
floor, making unsightly holes.

It was the Agent's deft touch on
the controls that saved them in that
first perilous moment.

He thrust the rubber-knobbed
stick sidewise, kicked the rudder
pedal as far as it would go, threw
the plane into a wingover that al-
most snapped Hobart's head off his
neck. The monoplane. corkscrewed
through the air. As it did so, flery
tracer bullets probed for it. In the
sky above, a dark-winged biplane
dived at them and, on the biplane’s
nose, behind the whistling propeller
arc, a brace of synchronized ma-
chine guns chattered and danced
with the insane, ghoulish cackle ofs
destroying idiot.

CHAPTER XIV
THE CrASH!

HOBART swore flercely, shouting
a question. There was no time
for Agent “X” to answer. The vi-
clous cackle of the flying lead had
stirred old memories in his mind.

He'd been a youngster in the grim
red days of the World War; but a
yonncster who had ridden the flam-
ing skies, tramped through shell-
torn trenches, played at death in a
hundred different ways, pumi.ng'
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the desperate missions of the Intelli-
gence Service.

Agent “X" aide-slipped. The
bright orange monoplane seemed to
drop toward earth on one wing. He
pulled it out of the slip, dropped its
noge for 2 moment, picked up roar-
ing speed in a short power dive. But
again the feathery lines of the tra-
cers came dangerously close.

He suddenly drew the stick back
into his lap and sent the nose of the
monoplane hurtling almost straight
up to the clouds. Hobart, unused to
aerial acrobatics clutched the sides
of the seat with all his might But
the sheer speed of the plane seemed
to counterbalance gravity.

Agent X" let the ship mount till
it was on its back at the top of a
loop. Then he did a sudden wing-
over again, straightening out at a
higher level, headed in the opposite
direction.*

Now he got a glimpse of the at-
tacking ship. It was a dark-winged
biplane, rakish, sinister. There were
two cockpits; but it seemed as fast
and maneuverable as a pursuit ship.
There were maehine guns in the rear
pit, too, and he could dimly see two
heads, faces hidden by goggles. Here
was more evidence of effieiency and
organization. This plane was
equipped solely and obviously for
the bloody business of murder.

It came thundering straight down
out of the sky again. The Oriole was
unarmed. The men in this dark ship
meant to destroy it. X" had onmly
the mechanieal perfection of his own
plane and his skill and wits to de-
pend on.

For a brief second he looked up.

There were sweeping cirrus clouds )

far above him. Those clouds would
afford protection if he could reach
them. But the men in the other plane
geemed to divine his thought. They
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laid a barrage of deathly steel-jaek-
eted bullets across the sky. The at-
tacking ship still had the advantage
of altitude.

Agent “X"” was too wise in the
methods of air combat to try to es-
cape by diving. That stubby-winged
biplane looked as though it would
have an edge over him in a drop.
He’d seen many a novice during the
war go to 2 flaming death trying to
dive away from an enemy.

Agent “X" headed toward the
other plane, bored steadily forward
till the Hnes of the tracers came
dangerously close.

The two pianes were rocketing
toward each other with cometlike
speed. Bullets lashed the tip of the
Oriole’s right wing. Once again “X”
side-slipped away; then screamed
down and up in an outside loop that
threatened to tear the wings from
the ship. When he was level again
he continued to climb, the throttle
pushed forward to the quadrant
stop.

But the dark biplane possessed
stupendoas ¢limb also. It pulled out
of its dive, soared up on stubby
wings, turmed and relentlessly fol-
lowed.

"“They're killers, Mr. Martin,”
sereamed Jim Hobart hoarsely. “’It
looks like a tough spot. What do you
figure it means? Who are they?

His voice rose above the droning
blast of the engine.

Agent “X'* answered grimly.

“Part of a gang I'm trying to get
@ line om, Jim. They must have been
deoing some snooping of their own,
found I was interested in them and
figured I was going to Chi. That's
where their headquarters are.”

“Gangsters from Chi,” muttered
Hobart, “I thought the end of prohi-
bitior had put a finish te their

. racket.”

“This is & bigger racket than alky
ever thought of being, Jim. You'll
get a line on it if we—"

The sinistexr crackle of breasking

‘glass interrupted his words. A burst
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from the plane .behind had side-
swiped the cabin of the Oriole, shat-
tered a window. Cold air streamed
in. The Agent’s eyes blazed. Then he
gave a sudden exclamation. For a
tongue of flame was licking the in-
side of a partition between the two
windows. Incendiary bullets.

HE, flame threatened to catch

the plane’s cloth-covered in-
terior, whipped on by the wind that
was coming through the broken
window. “X” dropped the control
stick an instant, snatched a small ex-
tinguisher from beneath the instru-
ment panel, and sent a hissing jet of
chemical toward the burning spot.
The flame went out; but the rat-tat-
tat of the machine gun sounded
again.

Grimly Agent “X" set himself to
avoid those probing bullets. The
men behind him knew their job.
Their ship seemed as fast as his, A
few incendiary bullets through the
wings, and their own plane would
become a flaming inferno. He wasg
amazed that the gang he was fight-
ing was aware of his intention of go-
ing to Chicago. It proved that the
Octopus had a thousand eyes as well
as a thousand sinister claws.

A smudge of smoke on the hori-
zon showed now. Chicago! It wasn't
more than twenty miles distant, A
sudden gleam came into the Agent’s
eyes. Following the mysterious in-
struction of the Octopus, men were
trying to kill him. He was to be
wiped out before Van Camp arrived
in the city, before some sinister
meeting of the criminals took place.

Perhaps the only way he could avoid .

suspicion was to appear to die.

For a second he cut the motor,
talked quickly as the plane fell in
another swift side-slip.

“I'm going to gamble, Jim — let
them think they've got us. It's the
only way. When we hit, get away
from the ship as fast as you can and
keep under cover.”
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“You mean — you’re going to
crash?”

Agent “X"” nodded grimly. He was
fighting a crime corporation capital-
ized for millions, ﬂxhtmg men who
stopped at nothing to achieve their
sinister purposes. He stood ready
now to sacrifice the Oriole, a ship
that had cost altogether eight thou-
sand dollars. But the vast resources
given into his hands had been for the
purpose of combating crime. Money
was no object if the spending of it
would bring criminals to justice.®

As though he were wounded, or
as though something had happened
to the mechanism of the ship in that
last burst, Agent ‘X" threw the
Oriole into a series of erratic maneu-
vers, These were cunningly calecu-
lated to save them from the probing
bullets of the plane behind as well
as to lose altitude.

He dropped the nose into a sicken-
ing spin, making sky and ground be-
low mingle in a mad, dizzying
scramble. White-faced, but game to
the limit, Jim Hobart clung to his
seat, strained against his safety belt.

Agent “X” knew without looking
that the other plane was following,
ready to administer a coup de grace
when he straightened out.

He jerked the monoplane out of
the spin, but instantly, as incendia-
ries screamed close to his wings, he
pulled the plane’s dive into the be-
ginnings of another loop. At the top
of it he seemed to lose all control.
The orange ship dropped off on one

-wing, swept downward as though

strung on a giant pendulum. From
side to side it swept in a series of
breath-taking plunges, like a dry
leaf fluttering earthward.

And, as it lost altitude, Agent “X"
reached under the instrument board
and puiled toward him the handle of
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a small lever. There was a hiss, a
roar, and instantly the air behind the
plunging plane was filled with dense
black smoke. It seemed that the in-
cendiaries had fired.the ship.

Hobart, not catching the signifi-
cance of “X's"” tug on. the lever,
jerked his head around, eyes aghast.
For the sky behind them was veiled
in a pall of smoke.

“We're afire!” he yelled, above
the rumbling of the motor. But
‘Agent “X"” shook his head, pointing
to the lever.

“That's what I want them to
think!" he said.

He had loosed a chemical into the
feed line which came back through
the engine exhaust in this dense,
black vapor. Like the “smoke pots”
used in movie shots of aerial war-
fare, it gave the effect of fire.

E sat at the controls tense-faced

now. The realistic erash land-

ing he planned was a death-defying

trick. Below were open fields inter-

apersed with clumps of second-

growth trees, their green tops feath-
ering in the morning breeze.

The Agent opened a small trap in
the floor, stared down. A deft touch
on the ailerons, and the plunging
plane slipped more to the left. Agent
“X" calculated the distance down to
the last foot. Above, ready to ad-
minister more leaden death if he
should pull out of the aerial contor-
tions that seemed the plunges of a
doomed plane, was the other ship.
He could faintly see it through the
swirling plumes of smoke.

He let the Oriole side-slip swiftly
toward the woods, judging the
height of the trees. The wind was
singing a devil’s paeon in struts and
wires now. Agent “X” yelled to
Hobart.

“We may have a bad erack-up.
I'm going to take a chance. Don’t
forget—get out of the plane as soon
as we hit.”

Agent “X" did not elaborate; but
he had a reason for his words. He
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wanted to make their crash as con-
clusively realistic as possible. -

At the last second, as the ship
swooped toward the woods, “X"
brought the nose up to kill air speed.
The orange plane “mushed” down
among the pliant trees. Automatic
wing slots opened up and checked
the speed still more. The plane set-
tled on the tops of the trees. Its
weight tore branches. The weight of
the engine pulled the nose down. It
plunged into the green sea of foliage
like some sea monster sinking below
waves.

Branches made a terrific racket
against the sides of the cabin fuse-
lage. The light of the sky was blot-
ted out by the green darkness of the .
leaves. Agent “X"” had cut the
switch. He braced himself, shouted
to Hobart as the plane finally struck
the ground.

There was soft forest loam here.
It acted as a shock absorber,
checked the concussion of the
plane’s fall. With a grinding, crack-
ing series of bumps the plane came
to a standstill.

Agent “X’” unsnapped his safety
belt, kicked the side door open.

“4‘Qut—aquick!” he said. .

The lanky Hobart tumbled onto
the forest floor. Agent “X"” grabbed
his suitcase, pitched it out ahead of
him, then reached under the plane's
instrument panel again. He threw a
small, inconspicuous switch. A faint
noise like a concealed buzzer sound-
ed somewhere inside the engine
cowling. ‘

. Agent “X" tumbled out after Ho-
bart, grabbed the ex-dick’s arm.
“This way! Run!”

“Under cover of the trees, while
the black plane circled low over-
head, they plunged forward across
the forest floor. Fifty feet and Agent
“X” suddenly pulled Hobart down
on the ground, flat on his face.

As he did so there was a roar be-
hind them. A mighty wind seemed to
howl and shriek through the
branches.’ The slender wings and
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gleaming fuselage of the Oriole blew
into a myriad pieces as an electrical-
1y discharged time bomb exploded in
the interior of the ship.

CHAPTER XV '
THE WAY OF THE OCTOPUS

HE terrific blast of the bomb

was followed by a second of si-
lence. Then bits of metal from the
shattered plane rained down mak-
ing a spatter like hail on the trees.
The motor whine of the dark ship
was plainly audible. It was circling
overhead. : .

“Don’t move!” hissed Agent “X."”
. The biplane dived low, so low that
its tail assembly almost fanned the
folinge that concealed them. Three
times the plane circled. Then the
drone of its motor faded into the dis-
tance.

“God!” breathed Hobart. He
wiped sweat from his face, turned
wide eyes on “X."” “There must be
something big going on, Mr. Martin.
They tried to knock us out of the
air. You cracked up a plane worth
more dough than Pll ever have if I
live to be a hundred. What the hell’s
it all about?”

“I don’t know exactly myself,
Jim. I flew out to Chi to find out.”

“Did the paper send you or did
you come on your own?”

Secret Agent “X” smiled, tapped
the lanky ex-dick on the shoulder.
“Don’t ask too many questions,”

Hobart’s steady eyes met “X's.”
He flushed, spoke with quiet vehe-
mence. “I ain’t trying to stick my
mug into your affairs, Mr. Martin.
Any dope you want to hand me,

0. K. But you’re the boss—and I
Imow you're on the level. All you
gotta do is tell me what to do, and

you can count on me to do it. I'd just
like to get a line on who these damn
killers are.”

The Agent rose, faced the other

soberly for a moment. “Those men.

up there were small fry, Jim—just
paid gunmen., Get that, Somebody
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hired them to do a job. It’s that:
somebody I want to get the low-
down on.” . .

Jim Hobart nodded, dusted loam
off his clothes, and followed as the .
Agent struck off through the woods,
suitcase in hand. “X" was careful to
keep in the thickest cover till they
were a good distance from the spot
where the Oriole had crashed. He
turned suddenly on Hobart.

“We've got to get to Chi now.
Those birds think we’re dead.
They’ll report to their boss that they
got us. That gives us the start on
them.”

There was a highway about a half
mile from the spot where the Oriole
had blown up. Cars lined it and sev-
eral men, attracted by the noise of
the explosion, were running across
the fields to Investigate.

Agent “X" turned and walked in
the opposite direction, motioning
Hobart to follow. At the end of half
an hour they came to another road
leading into Chicago, followed it to
a suburban village and there char-
tered a taxi. )

“X"” directed the driver to one of
the better known hotels in the heart
of the city. He apoke quietly to Ho-
bart as the cab rolled through the
streets.

“We're a couple of traveling
salesmen from New York, Jim. Your
name is Calvin Prentiss, mine’s B. J.
Morgan. Those are the monikers
we'll sign on the register.”

“You should have been a dick in-
stead of a news shark, Mr. Martin,”
said Hobart admiringly. ‘You'd
have been a wow.”

A grim smile twitched the corners
of the Agent’s mouth. The cab drew
up before their hotel.

“Remember,” he said. “Calvin
Prentiss and B. J. Morgan.”

It was a big hotel, popular with
transients. Agent “X"” engaged ad-
joining rooms under the names he
had mentioned to Hobart. He looked
at the clock. The plane from the
East, bearing Van Camp, was due to
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arrive in Chicago in about an hour.
That would give him plenty of time
to get out to the airport; but there
were certain things to be done first.

E started toward the elevator

with Hobart at his side; then

paused and glanced quickly across
the lobby.

His fingers dug into Hobart’s arm.
He spoke without moving his lips;
spoke 8o softly that the ex-dick alone
could hear. “Take a look at that
woman over there, Jim—the one in
the green dress, sitting on the left
side of the column. Don’t let her see

~you.”

“I get you, boss. A swell looking
dame! I've always heard there was
plenty of fast steppers in Chi.”

“She isn't from Chicago. She must
have arrived here yesterday or to-
day. We're in luck.”

‘““You can have her, boss. I'm a
redhead myself, and I'd rather play
around with a blonde, or maybe a
nice little brunette.”

“Sorry, because I'm going to turn
her over to you, Jim.”

GGSa.y_"

Secret Agent “X’* motioned for si-
lence as they entered the elevator.
When the bellhop had shown them
to their rooms, Agent “X” apoke
quickly, tensely.

“That woman, Jim — her name’s
Tasha Merlo. She used to be one of
the cleverest fences in the East. Now
she’s doing something else. Your
work’s cut out for you. I want you
to find out where she goes, who she
talks to and what she does. Don’t
lose sight of her. But be on your
guard every minute. She’s poison.”

“You know her then, boss?"”

“I do; but she doesn’t know me.”
“X" laid a hand on Hobart’s arm,
added a sudden word of caution, re-
membering certain tendencies that
Hobart had. “Don’t try to make up
to her, Jim. Just keep her in sight—
and you’ll need every trick you ever
learned on the force.”

“0O. K.” said Hobart. “But I
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thought you said you was trying to
get a line on the gang who hired
those killers to kmock us down.”

“I am, Jim, and this woman’s with
the gang. Now do you understand?”

Hobart’s young face hardened. *“1
savvy, boss. Fly paper won’t have
nothing on me when it comes to stay-
ing glued to that jane.”

“Good. I'll see you here again at
noon—or if not then, at six. If you
don’t get a chance to come back to
the hotel send me a telegram—B, J,
Morgan.”

‘“Where are you going, boss?’

“Places.”

With no further explanation,
Agent “X” left, removing a brief-
case from the suitcase and taking
that with him. He took a taxi to a
small, oild-fashioned apartment, let
himself in with a key on his ring.
Here was another hideout, estab-
lished many months ago.*

In the privacy of this he changed
his disguise quickly. If A. J. Martin
had been traced to the airfield
where he had that morning taken .
off, then A, J. Martin was no longer
an adequate disguise against the
members of the Octopus organiza-
tion. The criminals thought that
Martin was dead in the crash of the
Oriole. “X” would let him stay dead
so far as they were concerned. The
dark-haired, solemn-faced young
man who emerged under his skilled
fingers was utterly different from
the brisk looking, sandy-haired Mar-
tin. .

Changing his suit to another in the
closet of his hideout, he left the
apartment and took a taxi to the air-
port.

Sloan in Boston had given him an
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“X"” had no trouble identifying the
lawyer.

HE man was quite thin, stoop-

shouldered, with graying hair
and deep-set gray eyes that glowed
piercingly behind thin-rimmed
glasses. He was a man with a poker
face, a man whose high cheek bones
had the set rigidity of an Indian’s.

The Agent’s pulses tingled. Un-
less he was mistaken he was looking
at a member of the mysterious Octo-
pus’s gang. Or was Van Camp him-
self the Octopus? There was as yet
no way of telling. But that he was
connected with the strange stock
promotion scheme Agent “X"” had
sufficient proof.

Van Camp signaled a taxi, got in,
and left the field. Agent “X" fol-
lowed in another cab. The lawyer
went directly to one of the most ex-
pensive Chicago hotels. Agent “X"
strolled into the lobby a moment
later. He saw a bellhop start toward
the elevator with Van Camp’s lug-
gage, saw Van Camp himseif receive
some mail from the hand of the desk
clerk, proving that he had made res-
ervations in the hotel before he
started this morning. Van Camp
pocketed the mail, followed the bell-
hop into the elevator.

Secret Agent “X” strolled by the
desk, letting his eye fall on the open
register. He got Van Camp's suite
number, 806, strolled om through
the lobby to a waiting elevator,
There was no time to lose. The
grilled door clicked shut as he
stepped into the car.

“Eight, out,” he said.

When he emerged in the eighth
floor corridor the bellhop who had
shown Van Camp to his rooms was
just leaving. “X” watched him enter
a descending elevator, leaving the
corridor empty. Quick as a flash,
Agent “X" went to the door marked
8086.

His kit of chromium tools was al-
ready in his hands. But he put it
away when he saw the lock, took out

his key ring instead. On it were six
fragile skeleton keys of assorted
sizes, One of these would do the job.

So deftly and softly that there
was barely a scrape, he tried two
keys. The second one fitted, turned
in his hand. The door opened.

Van Camp had taken one of the
hotel’s more pretentious suites. *X"
had figured on this. There was a
hallway, three rooms opening off it.
In the farthest of these was a light,
the shadow of a man on the wall. Si-
lently Agent “X” ducked into the
nearest darkened room. His gas pistol
was In his hand. He waited, heard
the rustle of paper. Van Camp was
opening his mail.

When he had finished he walked
to the telephone. The number he
called was that of the hotel where
Hobart and Agent “X" had regis-
tered an hour before. Van Camp’s
voice was well modulated, but
slightly nasal.

“I'd like to speak to Miss Tasha
Merio, please.”

There was an instant of silence,
then the lawyer spoke rapidly.

“This is Van Camp, Miss Merlo.
Remain where you are until I call
you again. You are to act under my
instructions. A new territory will be
assigned to you, possibly in the
West. The matter which you called
to my attention has been taken care
of. It was troublesome; but gave no
serious cause for alarm. Because of
your promptness and efficiency in
handling the matter I shall recom-
mend you for promotion at our meet-
ing tonight. That is all.”

The receiver clicked ap, terminat-
ing the conversation. But the
Agent’s pulse beat had increased.
The lawyer's matter-of-fact words
had told him several things, The
most important was that there was
to be some sort of secret meeting to-
night in Chicago. The “matter”
which Tasha Merlo had brought to
Van Camp’s attention was in the
Agent’s mind undoubtedly his own
visit to her house. It had been “taken
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engaged to shoot him out of the sky.
"Did this mean that Van Camp was
the Octopus?

HEN the lawyer phoned again.
This time the conversation
seemed more cryptic than before.

“All our directors will be there, I
understand, Mr. Harding. The.same
place at the same time. No, nothing
serious. Yes, a very good gesture. It
should promote interest and faith
substantially.” Van Camp’s laugh
sounded, a strange, dry chuckle.

The receiver clicked up a second
time. Van Camp broke into a tune-
less whistle. Agent “X’s” thoughts
raced. A board of directors. A chair-
man. Van Camp then was only one
of several directors. But the place
where the meeting would be held
had not been mentioned. And if he
waited and followed Van Camp this
evening it might be too late.

One of the fantastically daring
plans that made Agent “X” an in-
vestigator extraordipary formulatad
in his mind. Gas pistol in hand, he
walked softly along the hallway. He
was in the very doorway of the room
where Van Camp was, before the
lawyer turned and saw him.

An expression of utter amaze-
ment made Van Camp’s face
muscles sag. Then, with 2 movement
fast as the head of a striking snake,
1]:3he lawyer reached toward his open

ag.

*“Don’t,” said Agent “X” harshly.
“Lift your hands, Van Camp.” The
muzzle of his gas gun emphasized
the command. The tone of his voice
was unrelenting. But it was the
ttrange, piercing quality of the
Agent’s eyes that seemed to hold
Van  Camp spellbound, as though
they radiated a force and magnetism
which the lawyer could not combat.
Slowly his hands went up. The gaze
that he fixed upon the Agent was
like that of a cornered rat.

“What—what do you want?” he
gasped. .
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“A little information,” said “X.”
“Just where is this directors’ meet-
ing you came to attend tonight, and
what time does it take place?”

All color drained from the law-
yers’ face. The skin seemed to tight-
en along his cheek bones till his head
looked like a skull.

“Who are you?” His voice was so
low that it barely whispered through
the still air of the Toom. .

‘“Never mind — answer my ques-
tions.”

Van Camp’s lips pressed together.
Slowly he shook his head. He waited
rigidly like a man who expects
death, a man who knows there ia no
possible alternative. For long sec-

‘onds Agent X" stared into his eyes.

“You will not speak. You are
afraid of the Octopus!”

The words only deepened the
deathly look on Van Camp’s face.
Agent “X,” a masterly judge of hu-
man actions, knew that here was a
man whose lips were sealed by a fear
so great that no threat could open
them. Fear would not make him bab-
ble like the craven Quade. He knew
more than Quade. For that reason he
would say less. Agent “X" acted
quickly.

His finger tightened around the
trigger of the gas gun. A jet of vapor
spurted into Van Camp’s face. His
body sagged, and he fell soundlessly
to the floor. To all intents and pur-
poses he was dead ; but the effects of
the gas pistol would wear off in
twenty minutes. Van Camp would
then be himself again,

Agent “X” went through the law-
yer’s luggage quickly, studied every-
thing in his pockets including the
mail he had received. There was
nothing which could in any way
prove that Van Camp was other
than he appeared — a respectable,
hard-working criminal lawyer.

Agent “X” had half expected this.
The brain behind this criminal was
too clever to let any member carry
incriminating evidence. But X' had
come prepared. Knowing that all de-



OCTOPUS OF CRIME

pended on finding out Van Camp’s
connection with the stock-selling
scheme, he had brought an instru-
ment of investigation which he sel-
dom used. This was a bottle of small
greenish capsules: a preparation of
that drug known to the medical pro-
fession as sodium amytol. The Agent
knew its history. It had been used
successfully in psychopathic clinics.
Often it was used in place of ether
as an anaesthetic for minor opera-
tions,

It had a peculiar effect similar to
that of hypnosis. The patient, with
no sensation of pain, no conscious-
ness that he could remember after
he awoke, would answer truthfully
questions put to him. This was why
psychiatrists had employed it to get
at the root of fixations in their pa-
tients’ minds.*

“X" poured a glass of water, lift-
ed Van Camp's head, deposited two
of the capsules on his tongue and
made him swallow them. He
propped Van Camp up on the sofa,
looked at his own watch. In a matter
of twenty minutes he would learn
the location and time set for the
Octopus’s strange board of directors’
meeting.

" CHAPTER XVI
PAssworps T0 HELL

HAT night a man who appeared

to be Van Camp, drove along
Roosevelt Road. He was headed
toward the suburb of Cicero, a
peaceful section of manufacturing
plants, homes, schools, churches,
Once it had been the scene of the
bloodiest gangster battles in Ameri-
can history. Swaggering overlords
of crime, in the palmy days of pro-
hibition, had ruled here until under-
world bullets cut short their careers.

‘blocks, parked, and got out.
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The faces of many buildings were
still pock-marked with machine-gun
siugs. Citizens could still point to the
precise spots where famous racket-
eers had dropped in their tracks.
Secret Agent “X"” had obtained
the information he wanted from Van
Camp. He had learned where the

‘meeting of the Octopus’s strange

band was to take place. He had
learned the time schedule, memo-
rized the mysterious passwords and
signals. Now, disguised daringly as
Van Camp, he was on his way to face
death.

Down a dark side street, away
from the business section of Cicero,
he turned the nose of his hired,
drive-yourself car. He went four
The
night seemed peaceful. Stars winked
overhead. A faint warm breeze
stirred the branches of the few trees
along the street. But somewhere not
far ahead the masters of sudden
death were meeting.

Secret Agent “X went another
two blocks on foot, following direc-
tions which he had wrung from Van
Camp'’s lips by means of the drug.

He came at last to a group of de-
serted buildings which sprawled
across the space of a whole city
block. A high barbed-wire fence en-
circled the property. It was a group
of factory buildings formerly owned
by an electrical company. Posted
signs warned trespassers off and
gave notice that the property was
now in the hands of a real estate
holding concern. When business con-
ditions warranted it, these buildings
would be salvaged or torn down and
others erected. Now they were as
still and bleak as huge mausoleums.

Agent “X”, eyes glowing bright,

walked swiftly along the opposite

gide of the street parallel with this
old factory site. He paused when he
saw the dusty windows of a small
cigar and stationery store ahead. A
faded sign in gold lettering hore the
words “Colosimo & Rici’” The front
of this store faced the main entrance .
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glanced at his watch, nodded to him-
self, strolled into the store.

A chair creaked in the rear. A
greasy-faced proprietor came wad-
dling out to the counter. The man
had eyes as black as agate hidden in
rolls of baggy flesh. His skin had a
toadlike wartiness. He crouched
?&e”r the counter, staring at Agent

With no change of expression the
Agent made several purchases. He
ordered three packages of ciga-
rettes, all of different brands. Care-
fully, under the eyes of the watch-
ful proprietor, he opened one of the
packages, took out a cigarette and
lit it. Three puffs and he hroke the
cigarette in half, dropped one half
on the floor, tossed the other behind
the counter.

‘The proprietor gave a barely per-
ceptible nod.

“Wait,” he said grufly.

He came around the counter,
waddled to the door of the shop,
looked up and down the street in
both directions. Then he re-entered
and tapped Agent “X” an the arm.

‘“You like a little drink, Mr Van
Camp?” he said.

“Make it two fingers straight,
Piere.”

“Go in and help yourself.”

A simple but effective exchange
of signals and passwords had been
made, secrets learned from the lips
of Van Camp.

Agent “X” walked to the rear of
the dirty little store. He opened a
door, walked straight along a ahort
hallway, entered a small back room.
There wes a table and several chairs
in the center of this. On the back
wall was a shelf holding liquor bot-
tles and glasses. It seemed a place
where Piere, 'the fat proprietor,
could receive a few intimate guests
in private while waiting for cus-
tomers in his small shop. Nothing
more.

But Agent “X"” walked directly to

the shelf of bottles'and glasses. He
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paused s moment, eyes questing. His
hand reached beneath the shelf, fin-
gers groping along its under surface.
Concealed there, where no onme
would ever think of looking, was an
electric button.

The Agent pressed it. A moment

. of silence, then a faint clicking

sounded somewhere behind the
shelf. He seized the edge of it,
pushed to the left. It moved ponder-
ously revealing itself as a heavy
steel door on rollers.

Behind it was a landing, and a
flight of dark stairs leading down
with another door at their hottom.

OT until the shelf had rolled

back into place did an electric
bulb over the door below light up.
‘When Agent “X” reached the bot-
tom of the stairway, the door swung
open as thongh ghostly hands were
upon it. It closed after him. He
turned sharply to the right, then
right again, till he was in a passage
below street level. This led in the op-
posite direction from the one taken
when he entered the store.

In semi-darkness, with only a
faint light far ahead to guide him,
he passed under the street and imto
the block occupied by the old fae-
tory site. Here another steel door
loomed before him; a door set in
thick concrete, refnforced with
riveted steel cleats.

It was like the entrance to some
fortress. In the very center of it was
a small perforated disc resembling
a telephone mouthpiece. The Agent|
stood erect, face pointed toward this
disc. He spoke in clear precise tones,
words and nambers that seemed to
have no sense or order. .

‘“Twenty-four. Colambh. Ninety-
two. Ten.” :

The consonant and vowel sounds
made a aeries of vibrations in the
diaphragm of the disc. Instantly
there was a whir of geared ma-
chinery behind the steel door as an
electric motor started. Then the door
rose slowly, atraight up on oiled
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bearings. It stopped,* Agent “X”
passedg:hrou»gh, and the door began
to descend automatically.

The skin along his scalp felt tight
pow. With the sliding down of that
door his last contact with the outside
world was gone. The elaborate
maneugvers necessary to get into this
place, the precautions takenm, were
further indications of the power and
cunning of the brains behind it. As
Van Camp he was about to join the
secret board of directors. He was
about to come into the presence of
the mysterious chairman of that
board—the Octopus himself.

He walked resolutely along an-
other corridor, entered a8 wooden
door. Grim steel and concrete now
gave way to polished paneling and
soft carpets. Ornamented lights
lined this corridor. At the end of it
was a gleaming mirror, running
from floor to ceiling.

As he walked toward it Agent
“X" .saw his own. reflection—the
high cheek bones, the long face, the
nose glasses of Van Camp. He moved
with the same stoop-shouldered
slouch. The sinister lawyer seemed
to be approaching him.

But the mirror gave Agent “X” a
momentary pang of uneasiness. Van
Camp had said nothing about it.
Why was it there? Was it purely for
ornamentation, or did it serve some
more subtle purpose? Perhaps it

was Argus glass, he thought, opaque
from one side, transparent from the:

other, 80 that unseen eyes could
watch him. “X"”, the perfect actor,
betrayed no sign of his uneasiness.

HERE was one more door at the

right of the mirror. He opened
it and found himself suddenly in a
magnuificently furnished room. A
long mahogany table ran down its
center. Carved chairs stood along-
side the table. Shaded lights, a tnick
rug, completed the furnishings. It
was a typical board room such as
one would expect in the offices of

:iome great bank or business corpora-
on. .

Over a dozen men were seated in-
the chairs around the table, But sev-
eral chairs were still empty.

Agent “X” walked forward, eyes
focused on the edge of the table.
Small numbers were inlaid in the

~mahogany. He took the chair before

No. 14. He could feel eyes scrutiniz-
ing him, Not until he had seated him-
self did he look up. Then he laid Van
Camp's brief-case on the table be-
fore him, adjusted his nose-glasses.

An amazing group of faces met
his eye. Many were familiar to him.
Here were famous gangsters, con-
fidence men, gamblers. In this as-
sembly were some of the cunningest,
most ruthless czars of crime the un-
derworid had ever produced. Big
shots, each in his own line.

“Duke’” Saragon, who had blasted
his way to power in the beer-running
days. The Relli brothers, last of a
dynasty of Sicilian gunmen terrorists
who had held sway in Chicago’s
North Side. “Smiling” Dan Kilrain,
the New York mobster. “Emperor’”’
Lee Wong, head of a sinister West
Coast dope ring, who had evaded
the cleverest narcotic agents. And
Benjamin Sullwell, suave, pink-
faced stock promotor, operator of a
chain of bucket shops, until income
tax evasion had landed him for three
years in the federal penitentiary.

These and others like them
formed the Octopus’s “Board of Di-
rectors.” And what of the Octopus
himself, the chairman? “X's” eyes
looked down the length of the table,
narrowed slightly.

There was no chair at the head."
Instead there was a boxlike cabinet
with a paneled door in its front. It
was still, sinister. What did it mean?
The Agent waited, hiding his curios-
ity under the calm demeanor of a
lawyer.

. He sensed the tense uneasiness of
these men around him. They seemed
to know each other, but their expres-
sions were strained, uncomfortable.
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They had assembled from every
quarter of the country, all domi-
nated by one sinister power—ihe
Octopus. There was an air of expect.
ancy in the manner of each.

A gangster next to “X” turned his
head, spoke in a low-voiced whisper,
afraid to raise his voice in that room,
afraid that unseen ears would hear.

*If it wasn't for the heavy dough
in this racket, I'd slide out,” he said.
“This circus stuff gets on my nerves
—and I like to know who I'm work-
ing for.”

Agent “X” nodded. Others
around the table were muttering, ex-
cept the Chinaman who sat stolidly

,staring before him. “X" pondered
the significance of his neighbor’s
speech. These men did not know
who the Octopus was. This amazed
him. He glanced again at that cab-
inet at the head of the table.

" Other directors came in through
the door from the mirrored hallway,
seating themselves at the table. A
small brass clock on the wall struck
nine as the last chair was filled. The
low-voiced conversation ceased.
Every face turned toward that still
cabinet.

Another five minutes passed. The
tension in the room grew electrie.

Suddenly the two panels of the
cabinet opened outward. Behind
them was a white sereen six feet

square, Below the screen the lattice

work of a loudspeaker showed.

A sound like a sigh went up from
those gathered around the table.
Eyes blinked. Hands grew taut. On
the screen the lifesize head and
shoulders of a man had suddenly ap-
peared. A mask covered his whole
face. Only his eyes and mouth were
exposed. The eyes seemed to bore
into those about the table. The thin,
mobile lips moved.

“Greetings, gentlemen.”

The sound came startlingly out of
the loudspesker. The mysterious
cheirman of the criminal board had
made his appearance. The Octopus
had arrived through the magic of

SECRET AGENT “X”

science, the wonder of television. His
image was there on the screen; but
he himself was as aloof, as enigmatie
as ever. There was no saying where
he was, from how many miles dis-
tant the broadcast was being made.

A strange smile curved the Octo-
pus’s lips. His dry, disguised tones
came again.

“This promises to be an interesting
meeting, gentlemen. Qur work in the
past weeks has been most gratifying.
We have dome well by our stock-
holders. We have other ambitious
plans for the future. Will the treas-
urer, Mr. Sullwell, kindly read his
report.”

ULLWELL, the promotor who
had drawn thousands into finan-
cial ruin back in the boom days of
'28 and '29, rose in his seat. He took
a paper from his pocket. His hands
were trembling. The image of the
man on the screen seemed to fill all
these others with terror.

“We have five hundred thousand
outstanding shares of stock at the
present. Disbursements in the last
quarterly dividend amounted to four
million, three hundred and sixty-’
two dollars. A surplus of two million
one hundred thousand is now on
hand.”

The Octopus’s dry laugh sounded.
“QOur corporation is not yet a year
old, but we have been able to enrich
our stockholders beyond their wild-
est expectations. And—you will
note, gentlemen—this concern is
unique in not having any liabilities.”

The Secret Agent understood the
irony of that. There could be no lia-
bilities in a criminal group who took
from society what they wanted. A
group who plundered, murdered
where they chose. The Octopus’s
mocking voice went on:

“This, I say, is only the beginning.

“The dividends we have paid to our

stockbolders will serve to attract
others. The capital we will eventual-
1y control will be unlimited. Already
many are putting excess profits back
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into our company's stock. We have
ambitious plans for the future,
gentlemen. We are here to consider
two projects for the weeks immedi-
ately ahead. Both of them give
promise of excellent returns on the
money we shall invest in them. But,
before we begin—"' The Octopus in-
terrupted his address to the board
to laugh as though at some very
good joke— “there is a little matter
which must be attended to. It would
be wise, I think, to settle it before we
go into the intimate details of our
projects.”

The Octopus paused. The board
members moved uneasily in their
seats. There was something dry, cal-
.culated, macabre, about the tones of
that voice coming through the loud-
speaker. The eyes of the Octopus
were pinpoints of evil light. He con-
tinued. . .

“It will surprise many of you
esteemed gentlemen to kmow that
we kave in our midst tonight a spy
and imposter, here to learn what he
can of our secrets and to bring abouat
our downfall.”

Hoarse gasps went up from those
assembled around the long table.
Every man looked at his neighbor
questioningly. Fear, rage, made evil
distortions on the faces of the direc-
tors. Then they turned back to the
image on the screen, staring expect-
antly.

“This spy,” continued the Oecto-
pus, “has been clever emough to
learn all our passwords and signals.
He has been clever enough to dis-
guise himself as one of our most dis-
tinguished members. But a certain
precaution which I insisted upon,
gentlemen, completely checkmated
-his plans. I refer to the invisible ul-
‘tra-ray tattooing which each of you
carries on his chest. When he passed
In front of the fluorescent mirror on
his way in here even the cleverness
of his disguise was of no avail.” i

The harsh laughter of the Octo-
pus fllled the room. Agent “X's”
whole body had gone cold. He knew
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now he had stumbled into a trap;
knew this master of crime had out.
witted him. In the back of his mind
he had been half fearful of some
such thing. He remembered bhis
thoughts on seeing the mirror in the
hall. But he had not guessed it was a
hidden fluorescent screen to detect
invisible tattooing. No man could
have guessed that. The Octopus’s
cunning amounted to genius.

“The imposter I refer to, gentle-
men, is seated opposite our treas-
urer, Mr. Sullwell, Mr. Kilrain is on
his right, The learned Mr. Lee Wong
is on his left. You have deduced by
now that he is impersonating direct-
or No. 14—our astute legal advisor,
Mr. Van Camp. What steps do you
suggest that we take to convince him
of his error in coming here, gentle-
men?”

CHAPTERXVII
DEATE TO THE AGENT

MAZEMENT and fury blazed

in the eyes of those around the
Agent. All heads turned toward him.
The calm, ironic tones of the Octo-
pus were not reflected in the expres-
sions of his board. Savage ferocity
showed on every countenance. An

- audible hiss arose. A dozen men

leaped to their feet, crouched over
the table. Guns appeared as though
by magic in the hands of most. The
black muzzles pointed straight at
Agent “X'’. Death hung heavy in the
room. The voice of the Octopus
broke the strained silence.
“Preserve your dignity, gentle-
men! This is no ordinary spy who
comes to us tonight. Unless I am
wrong he is one of the cleverest in-
vestigators in the country — a man
you have all heard of at one time or

‘another—Secret Agent ‘X.””

The fingers of the two sinister Rel-
li brothers tightened around the
butts of their automatics. For a mo-
ment “X" thought they were going
to shoot him then and there in cold
blood.

“Rat!" hissed one. “Police spyl”
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“You should feel flattered,” said
the Octopus. “In giving us his exclu-
sive attention for the past week he
has paid tribute to our power. I sus-
pected it was he when it was report-
ed that a man shot down by some of
our employees in a recent bank raid
was later found alive by the police. I
ordered that this man be captured.
When he escaped by cleverly fore-
ing our men to jump from their
plane and later brought the plane to
the ground himself, I knew it must
-u lx.l

“A very charming lady concurred
with me in my suspicions. By a ruse
this morning he made other of our
employees think he had been killed
in an airplane crash. Now you have
the whole case history, gentlemen.
What is your will in the matter of
his disposal?”’ )

“Death!” cried a dozen voices at
once. “Death!” echoed those who
had not spoken first. “Kill the
louse,” screamed one of the Relli
brothers. “Let me burn him, boss!”

A note of mock reproach crept
into the Octopus’s voice.

“Gentlemen! We must not forget
that we are the directors of a large

corporation, Our conduct must never .

be unseemly. But I am glad to see
that there is no dissension on this
matter. Let it be conducted in the
usual way. Will some one please
make a motion?”

Sullwell, the evil promoter, raised
his hand. “I move, Mr. Chairman,
that the spy and imposter in our
midst be punished with death.”

“Will some one please second the
mbtion?"” asked the Octopus.

Lee Wong, impassive until now,
spoke in a sing-song voice, toneless
as the slithering of a reptile’s scales.
“Mr. Chairman, I second the mo-
tion.”

“It has been moved and seconded
that the impersonator of Mr. Van

Camp be punished with death. All-

those in favor say ‘Aye! "
A chorus of “ayes” filled the
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room, vicious as the snarling of a
pack of blood hungry wolves.

“Those not in favor please signify
in the customary way.”

Dead silence followed this pro-
nouncement; a silence in which the
merciless eyes of a group of the un-
derworld’s worst spawn glared bale-
fully at Agent “X.” The Octopus’s
lips moved. His voice was as calm as
though this were a routine business
proceeding.

“The motion is carried, gentle-
men. Stand up, Agent ‘X.’ Perhaps
your death will not be quite so—ah
—drastic if you will answer a few
questions.”

The Secret Agent arose; knuckles
resting on the mahogany table, gaze
focused on the screen in the cabinet.

“What did you do with Van
Camp, and exactly how did you
learn from him the passwords and
signals which gained you admit-
tance to this meeting?’ asked the
Octopus. “The gentlemen gathered
around this table would like to
know.”

“I've nothing to say, Mr. Chair-
man.” The Secret Agent’s voice had
the calmness of a director making
response to some dry business mat-
ter. It matched the Octopus's even
tones. But the master criminal’s
laughter filled the board room. It
had a gloating, exultant quality.

“I am amused and pleased, Agent
‘X,” that you chose to come
here tonight. I know how you work
— for I have followed reports of .
your activities in the papers, and
have gathered whispered rumors in
other quarters. You share your se-
crets with no one. You do not call the
police until all the groundwork has
been done by you. That is clever: but
it also has its drawbacks. For when
you die tonight there will be no one
to carry on where you leave off.
“The police, I am assured, know
nothing. Confidence in your own
prowess has become your undoing,
Agent ‘X’ And it will perbaps
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surprise you to learn that I de-
vised my uitra-ray methods of iden-
tification anticipating that you might
try to sit in on ome of our board
meetings. Your phenomenal powers
of disguise have gained you quite a
reputation.” The Octopus paused.

One of the directors muttered sav-
agely: “Kill ’im.” '

“T am coming to that. You can
talk freely now, Agent ‘X.’ There's
no need to preserve stubborn silence.
Your work is over. You remember
the doors you came through? Until I
myself anlock them with radio im-
pulse no single member of this board
or employee of our corporation can
leave this building. If you should use
any of your novel little devices, your
various defensive weapons — they
would avail you nothing. Let us go a
step further!

“If you should suceead in killing
every one of the estimable gentle-
men around you, you would still be a
hopeless prisoner doomed to death.
For I have certain small devices my-
self which could handle the situa-
tion. In the event of a police raid, for
instance, a gas more deadly than di-
phosgene, or di-chlorethyl sulphide
will flood every crack and cranny of
the premises in less than ten seconds.
Let me suggest again that you an-
swer my questions.”

The Secret Agent spoke coldly.
“You have received my answer, Mr.
Chairman.” “X"” had guarded his ae-
crets carefully in life. He would take
them to his grave if necessary. At
least he wouldn't give this satanic
man the satiafaction of triumphing
in that respect. The Octopus’s voice
became more harsh.

“You see that the gentlemen
about you have guns in their hands
and are anxious to kill you at once.
If you make the slightest violent
move they will do so. In inany re-
spects it would be better for you if
you did make a break now and
courted swift death. I am not advis-
ing you to do it; but you may take
your choice. If you care to live a few
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minutes longer, however, keep abso-
lutely quiet.”

‘The Octopus then apoke to one of
his boardmen. “Mr. Sullwell, please
ring for an attendant.”

‘The treasurer pressed a button. A
man dressed in a black suit and a
black shirt entered. His face was a
dead, unhealthy white. His eyes like
his sunit were coal black and beady
;; gnake's. The Octopus addressed

“We are about to place a member
of this hoard under arrest. Yoa will
bring three of your colleagues at
onee and eonduct him to room 13.
Switch on the extension when you
get there. I shall hold you personally
respongible for the prisoner's safe
keeping.”

The attendant’s ashem face
seemed to grow a shade more ghast-
ly. He nodded, left the room at once,
returning with three other black-
shirted figures. Two of them held
steel nippers in their hands.*

They approached Agent “X.,”
clamped the nippers over his wrists.
The other two men thrust automat-
fes against his back. A slight move-
ment of his hands showed him that
the jaws of the nippers were cruelly
toothed and would slash his wrists
into ribbons if he tried to break
away.

A dry laugh came from the screen
where the Octopus's image showed.

‘“When you arrive in room 13 you
will be given one more chance to
talk, Secret Agent ‘X." And per-
haps the surroundings there will be
conducive to conversational tal-
entsI”

The mocking note in the sinister
voice prepared “X” for some hidden
horror. He walked stifiy out of the
board room between his captors.
The murderous eyes of the directors
followed him. He read disappoint-
ment there — disappointment that
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they were not to become his execu-
tioners themselves. But fear of the
Octopus, observance of his slightest
wish, held their instinets in check.

HE was taken through a series of

corridors, passed doors marked
in white numerals. His four captors
said nothing as they marched him
along. The Octopus had not ex-
plained to them who he was. They
had the impersonal air of paid exe-
cutioners. .

They stopped before a door
marked 13, opened it and led Agent
“X" in. One of them switched on a
light, and he stared in amazement at
the collection of strange looking ap-
paratus set on the concrete floor.

At first it appeared to be factory
machinery. Then a coldness gripped
“X"” — understanding that brought
with it chill horror. One of his cap-
tors walked to a cabinet mounted on
the near-by wall, a cabinet like that
in the boardroom. He opened the
doors, snapped a switch, and in-
stantly the head and shoulders of
the Octopus appeared here also. His
now familiar voice sounded. He
spoke almost as though he could see
the Agent.

“You see, I follow you, Agent ‘X.’
You cannot escape me! Look around
you and you will observe what func-
tion this room fulfills. I know by
heart every item it contains. The in-
genious machine directly in the cen-
ter of the floor, for instance! Those
cogs and chains — that movable
framework! Merely a modern ver-
sion of the rack. We anticipated that
punitive measures might be neces-
sary. Also methods of making bash-
ful or stubborn persons talk. That
rack has proved itself efficient.

“By means of it the femur can be
separated from the tibia—the radius
and ulna from the humerus — the
clavicle from the scapula. I believe
you follow me, Agent X' — you
who are so well versed in science! I
am speaking of the bones of arms
and legs. Our rack can pluck them

out of their sockets as eastly as a
woman. would pluck superfluous
hair from her eyebrows.”

The Octopus’s chuckle was like
some devil’s whisper from the black
mouth of hell. He continued, show-
manlike, gloating over his exhibits.

“The medieval inquisitors gave
considerable time and thought to the
art of torture; but they were handi-
capped by their crude knowledge of
mechanics and human anatomy. We
have done better, I think I can mod- .
estly say. Let us take another little
device as an example. The hand-
some statue of the lady in the corner
is a development of the famous Iron
Virgin of Nuremberg.

“Victims, you remember, were
put inside the hollow statue — and
spikes were driven through the
chest, back, and lastly the eyes and
ears. In our lady the spikes, driven
by electric gears, move with exqui-
gite slowness. Blindness, deafness,
and eventual death, come only after
hours. The victim of our lady’s iron
embrace longs for the cruder but
speedier ways of the 9th century.

“You see now,"” added the Octo-
pus dryly, “why my suggestion that
you talk was made advisedly. I give
you one half minute to decide. You
will either tell the board members
your name and the entire history of
your career, including the method
used to learn Mr. Van Camp’s se-
creta—or you will be given into the
hands of our official torturer to die
slowly and fearfully.” ‘

CHAPTER XVl
THUNDERING DooM

HE Octopus’s wordas carried ter-

rible finality. They seemed sym-
bolic of all the threats the Agent had
received during his perilous career
—the logical end toward which his
life had been drifting.

As he stood tense, waiting, eyes
fixed on those ghastly instruments of
torture, another figure shambled
into the room. This was a small,
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skeleton-thin man with rheumy eyes

and a sickly, parchmentlike skin.

The man's lean fingers curled, ex-

tended, fluttered senseleasly. He

tried to speak; but only an inane

lb}abble of gibberish came from his
ps.

The Octopus spoke: “Fifteen sec-
onds, Agent ‘X,” and Waldo makes
his entrance into our little drama.
He has been handicapped by nature,
as you can see. But he has a taste for
things mechanical. His hands can
operate levers and switches with
surprising desxterity. He has infinite
patience and is docile to orders. Asa
boy he amused himself by plucking
wings from flies and other insects.
He is a congenital sadist. And as you
have guessed, Waldo is our official
tarturer.” o

The entrance of this fearful being
was the last touch of horror neces-
sary, the final proof of the remorse-
less cruelty of this criminal group.

“The half minute is up, Agent
‘X.’ You have chosen your own rate.
You refused to answer my questions.
You refused to address the board as
a gentleman. But now you will talk.
My directors shall hear your groans,
your babbled confession on the rack.
- Switch on the board-room micro-
phone! Put this man to torturel”

The masked face of the Octopus
disappeared from the screen in the
torture room as his voice ceased
speaking. Waldo, tittering and
mumbling, went to the glittering mea-
.chine in the center of the floor, the
fearful rack. Agent “X’s” captors
tightened the grip of the nippers on
his wrists, pulled him forward
toward the instrument of torture. He
¢ould feel the pressure of the black-
clc_tthed attendant’s gun against his
spine, .

Never had Secret Agent “X”
seemed so0 utterly helpless. The Oc-
topus had challenged him to use
some of his strange defensive weap-
ons. The Agent had come tonight
arried with several new ones—but
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in his present situation they were
powerless to aid him.

The Secret Agent’s shoulders
drooped as he neared the rack. His
head lolled. He seemed on the point
of complete collapse, overcome with

“dread and horror.

- Then, in a movement so breathtak-
ingly quick that even his vigilant
captors were not prepared, he flung
himself straight forward on his face,
risking a bullet in the back.

The nippers on his wrists cut
cruelly. The Agent’s fingers curled
up, wrapped themselves around the
arms of the two who held the steel-

‘jawed instruments. The forward

lunge of his body carried his captors
off their balance. Shrieking curses,
they too fell. One of those with a
drawn gun fired. The hot blast of
that shot fanned the Agent's neck..
The bullet plucked at the wig he
wore in his disguise of Van Camp.

Ignoring the grinding pain of the
jawed nippers, the Agent twisted
like a2 netted fish, drew his knees up,
lashed out with his feet, catching
one of the nipper men in the chest.
The man gave a choking cry, let go
his hold.

Agent “X,” action superbly timed
to the fraction of a second, swung
his wrist and flung the loosened nip-
per s‘traight at the nearest gunman’s
hea

HE metal crashed against the
man'’s chin. He dropped his au-
tomatie, fell back, The other man
fired as Agent “X" seemed about to
rise; but the Agent lashed sidewise
instead, This second bullet brought
a hideous scream from Waldo, the
half-wit torturer, directly in front of
the man who had fired. .
Waldo clapped a hand over his

.thin stomach. Crimson spurted from

between clawlike fingers. He tot-
tered away from the horrible rack.

In that one reckleas, breathtaking
movement Agent “X” had flung the
room into mad confusion. The other
attendant with the nipper still clung
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desperately to the Agent. “X”
struck him a savage blow in the face
with his free hand. This man also re-
leased his hold on the nipper. It
clattered to the floor. -

The other gunman was crouched
now. Appalled for the moment by
the fact that he had shot Waldo, he
swung his gun toward “X" again.
The Secret Ageni flopped over twice
in a movement almost too quick to
follow; a movement dependent on
his amazing cosrdination of mind
and muscle.

Bullets slapped against the con-
crete flooring, plucked at his cloth-
ing. His own hands swept up the
pistol that the %rst gunman had
dropped. With the same movement
he fired; and a shot shattered the
shoulder of the black-clothed man
who was trying to slaughter him.

Rising to his feet, captured gun in
hand, Agent “X"” was for the mo-
ment master of that terrible room.
The blazing, burning light in his
eves made the two unwounded men
cower back. This human whirlwind
was more than they could cope with.
But they were small human cogs in
the Octopus’'s vast machine.

The sound amplifying extension
inito the board room had been turned
on — the instrument that was sup-
posed to carry “X's” groans and
pain-wrung words to the gloating
ears of the directors. Instead it had
carried the sounds of the amazing
battle he had staged. But even as he
fought, the Octopus’s ironic words
seemed to ring in “X’s” ears. “I have

certain small devices myself which .

could handle the sxtuatmn. ... A
gas more deadly—

Motioning the black-clothed men
aside, Agent “X” crossed to the door
of room 13. He flung it open,
listened. He heard skouts, the thud
of feet. . Already resnforcements
were coming, .

He left room 13, headed straight
sward the sounds of approaching
mei. He remembered the markings
cn another door he had seen. This
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was the door labeled No. 7 with the
crimson words ‘“danger” above and
below the number. What danger the
chamber held “X” did not know.

He flung down the corridor, al-
most to the elbow around which the
others were coming. He checked
himself before door No. 7, went
through with a sidewise lunge,
closed the door after him.

Expecting to find himself in an-
other room like the torture chamber, .
he was fooled. A long dimly lit tun-
nel slanted down from this door. It
wag like a2 miniature subway, He
plunged along, realizing that it was
taking him to another part of the old
factory block. It seemed to be the
northwest corner.

Ahead was a door with glass in it
and iron grille work. He pushed
against it. It was locked. Behind him
now he heard the sound of feet in
the subwaylike passage, the hoarse
shouts of men.

He reared up, looked through the
iron grille, saw a lighted room. He
got a confused impression of vats,
bottles, metal tanks, jars. A man in
a stained white apron was at work
before a low table. .

Agent “X"” rapped on the door,
and the man turned. He had aquiline
features, a stringy beard, glasses.
The Agent rapped again more impa-
tiently, and the man gave an irritat-
ed shrug and strode toward the
door. When he was close Agent “X”
broke the glass of the door with the
muzzle of the gun he had taken. He

‘aimed the gun straight at the beard-

ed man.

“Quick—open!” he hissed.

The man gave one gasp of terror,
started to run, thought better of it.
He came close, a lock clicked and
the door swung open. Agent “X"
pushed through.

“Who are you?” the man de-
manded.

Agent “X” clutched the man's
throat, and sent him reeling out into
the corridor with a vicious shove. He
closed the door, locked it, and
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turned back into this new room of
mystery. One studied glance and ke
saw what it was. .
Here was a completely stoek
chemical laboratory. His eyes roved
the shelves of bottles, jars and car-
boy ‘containers. Here were deadly,
explosive elements. Acids that
wounld eat metal. Dies for eounter-
feiting purposes. Shister poisons.
A huge safe stood against the
wall, its door ajar. On a table were
gome recard books—data to be used
in this laborafory of the Octopus’s
criminal corporation. - The safe
caught the Agent’s eye, held it.

HE leaped across to it, opened the
door wider, then raised his
kead a moment and stared upward.
Ventilators led toward the ceiling of
this underground chamber. Motor-
driven fans were set in the ceiling to
carry noxious gases away to some
sort of airshaft above. A ladder
snaked up to the fans to make oil-
ing and repairs possible.

This ladder held “X's” gaze an
instant. His heart leaped. Then he
saw that the metal eeiling and fans
made an effectual barrier. There
was not time te get throngh them—
even supposing the airshaft offered
a possible means of escape. Already
the sounda of pursuit were plain. He
could hear the shouting of men, the
thud of swiftly rumaing feet. The
eriminal “board,” frenzied at the
Agent’s batile irroem 13, were com-
ing to hurt him down, retnforeed
with other employees of the place,

He turred from the ladder, flung
open the only eother door im the
room. Another corridor showed ; but
signal lights were flashing along
this. He saw dark figures raeing
towarad kim from its farthest end. He
was trapped. Death was converging
apon him from sl sides.

He slammed the door shut, groped
for a loek. There was none. And now
the sound of feet was close to the
grilled entrance through which he

bad come. This door was locked, but
the glass in it was broken.

Even as he whirled the black
snout of an automatic was shoved
through. The Secret Agent flung
himself aside as a gun spurted flame.
The gun turned as a killer at the
trigger tried to slaughter him.

“X” leaped to the wall of the
room, pressed the light switch,
plunging the place in darkness.

The gur in the killer's hand een-
tinued to thunder. Bullets smapped
and ¢rackled around the laboratory.
A glass jar broke with a8 jangle and
a liquid of some sort gushked out. The
Agent smelled the pungent odor of
benzine. Then he heard a thud
against the door. A battering deviee
was being used. It was only a ques-
tion of minutes herore they broke im.

Eyes burning Hke coals in the
darkmess, Agent “X” stepped
toward the shelf where the benzine
bad gushed from the bottle. Be did
a thing that seemed utter madness
in that reom of explosive ehemicals.
He struek a mateh, tosged it ente the
shelf. SeM-destruction to avoid tor-
tere seemed to be the Agent’s inten-
tiom,

HE tiny flame of the match

caught a benzine-socaked paper.
A plume of flame whipped up. An
exnltant cry came from those behimd
the doar. As the blinding flame of the
benzine made wavering light in the
room, Agent “X™ stepped toward
the big safe. Like & wraith he
skipped into i, crouched back, hold-
ing the door.

Flame from the benzime licked
upward. A bottle above popped.
Something hissed like water from a
hose. The eonmtemts of the - bottle
caught a2rd a streale of livid flame
shot up the full height of the shelf,

. a greedy, twisting snake of destrue-

on.
As it reached the fop of the shelf,
a huge carboy of inflammable chem-
ical burst open and sprayed the
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room with a drenching sheet of
flame.

Agent “X” shut the safe door a.nd
crouched there in the darkness. A
thundering explosion shook the
room outside. He could feel the safe
rock on its casters, It took him back
to war days, this volleying and bat-
tering. Some one seemed to be strik-
ing the safe with a great hammer
now.

It began to grow warm msude.
Sweat trickled down the Agent’s
face. In avoiding death in one form
he had courted it in another. But the
safe, with its thick steel walls of-
fered the only protection anywhere
in sight. His quick wits had saved
him from the Octopus’s fury. And
the men in the corridor outside
would think he was being blown to
pieces.

The thundering noises continued.
The heat increased and the air be-
came So stale and so infused with
the reek of burning chemicals that
it seemed no living thing could sur-
vive. The Agent soaked his handker-
chief with a solution of .ammonia
salts which he carried in a small
vial. He wrapped this around his
nose and mouth, an improvised gas
mask. But his lungs were beginning
to ache with the bad air, his heart
was laboring. An old wound in his
side, 2 wound received long ago on a
battlefield in France, ached, too. The
scar of that wound was drawn into
the outlines of a crude “X.” It
seemed once again the symbol of the
Secret Agent’s indomitable will. He
was fighting a battle now, a battle
against the smothering, reeking
death that threatened to overwhelm
him at any moment.

CHAPTER XIX
CRIMINAL CUNNING
VV/EEN it seemed be could stand
his steel prison no longer, the
bombardment outside began to les-

sen. Even then he dared not open
the door of the safe, fearing vapors
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of poisonous chemicals would rush

in. The heat must have been terrific
to make the safe as warm as it was.

Only its fireproof qualities had

saved him.

He waited seconds more, waited
till it was a question of dying inside
the safe or risking the air outside.
Then he reached forward and
pushed against the door.

Abruptly he was aware of new
and terrible danger. The heat and
the jarring explosions had made the
door wedge. He brought his full
weight against it. Still it would not
move. It seemed almost as though
the heat had welded it to the sides
of the safe.

With blood pounding in his ears,
with death coming closer every in-
stant, Agent “X” began a new and
fearful battle.

He thrust his feet against the back
of the safe, pushed with all his
might, struggling to keep his facnl-
ties from slipping into the black void
which yawned. But only when un-
consciousness was creeping over him
did the door move a fraction of an

~inch. Another stupendous heave,

bringing into play all the reserve
strength of nerve and muscle—and
the jammed door came free.

Blasting heat struclk his face. But
the air was relatively pure. The
flames and explosions had consumed
the chemicals in the room. Many of
the poisons had counteracted each
other.

The Interlor of the room was &
complete wreck. The battering serles
of explosions from which the steel
walls of the safe had saved him, had
wrought havoe. He saw the sides
and front of the safe were pitted.

Débris cluttered the floor at his
feet. The unlocked door had been
blown open. The glass in the other
had let noxious fumes out, driven the
killers back. But the steel and con-
crete walls of the room had with-
stood the shock of the explosions
and had probably muffied the roar.-
The room was far underground,
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Agent X" listened tensely for some

human sound. There was none.
The shock of the explosions had

gone upward. Agent “X" glanced

toward the ceiling again. Then his -

pulses quickened. For three of the
fans in the airshaft had blown out,
forcing a rent in the sheet metal ceil-
ing.

He stepped out into the room ex-
citedly. The floor was so hot it
scorched the soles of his feet. On all
sides of him was heat, stench, ruin.
But the iron ladder against the wall
ctill showed in the eerie light of the
smoldering chemicals.

The Agent leaped toward it, side-
stepping a sticky, sooty mass that
still bubbled and smoked. He
grasped the ladder, drew his hand
away, The metal was so hot it
burned his flesh, .

He tore his handkerchief in two,
wet both halves with more of the
ammonia solution, grasped the cloth
in his palms. Heedleas of the pain he
ascended the ladder toward that
rent in the ceiling,_

With hammering pulses, the
Agent reached its top, drew himself
up through the rent to the cross-
beams of the ceiling, stood a mo-
ment. It was suffocatingly hot here.
The fumes of the chemicals, still
smoldering below, blinded him, made
made him choke. He moved nearer
the wall of the big air shaft, copped
a hand over his eyes. Then he
clicked on a small flashlight.

There was no continuation of the
ladder here. But a water pipe led up
along the brick walls of the shaft.
It was held fast by clamps set in the
mortar. The Agent seized it deter-
minedly. A man less agile, less cer-
tain of the interplay of nerve and
muscle, could never have made that
climb. . :

Several times he stopped when it
seemed he could maintain his grip
no longer. He clung desperately,
knees braced uwgainst the rough
brick wall, hands painfully singed,

clutching the pipe. To let go now
meant death, a sickening drop that
would crash him on the beams of
the laboratory ceiling far below.

He did not know what awaited
him at the top of the pipe. But the
coolness of the air increased. This
shaft went right up through the
heart of the factory building.

The Agent climbed om through
age-long seconds. Somewhere, far
below him, he heard sounds of hu-
man activity now. With musecles al-
most paralyzed from the long ten-
sion of holding and climbing, the
weight of his body seemed to have
increased many times.

- Then, in the darkness, he saw a
ghostly something. He ciung with
one hand, reached out. The lighter
spot against the blackness of the
smoky brick wall was a window. It
gave into some attic room of the big
factory. It was unlocked.

The Agent raised it, risking in-
stant death as he clung with one
throbbing hand. It took 2 painful ef-
fort to get the sash up. Then at last
he thrust an arm across the sill,
gripped the edges of it, clutched
with the other.

In a moment his head and shaul-
ders were through. He paused, el-
bows wedged in the narrow frame,
then heaved himself over on to the
floor inside.

OR almost five minutes he lay in

what amounted to a coma. Dur-
ing that time the splendid, dynamic
forces of his body seemed to go
through a process of rejuvenation. It
was this ability of the Agent's to
take punishment that had brought
him before through situations so
feerful that it seemed flesh and
blood could not endure them.

He rose to his feet at last. He was
alone in this dusty loft. He crept
back to the window, thrust his head
out and listened.

Far dovwn, through the rent in the
metal ceiling of the laboratory, he
could see the dim play of light. It
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might be the smoldering chemicals
flaring up again. It might be the
glow of a hand torch. He could not
tell which. But there were no sounds
of pursuit.

And why should there be? It was
against all reason to suppose that
anyone could have survived that

holocaust in the laboratory. Rising-

clouds of soot and chemical fumes
would obscure any tracks he might
have made. The Octopus’s men
would not suspect the escape.

A grim, hard light appeared in
the Agent’s eves, Somehow, he had
to locate the place from which the
Octopus had made his television
broadceast. And he suddenly remem-
bered an article among Van Camp's
possessions which had surprised him
at the time. Now he suspected its
significance. And he must get posses-
sion of it—ahead of the Octopus’s
men.

Stealthily he began looking for a
way down from his lofty hideout. He
found a steel stairway leading to the
next floor. There were elevators in
the building; but these had long
since been out of commission,

The Agent descended floor after
floor, listening always for some
sound. Ten floors above the street he
took from his pocket a small instru-
ment that looked like a folding, vest-
pocket camera. It was the tiny, port-
able amplifying device which he had
often used in his work with crimi-
nals.

He pressed the disc microphone
on its black cord to the wall; put the
body of the instrument, which was

the earphone, to his head. He turned

o4 the delicate rheostat controls,

But no sounds of foot vibrations
reached him. Here was concrete
proof that his escape to the top of
the building had not been sus-
pected.

The section of the factory build-
ing he was in came to the eighth
floor level. The roof of anothier wing
showed. The Agent went out on this,
walked silently along under the
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stars till he came to the framework
of a fire escape which led to the
ground.

He stopped to get his bearings.
There must be a secret alarm system
on the high wall enclosing the fac-
tory on two._sides. This he must
avoid; and he must avoid, too, that
side of the building where the shop
of Colosimo & Rici was located. Cau-
tiously he descended to the factory
yard at the fire escape's bottom.

He approached the factory wall,
looked up, paused. For seconds he
marveled at the Octopus’s cunning.
Before his understanding eyes was
an alarm system no man would ex-
pect to find in such a place — the
latest secientific protection device
known to modern penology.

A series of three glass lenses was
x>t in the factory building at the end
of the wall. These lenses, hidden
from the street outside by a project-
ing bit of boarding, focused along
the wall at levels of one, two, and
three feet.

HE barbed-wire on top of the

wall was only a blind, A man
might be careful not to touch -it.
thinking it was electrically charged.
He might jump the wall, clearing it
and the wire entirely — and still
those hidden lenses would record on
some dial below the fact of his pres-
ence.

For, to the Agent’s experienced
eye, they were the lenses of the in-
visible infra-red, photo - electric
alarm gsystem, used in some - of the
most modern State penitentiaries.

Any opaque body, passing be-
tween those lenses and the photo-
electric eye that received the rays at
the opposite end of the wall, would
instantly give warning,

Agent “X” made no attempt to
climb over the wall. His one means
of escape lay in the side of the build-
ing facing directly on the street. He
moved  around the junk-filled fac-

"tory yard, locating at last an old

spindle of insulated wire. He cut off
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climbed the fire escape to the second
floor. ’

‘He opened a window on this floor
on the side of the building directly
over the street. He looped the wire
through a radiator pipe inside, so
that it hung double down the out-
side wall of the building. Then,
hanging by the wire, he closed the
window to within a few inches, and
made the descent to the street.

- The wire hung down still, but
Agent “X"” had both ends. He pulled
on one, winding it in till the other
snaked up, passed through the pipe
and came down. He was out of the
building now, with no clues left be-
hind except that one window par-
tially open. It was not noticeable
from the street.

The darkmess swallowed Agent
#X” as he hurried away. He did not-
go to the drive-yourself car parked
two blocks distant. Criminal eyes
might be watching that. He chose
the darkest, most unfrequented
streets.

In a deeply shadowed spot be-
tween two buildings he stopped,
reaching skilled, experienced fingers.
toward his face. The features of Van
Camp disappeared under his touch.
He stripped off the volatile sub-
stance and the transparent adhesive
that had changed his features into a
likeness of the criminal lawyer. He
took the gray toupee from his head.

There was no time or opportunity
for an elaborate disguise.
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quickly to a lighted boulevard and
signaled a cruising taxi. This bore
him to the hotel where Van Camp
was registered.

The Agent bought himself a pa-
per, strolled casually through the
lobby, not glancing to left or right.
A 3py of the Octopus might be some-
where in the hotel.

His pulsebeat increased as he took
the elevator to the eighth floor. He
had Van Camp’s key now. He folded
his paper, walked resolutely along
the hall. The instant the elevator
door had closed, he entered suife
806 again.

AN CAMP was still unconscious,

exactly as “X” had left him. He
was lying peacefully on the couch in
the front room, as though asleep.
But there was need for fast work.
Any Instant some gsinister agent of
the Octopus might arrive.

“X” glipped on a pair of gloves,
went through the lawyer’s lugzage
again. He unstrapped the suitcase,
brought out a small portable radio
set. This waa the thing that his pho-
tographic brain had reeorded. This
was what he had thought of instant-
ly when he’d seen the image of the
Octopus on the television screen, and
heard the master criminal’s words
come through the loudspeaker.

It seemed strange that Van
Camp should bring a radio all the
way to Chicago. Stranger still, con-
aldering that a radio instrument was
already in the room, supplied by the
hotel itself. It could mean only one
thing. Van Camp expected to receive
broadeasted signals from his chief.
What sort of broadcast—and on
what wave length?

The Agent examined tensely the
brown radio box in his hands. At
first glance it appeared to be an or-
dinary stock model midget set of
cheap make.

But the back of it was sealed up.
This was odd. Most radios of this
type, he knew, had opem backs to
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malke the tubes and terminals easily
accessible.

“X" turned one of the two dials
which appeared to be wave-length
and volume controls. He saw with a
glow of excitement that this was a
dummy front. The control snapped
into some sort of socket with a click
when he turned it. He turned the
other to a corresponding position.
Suddenly the whole front panel of
the box came off in his hand. Behind
it was another inset panel-—and the
Agent's eyes snapped.

Here was a radio set such as he
had never seen before. It was, in
fact, two miniature sets, exactly
alike, housed in the same cabinet;
but with separate controls. One side
of the panel was red Bakelite, the
other blue. There were four control
dials altogether; and; in the precise
center of the panel, was a small
loudspeaker with a screw head
above it. This looked like the hand-
setting screw of a clock, Then “X”
bent forward with abrupt interest,
noticing something else.

The front panel of the radio inside
was scorched and e¢racked. There
was an odor of burnt varnish and
rubber. The whole cabinet was still
warm, although Van Camp had been
unconscious for nearly an hour! The
Agent's hands tensed. He thought
quickly.

This mysterious fire inside the set
explained itself. The strange radio
bore an important relation to the ac-
tivities of the criminal organization.
And the Octopus, as soon a8 he had

learned that “X” was impersonating

Van Camp, had taken pains to de-
stroy it. He had sent out some sort of
radio impulse so powerful that it had
short-circuited and burned up the
mechanism of the set.

“X"” snapped the false front back
into place, tucked the set under his
coat and started for the door. But he
froze abruptly in his tracks. A faint
sound had come from the doorway
into the corridor. It was the metallic
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scraping of a skeleton key belng in-
serted into the lock. It meant that
one or more of the Octopus’s men
had arrived to learn what had hap-
pened to Van Camp,

CHAPTER XX
THE MYSTERIOUS MESSAGE- -

N emotion deeper than terror

filled Agent “X.” Discovery
now would mean the deathblow to
his plans, destroy the progress he
had made. Knowing the Secret
Agent still lived, the Octopus would
change every sign and signal by
which he controiled his organiza-
tion.

“X" leaped to the window, stared
down. It was an eight-story drop to
the street. He looked along the face
of the building, eyes narrowed cal-
culatingly. A narrow ledge ran
around the level of the floor he was
on. It was a bare four inches wide.
But it presented his only chance.

He looked at the radio set tucked
under his arm. He couldn’t take that
and maneuver the ledge, too. He
must sacrifice it or be discovered.
The Agent made an instantaneous
decision. Another second and the
door into the corridor would open.

He put the mysterious radio cabi-
net down quietly, slipped out of the
open window. He stood upright in
the cold night air, gripped the out-
side of the frame, then like a human
fly, he crept along the face of the
bullding.

Risking quick death by a plunge
to the street, he flattened himself to
the building’s side, moved crabwise
along the narrow ledge. He passed
two lighted windows. Guests of the
hotel were unaware of the strange
being who moved 30 close. He came
to a fifth window that was open
slightly. Was the room empty, or
was its occupant asleep? “X" did
not know, He must take a chance.

Clinging to his precarious hold, he
raised the window soft!y and slipped
into the room. In the dim light inside
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he saw the mound'of a sleeper in a

bed. But he cat-footed across the
room to the door that led into the
hall :

So softly that the sleeper did not
stir, Agent “X" opened the door and
went out. The corridor was deserted.
The man with the skeleton key must
have passed into Van Camp’s suite.
By a few seconds only Agent “X"
had escaped detection. And he
dared not go back for the radio set
now. .

He descended into the lobby,
strolled into the night streets . . . .

‘WO nights later Secret Agent

“X" sat in absorbed concentra-
tion before a table in his Chicago
hideout. Forty-eight-hours of inten-
sive activity lay behind him.

The living room of his hideout
had become a mad jumble of ap-
paratus and equipment. He had
made purchases from more than a
dozen leading radio supply stores in
Chicago. He had torn apart, built
up, tested a score of complex receiv-
ing sets.

There were coils of wire, sheets of
metal, dozens of tubes, dozens of
condensers scattered about the floor
of the apartment. Glue pots and sol-
dering irons added to the confusion.
Scraps of foil lay on the floor as
though a silver snowstorm had
fallen. Every available spot where
anything might be set was covered.
But in all this clutter and confusion,
Agent “X” worked with grim, un-
swerving persistence.

Before him on the table now was a
guperheterodyne set which he him-
gelf had assembled. This set covered
wave lengths from twelve to five
hundred and sixty meters. At almost
apny intensity the audio amplifler
gave undistorted output. Trimmer
condensers and other balancing de-
vices had been abolished. Static in-
terference had been reduced to a
minimuam by a low-paas filter eircuit
of unique design.

by |

Secret Agent “X” liad demon-
strated his mastery of a branch of
science which is a life career for
many men, For, with its other quali-
tes, this all-wave set possessed
amazing sensitivity.

Broadcasts from many parts of
the world had come in on it. Calls
from London, Paris, Berlin, New
York, Los Angeles, Detroit—all the
great cities of Enrope and America.
Police calls had come, too. Calls
from ships, planes, and from hun-
dreds of private stationa,

For nearly twelve hours at a
stretch Agent “X" had remained in
that room, listening. There was
hardly a station in the United States,
Canada or Mexico, private or com-
mercial, that he had not tuned in on
for a moment at least as he sought
patiently -for some broadcast that
might fit in with the clue of Van
Camp’s strange set, |,

And now, suddenly, a8 mysterious
message was coming in out of the
night. The Secret Agent’s eyes were
glowing with the light of rapt inten-
gity.. On a wave length lower than
that of any other call he had re-
celved so far, a strange jumble of
words was being repeated at fifteen-
minute intervals.

“Tee — ten — sent — to — ner
— de] — that — ree — dows — an
— tues — night — oh —"

Those jerky syllables were in a
man’s voice—a voice that Agent
“X" could never mistake. It was the
precise, obviously disguised voice of
the Octopus.

But what was the master criminal
saying ? There was a maddening, un-
fathomable riddle in those spaced
syllables. “Sent — to”’ and ‘‘tues —
night’”” were the only ones that ap-
peared to make any sense. Some-
thing had happened, or was going to
happen Tuesday night; but what?
Every second syllable vanished, and
these gaps of silence formed am
amazing puzzle, ’

Three times the Agent Ustened to
the strange message, then leaped to
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another instrument standing on a
chair near by. This was a complex
directional aerial attached to the
radio. Copper wire was coiled in the
flattest possible plane, mounted on a
rotating central post. A micrometer
screw controlled the movements of
this coil.

Feverishly “X" turned this screw
until the message, coming in &
fourth time, grew louder. A gold-
foil galvanometer at the base of the
aerial showed at last that maximum
volume had been attained. Any
slight movement beyond that point
made the message dim. A small
radio beam compass also worked in
conjunction with the aerial. The
Agent studied this tensely. The
clocklike face of the compass turned
as the aerial was rotated, but the
needle remained stationary. From
the relation of the two, the Agent
got exact bearings. The red compass
line, corresponding to the plane of
the aerial, showed almost due East.

“X" suddenly rose. He packed up
his radio set and other instruments
with speed and care. In quick strides
he left his hideout. The night air
felt good after the prisonlike life he
had been living for twelve hours. He
deposited his equipment in the seat
of his car, drove like 2 demon in 8
southerly direction away from Chi-
cago. There was no telling how long
the Octopus's message would con-
tinue to be broadcast.

OR a half hour “X” raced
through .the night, thundering
over night-darkened country roads.
Twenty-five miles south of Chicago
he turned off into a narrow side lane
and parked in a grove of trees. Here
he set up his instruments again-and
bent over them intently.
Five minutes, and that mysterious
call was once more being repeated.
“Tee — ten — sent — to — ner —
del — that — ree — dows — un —
tues — night — oh —" .
A second time the Agent adjusted
bis radio beam compass -and direc-

tional aerial until the supersensitive
leaves of the special galvanometer
showed maximum intensity. Now the
red line on the clocklike face of the
compass was pointing a tiny fraction
north of due east. It was no more
than a single degree on the com-
pass’s graduated face., Agent “X"
set a screw-head which locked the
line where it was.

He opened a detailed scale map of
the United States put out by the Geo-
detic Survey. It did not vary from
actual distance by more than a tenth
of a mile at most.

*“X” marked the two positions
from which he had taken the direc-
tions, marked the compass points in
fractions of degrees. Like an astron-
omer photographing a star from two
different points, he now had a para-
lax.

Careful mathematical estimates
of the sides of this elongated isosce-
les triangle would enable him to de-
termine where they converged. This
would be the spot from which the
mysterious broadcast had been
made.

Back in his hideout Agent “X”
covered a sheet of paper with exact
geometrical symbols and figures,
With a ruler marked off in milli-
meters and a pair of the finest cali-
pers he went over the Geodetic Sur-
vey map. )

When he straightened at last, his
eyes were snapping pools of light.
The broadcast of the Octopus was
coming from a county in western

- New York State. The Agent had the

precise spot marked off on his map.
The station was somewhere in 8 cir-
cle. not more than a half mile in
diameter. The data collected by
means of his precise scientific instru-
ments could not lie.

The Agent changed to his disguise

of Martin, the newspaper man,

again. He got in touch with Hobart
at once, arranged to have the ex-
dick meet him at the Chicago airport
within half an hour.
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“X"” beat the detective to the air-
port, chartered a fast plane and a
~killed pilot from & commercial fiy-
ing company. In this he and Hobart
fiew to Buffalo.

HE Agent had a hideout in Buf-

falo, too, also a car garaged un-

der another name. He kept Hobart

waiting while he got this car. Then,

with Hobart beside him on the seat

and his elaborate scientific equip-

" ment packed in the rear, he headed
off into the country. .

Twice Agent “X" consulted his
road map. A State highway led him
ciose to his objective. He swung into
a country road, the ruts of which
made the big car jounce like a ship
ma stormy sea. But in spite of the

tad condition of the road and its
any curves, Agent “X” smtched
¢# the car's lights.

Guided only by the dim light of
the stars he drove ahead. eyes seem-
ing able to pierce the darkness. Jim
ilobart swore as a particularly bad
1ut made the car leap and clatter.

‘“That crack-up in that plane of
yours had nothing on this, boss! ¥'11
be needing an air cushion to sit on
ior the next week.”

Agent “X"” gave a8 low command
for quiet; then whispered to Hobart
to keep his automatic handy. He
stopped, flicked on the dim instru-
ment board light a moment, and con-
sulted both his road map and the
Geodetic map again.

He switched off the light, listened,
but nothing sounded except the
moaning of the night wind through
the trees of the rocky, wooded coun-
try. Agent “X" spoke guardedly.

“I want you to stay here, Jim,
and keep watch of the car while 1
scout around. Don’t move till I get
back.” \ .

*“X" slipped like a wraith into the
darkness, walking surefootedly.
Black as the night was, things to him
were visible. He had trained him-
self long ago to see under circum-

stances in which other men could
not.

Cautiously he walked through the
sparse woods. Any moment he ex-
pected to come upon some old barn
or house which held sinister secrets.
Perhaps within the next hour he
would come to grips with the Qcto-
pus, the man who mysteriously con-
trolled a crime corporation covering
the whole United States.

A half hour passed and Agent
“X’* saw nothing but trees, ground
and rocks. Systematically he
searched that circle he had marked
out on his map. With the thorough-
ness of 2 hound, never lappinz over
back tracks, he went over the circle,
crossing its diameter first, going
over one half, then the other.

At last after two hours he
stopped, eyes bright, jaws grim.
Failure had marked his course to-
night: Jailure arter all those precise
reecoraings and careful computa-
tions.

There was no single sign of hu-
man life within this circle out of
which the broadcast had come.
There was no hidden station, ne
barn, house, shack, cave or suspi-
cious point. It was only what it ap-
peared to be—empty, desolate coun-
try. Once again the Octopus had
checkmated him.

CHAPTER XXI
TENTACLES OF THE QCTOPUS

ISCONSOLATELY Agent “X”
went back to the car where Ho-
bart was waiting. “X's” shoulders
drooped for the first time since he
had begun his quest for the master
of crime—the Qctopus. Qut of the
darkness Hobart’s hushed voice
reached him.
“That you, boss?”
llYes.ll .
“Any luck?”
. “No, Jim."”
Hobart cleared his throat, asked a
hesitant question.
“What was you after, boss?”



80 SECRET AGENT “X”

“A big shot, Jim — a crook who
makes all other crooks in the country
look like small fish.”

“Gees! And you thought he was
hanging out in this dump?"

“Yes, I did. Figures told me so—
and figures don't lie!”

Agent “X” gave no explanation
of this seemingly cryptic statement.
He lapsed into grim-lipped silence.

Hobart and “X" stayed the rest of
the night in a small commercial ho-
tel in a little town outside Buffalo.
They registered again as traveling
salesmen.

When morning came Agent “X"
drove out alone to the circle he had
marked on the map. He convinced
himself that his night-time search
had been right. There was no hid-
den broadcasting station here.

When he returned to his hotel
room, Hobart held out a morning pa-
per excitedly.

“Look, boss—here’s the dumbest
kidnap racket I've ever heard of a
crook pulling. A guy has warned a
millionaire that he’ll grab the mil-
lionaire’s kid if the millionaire don't
cough up two hundred grand in ad-
vance. Tie that if you can—a crook
asking advance payment for a job
he ain’t done yet! Fat chance he’s
got to get it, with the federal gov-
ernment clamping the lid down on
kidnapers. He ought to have

grabbed the kid first and asked for

his dough afterwards, like the rest
of ’em. Even the crooks are getting
sappy these days.”

Agent “X” took the paper with no

comment. The news item bore the -

address of a small mid-Western
community. It said:

Warner Mandel, wealthy brewer of this
city, yesterday received a note threatening
that his small son would be kidnaped if he
did not place two hundred thousand dollars
in the hands of criminals within the next
forty-eight hours.

Details for delivery of the cash were given _

in the note, it is understood. The police and
Mr. Mandel havs refused to disclose what
these arrangements were. A cordon of police,

State detectives and federsl men aave been
thrown around Mandel’s suburban mansion.

This demand of unlnown extortionists to
frighten a prospective victim into paying
is ‘more evidencs bf the bravado of modern
criminals. In this cass it is doomed to fail-
ure, however. Mandel states that he cannot
be intimidated. He has no fears for his
small son. His estate has been turned into a

- fortress, Commissioner Davenport of this

city, in charge of activities to check-mate
the criminals, gives as his beliaf that they
will not even attempt to carry out their
threat.

Agent “X" stared at the paper.
The light in his eyes became so in-
tense that Hobart, watching him,
gave a hoarse exclamation.

“What is it, boss? That guy Man-
del ain’t a friend of yours, is he?”

“No—not a friend.”

“But you know something about
him."” :

“Ithink Ido!"”

Silently Agent X’ took a piece of
paper from an inner pocket. On it
was printed the strange message he
had received on his special radio the
evening before.

“Tee —ten — sent — to — ner —
del — that — ree — dows — un —
tues — night — oh —'

Before the fifth and sixth sylla-
bles respectively, he inserted two
others, “War” and ‘“Man” and put
the word “note’’ between “sent” and
“to.” Sent note to Warner Mandel.

Agent “X” got up, paced the room -
excitedly. Here was conclusive evi-
dence to him that the Octopus was
the man who had threatened the
millionaire brewer. And if the Octo-
pus was behind the proposed kid-
naping there was a likellhood, al- .
most a certainty, that it would be
carried out, despite the heavily
armed police eordon. He turned to
Hobart.

“There’s nothing phoney about
this stunt, Jim. One of the cleverest
crooks in the U. S. {8 behind it—the
maa I've been looking for.”

Jim Hobart shrugged. “I wouldn’t
worry, Boss. There’s been a lot of
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kidnapings lately. The cops are on
their toes. With them on the look-
out for the next twenty-four hours
no crook will have a chance of get-
ting inside the Mandel place.”

" A grim smile twitched the Secret
‘Agent’s lips. Hobart didn’t know as
he did that the Octopus was a man
of satanic genius and unexpected
originality. Neither did the police.
And yet he couldn’t warn them. Pub-
licity would be given such a warning
—publicity that would reach the
ears of the Octopus, and let him
know Agent “X” still lived.

“X" made a quick decision. “Pack
up your duds, Jim. It's time we got
started.”

“Where to now, boss?”

“Out to the place where this kid-
nap stunt is going to be pulled.”

W‘HEN they reached the city
where Warner Mandel lived,
Jim Hobart was again disappointed
at the inactive role his employer,
Martin, gave him.

“Just hang around the hotel,
Jim,” said the Secret Agent. “Your
name this time is Bill Conrad. I'll
call you if I need you. Keep your
ears and eyes open.” .

“X"” got himself a small furnished
room in another part of the city. For
more than an hour he combed the
ether with his all-wave radio. No
tllgther messages flashed out of the
sky.
" As the afternoon deepened and
the shadows of evening came, they
seemed to portend evil. Tonight at
midnight the forty-eight-hour limit
would be up. The shadow of the Oc-
topus would fall in sinister fashion
over Warner Mandel’s son.

Agent ‘X’ drove by the big Man-
del estate. It was on the outskirts of
the city. He saw that the newspaper
report was right. Mandel’s big place
had been turned into a fortress.

It covered a whole city block. At
each corner, though it was still day-
light and the period stipulated by

the kidnapers had not elapsed, a ra-
dio patrol car was stationed. Every
hundred feet along the fence that
skirted the place a guard with a
rifle stood. Plain-clothes detectives
and federal men were sauntering
about the lawn.

The Mandel child was nowhere in
sight. Hidden behind the walls of
the house, with other ~plain-clothes
men inside, it seemed fantastic to
suppose that any criminal could get
to him. But Agent “X" wasn't at
ease, - _

“X" saw a tradesman on his way
to the kitchen entrance stopped. He
was cross-questioned by the police.
His delivery auto was searched be-
fore he was allowed to enter. An
armed detective got up on the seat
with him. This spoke well for Com-
missioner Davenport’s thorough-
ness. But the silent closing down of
the evening shadows seemed as
ominous to “X" as the slow, purpose-
ful curling up of an Octopus's ten-
tacles.

He drove by again after dark, saw
that the guards had been doubled
and that searchlights had been set
along the fence. Their bright beams
illuminated all four streets in both
directions. When “X” tried to enter
one of these streets, he was stopped,
questioned, and told to. detour
through another block.

The Secret Apgent's eyes were
bright. He must get inside that cor-
don of police. To be at hand if the
Octopus dared to strike, he stood
ready to risk exposure or death at
the hands of the police. But there
was only one way to achieve his-
end. He must make a desperate play
as he had done before in his stranze
warfare on crime.

Throughout the afternoon he had
Jim Hobart make discreet inquiries
concerning the city’s police. Four
deputy inspectors had been assigned
to the Mandel case. Two for day de-
tail. Two others for night. Hobart
got the names and addreases of these
men from the city’s newspaper of-
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fice. One, assigned to night duty,
waa a bachelor living alone in a
small apartment. This one was
Deputy Inspector Thomas Dulany.

A HALF hour before Deputy In-
spector Dulany was scheduled
to start for his post of duty that night
he received a visitor. A tall man with
a pleasant face and alert eyes rang
his bell. The man handed the.in-
spector a card bearing the name of
Dillon. It stated that he was from
the State’s superintendent of insur-
ance.

“I'd like a few words with you on
this Mandel matter,” said the man
called Dillon, “There are some in-
surance hazards involved. In case
anything should happen, the super-
intendent’s office must be psepared
to render decisions.”

Inspector Dulany looked at his
watch, motioned to the rront room
of his apartment. He was a ruddy-
faced, competent looking mar who
bore the mark of good living on his
even features.

“Haven’t much time,” ke said. “I
can give you just fiffeen minutes,
Dillon.””

“Splendid,” said the other. “That
will be ample for my business with
you.” ‘

He walked behind Dulany into the
drawing room of the small apart-
ment, made sure there was no other
occupant and that the shades were
drawn. Inspector Dulany motioned
to an overstuffed chair, took one
himseH opposite.

“Now, Dillon, what is it you want
to know?” .

The visitor fumbled a moment in
his coat pocket.

“Let’s see—I have a questionnaire
here,” he said.

His hand came out more quickly
than it went in, so quickly that Dep-
uty Inspector Du}any had only a
bare moment to see that the fingers
contained not papers, but 2 gun.

Before he could .open his mouth
or leap out of his chair, there was
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a faint hiss, Vapor from the muzzle
of the gun shot into his face. It was
harmless vapor, but Dulany gave
one convulsive movement and
slumped back into his seat. He
looked like a man taking a peaceful
after dinner snooze.

The man who called himself Dil-
lon went instantly to work. There
was little time for what he had to do.
Much depended on it. Certainly his
own life and safety. But he wasn’t
thinking of those. He was thinking
of the Octopus, and of the amazing,
daring threat that had been made.

His disguise of Dillon came off,
revealing the strange, changeable
countenance of Secret Agent “X",
that countenance which in some
lights seemed youthiul, almost boy-
ish, in others strongly mature.

The Secret Agent brought Du-
lany’s shaving mirror from the bath-
room, set it up on the drawing room
table. He toox his portable tubes of
plastic material from hia pocket. He
hrought out other tubes of pigment.
One of these matched Dulany’s col-
oring. Agent “X” began to trans-
form his own face.

At the end of ten minutes he had
achieved again one of his remark-
able disguises, a disguise displaying
the talent which had placed him at
the head of impersonsators through-
out the world. Two Deputy Inspector
Dulanys seemed to be in that room.

Agent “X” lifted the real in-
spector as though he were as light
as a child, carried him into his bed-
room and stretched him comfortably
on the bed. He then took the police
officer's credentials. After this he
gave Dulany a harmless bypo injec-
tion which would insure his staying
unconacious for the remainder of the
night.

In Dulany’s ear, looking like Du-
lany and with Dulany’s credentials,
Agent “X” went to Warner Man-
del’s estate. Twa city detectives
recognized Dulany at once. “X" was
admitted without comment.,

As a credited police official he was



UCLUrUd Ur uilih

free to go where lie wished'over the

Mandel estate, inside and out. He.

took note of the servants carefully,
learned that they had all been with
the Mandels three years or more.
The precautions to guard the Man-
del boy were even more impressive
viewed from the inside.

Agent “X"” didn’t want to draw at-
tention to himself. He was guarded
in his speech, watching Deputy In-
spector Grogan, who was his col-
league. When he saw that Grogan
refrained from intruding himself on
the family, he did likewise. He
eaught a glimpse of Warner Mandel,
however, a big man, who seemed
cheerful and confident.

THE early hours of the evening
maved by uneventfully. Agent
“X"” chatted with Grogan, learned
that in the opinion of the cops 3ll
these elaborate precautions were
something of a joke. They were at-
tributed to the fear hysteria which
a wave of kidnapings in the U. 8.
had caused. “X"” could not tell this
man or others of the dread cunning
of the Octopus.

But, as midnight came, his cense
of uneasiness deepened; his sense
that some climax would be reached
soon. A light summer drizzle fell
on the lawn and shrubbery, The sky
overhead was pitch black. But the
searchlights on the four sides of the
Mandel estate cut brilliant swathes
of radiance through the darkness,

Agent “X" strolled: along the
fences, seeing that the armed guards
were vigilant. No one outside the
police had entered the Mandel
place. But suddenly from the upper
floor of the big house came a piping,
childish scream.

It was unexpected, abrupt as the
sudden crack of a gun in the night.
That scream electrified the army of
police and federal operatives into ac-
tion. It tingled through the blood
of Agent “X”; made him exclaim
harshly, and turn toward the house
at & run.
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The scream was repeated; then
it seemed to be choked off.-A detee--
tive flashed his torch toward the
roof. Lights appeared in many win-
dows. The detective who had flashed
the torch gave a shout of sheer
amazement. He pointed wildly,
stumbled, almost fell.

Agent “X"” was near enough to
see what had excited him. A black
something was hurtling down off the
roof of the house. It did not reach
the ground. It dropped ten feet,
swooped through the air, skimming
high over the heads of the staring
police.

Agent “X"” caught a glimpse of
the small, frightened face of a child.
He heard again that piping scream;
saw another face in that black thing
above. There were no wings on the
thing, no propeller. It was like the
glistening black body of a wheel-less
racing car. It made no sound except
a faint sigh as it swept througa the
air

The police held their fire, fearing
they would hit the child. But sud-
denly, out of the front of the black
car overhead, a flickering pomt of
light came and went. A series of
pops sounded.

Around “X” men staggered and
fell, cursing, groaning. .Crimson
masked horribly the white face of a
detective near by. The man threw up
his hands, fell to the lawn, shot dead
where he stood. The black, deathly
car, with the kidnaped child in it,
soared up over the tree tops and
disappeared in the night sky. The
horrible - realization clutched *“X
that the Octopus had made good his
threat.

CHAPTER XXII
THE OCTOPUS SPEAKS AGAIN
E was utterly stunned for a sec-
ond, as dumfounded as the
police around him. The Octopus had
accomplished the seemingly impos-

sible, snatched the Mandel child
from under the very nose of the law.
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Agent “X"” did not speak to the
men about him. His eyes were glow-
ing with deep emotion. His thoughts
were racing. The sight of that black
car stirred old memories. A theory
was already coming to life in his
mind. But the excitement around
him precluded thought at the mo-
ment.

.Men were shouting orders. The
wounded were groaning horribly.
The siren of a police car rose into
a frenzied wail. The car shot away in
the direction that the sailing thing
had taken. From the house came the
sudden scream of an hysterical
woman. Agent “X’ turned and ran
across the lawn.

A cop inside the house was fren-

ziedly calling an ambulance. Deputy
Inspector Grogan was on hand. “X"
Tollowed him up a flight of stairs to
the second story of the house. Some-
where ahead the screams of the wo-
man sounded. A big man went lung-
ing down a hall. Warner Mandel.
" The woman was in a small blue
decorated bedroom at the end of
the hall. A tiny rumpled bed stood
by a window. Small bed things were
disarranged.

The Agent felt a tug at h:s heart,
felt compassion for this woman, the
mother of the kidnaped child. The
fiend whose tentacles reached over
the whole country had brought sor-
row to another home.

“Harold! My baby!” shrieked the
woman. The big man tried to com-
fort her. Detectives and federal men
were milling about. A door showed
at the side of the bedroom, opening
into the child’s nursery. Agent “X”
entered this room and saw that a
window was raised. This in turn gave
onto a flat, open sun-roof. A white-
faced maid was talking excitedly to
a detective.

“It was here, sir, I first heard him
cry out,” she said. “Some one must
have carried him through that win-
dow.”

Agent “X” went out on the sun
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roof, now dark. Grogan followed
him. The roof was forty feet square,
flat. A low railing ran around it.
Agent “X” went-to this. At one side
the paint of the railing was scraped.
It was from here that the uncammy
black car had plunged, down and
over the trees into the night sky with
its pitiful, innocent burden.

Agent “X” turned back into the
house, stopped suddenly.

An abrupt sound had stilled the
crying of Mrs. Mandel, stilled the
hoarse, excited chatter of the detec-
tives. It was the sound of & series of
crashing, frenzied blows.

“Good God—what's that?” War-
ner Mandel's voice boomed out-
above this new noise.

The sound seemed to come from

‘the servants’ wing. “X” started down

the corridor at a run. Deputy In-
spector Grogan and two detectives
behind him. The crashing continued,
as though a mad man were swinging
a club.

A white-faced maid popped out of
a door at “X’s” right, wringing her
hands. “It’s Mr. Seymour’s doaor, sir.
It's him making that noise, sir.”

“Mr. Seymour?”

‘“Yes—poor Harold’s tutor, sir.
There must be something terrible
happening to him.”

Agent “X"” leaped to the door of
the tutor's room, reached for the
knob, struck a thundering blow with
his fist.

“Open—quick!” he shouted.

But the door was locked. The de-
tectives came up, added their fists to
the din.

The crashing noises inside the
room ceased abruptly. But no foot-
steps approached to open it. Agent
“X" stepped back, shoulders
hunched like a football player about
to tackle, ready to crash through.
Then he stopped as if frozen.

Another sound came through the
door now. It was a single staccato
crack, the report of a gun. It was
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followed by the ghastly thud of a
falling body.

Head down, arms stiff, Agent “X"
plunged againat the door. The pan-
els cracked, a piece of woodwork
gave way. The door burst open. The
detectives were at his heels, and
they started in amazement. A man
lay on the floor, a gun fallen from
his fingers, & pool of blood at his
head. _

*“It's Mr. Seymour!" shrieked the
terrified maid. “He's killed him-
self!”

HAT the man was a suicide was

obvious. But Agent “X"” hardly
looked at him in that first instant.
He was staring at the side of the
room, looking at a heavy chair that
was splintered and broken.

The top of a heavy table was
smashed, too, and something lay on
it. This was the splintered cabiaet,
the broken tubes, the scattered frag-
ments, of a small radio set. Seymour,
the tutor, had smashed the set as
though in a fremzy. Then he had
blown his brains out.

With a stifled exclamation Agent
“X" bent over these broken pieces.
He saw the blue and red coloring
of two separate dial panels; saw that
there had been double sets of con-
trols. Here was a radio set similar
to the one Van Camp had owned.

He picked something out of the
splintered fragments. It was a small
clockwork mechaniasm which could
be wound with a kXey. This he quiet-
ly slipped into his pocket.

The implication of the thing was
plain. Seymour had been in the pay
of the Octopus. The mysterious mes-
sage had been sent to him, Now, in
a fit of remorse, or in rebellion
against an evil force that he had sub-
mitted to, he had Lilled himself.

Deputy Inspector Grogan was
swearing flercely. “The kidnaping
was too much for this poor guy. He
went nuts—put a bullet through his
head.”

X" said nothing "to enlighten
Grogan. Let the police put whatever
significance they chose om this oc-
currence. His own conclusions were
already formed.

The night was almost over when
Agent “X"" finally left. His heart was
heavy for the Mandels who must
suffer hours, perhaps days of anx-
iety. But his own mind was filled
with grim resolve. The small clock-
work mechanism ia his pocket,
coupled with what he already knew
concerning the Octopus’s broadcasts,
might lead him along the right trail.

The Qctopus had mentioned two
projects on that night of the board
meeting, One had already been car-
ried out. What was the other?

Agent “X” went back to Deputy
Inspector Dulany’'s house. He felt
called upon to take steps to see that
Dulany did not talk for a week at
least. If the man made raport of the
mysterious Dillon—as he surely
wauld—news of Dillon’s visit would
reach the ears of the Octopus. He
would instantly surmise that Secret
Agent “X" was still alive.

Reluctantly the Secret Agent took
out his hypo needle again and put
into the barrel of it a small, coloriess
liquid. The Agent, a master of phar-
macology, had synthesized this
liquid himself from a peculiar blend
of narcotics. It had power to create
temporary amnesia, or loss of mem-
ory, from one to two weeks, After
that the patient recovered all his
mental powers. It wouldn'’t hurt Du-
lany. It would only perplex and em-
barrass him. Uuntil he regained his
memory his friends on the force
would merely think the excitement
of the Mandel kidnaping had de-
ranged him, o

The Agent gave the deputy in-
spector the full dose of the drug;
then quickly changed his disguise
and left by the fire escape.

Hours of research followed. Hours
in which “X"” bent over Seymour’s
clockwork mechanism, tore it apart
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wheel by wheel and screw by screw,
reassembled it and studied its pur-
pose. At the end of that time Agent
“X” raised his head, satisfied. He
now understood the secret of the Oc-
topus’s strange broadcasts.

These broadcasts were sent out on
two different wave lengths, alter-
nating every other syllable. The sen-
tences were chopped in two to any-
one listening in. They were prac-
tically incomprehensible. The fact
that certain words happened to fall
on certain syllables only made them
more mystifying.

The elockwork mechanism of Sey-
mour’s had been a device which au-
tomatically changed the wave length
.every other syllable. It connected the
loudspeaker first with one radio set,
then with the other, so that a clear,
uninterrupted message came out.
The path which “X" had to follow
was now plain. He must learn the
nature of the Octopus’s next ‘“proj-
ect.”

T was four days later that the
Secret Agent’'s energy and
patience were rewarded. Back in his
Chicago hideout he had kept con-
stant vigil.

On the table before him stood twe
of the powerful all-wave gsuper-
heterodyne sets now. The tubes,
dials, and controls of both sets were
identical. An automatic, clockwork
wave-aiternator, such as the one
Seymour had possessed, connected
them. This the Agent had himself
constructed.

Hour after hour he had waited be-
fore his sets, keeping them switched
on with the dials set for short wave
lengths. Sometimes he had snatched
winks of sleep. Sometimes he had
eaten a scant meal in the hide-out.
But ceaselessly he had kept close ta
the radio sets with infinite, inex-
haustible patience.

And now one of the mysterious in-
terrupted messages in the Octopus’s
voice was coming in. The Agent,
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tense and bright eyed, bent over his
dials.

“Tee — ¢e —en —8 —€n — a
— red — off — brose — watchk —
for — nal — will — low —"

The jerky, spaced syllables came
out of the loudspeaker. The Agent
found that the massage was being re-
peated every ten minutes. He
switched the first set off, turned on
the other. Combed the ether eagerly
till another strange message came in.

“Eight — four — lev — 3 — mor
= ¢i — be — e¢ — am — light —
sky — sig — hook — be — ered —"

He started his clockwork mechan-
ism, threw in both radio sets and
waited ten minutes. Then, while the.
Agent listened spellbound, the syl-
lables on both wave lengths came in
as the clockwork mechanism alter-
nated the sets. The mystery was at
last solved.

“Eight-y-four e-lev-en S S Mor-
en-ci-a. Be read-y off Am-brose light.
Watch sky for sig-nal. Hook will be
low-ered.”

Here in this short message the
second “project” of the Octopus was
revealed. The Agent listened while
the message was repeated. It told
plainly that the Octopus had a man
designated as 84-11 on the Steam
Ship Moreneia. Told that a mysterious
signal was to flash from the sky
when the ship arrived off Ambrose
light, that a hook was to be lowered.

The Agent -switched on his direc-
tional aerial and radio-beam ecom-
pass. These showed an entirely dif-
ferent location for the broadcast
now. No need even to speed from
Chicago to obtain a paralax. The
message must be coming from a
powertul, short-wave station located
on some type of aircraft. By the time
he reached the spot his instruments
designated, the craft would be miles
away.

But, in a frenzy of activity, the
Secret Agent began packing up his
equipment. In less than an hour he
was bound by fast plane for New
York City.
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'CHAPTER XXIII
SKY MONSTER

UST at sundown the next evening
an autogyro took off from an air
field on Lorg [sland. A rich young
sportsman, who gave his name as
Musgrave, had arrived at the field
that morning and bought it. He had
paid spot cash. A bill of sale and a
Department of Commerce license
had bzen rushed through.

Musgrave stated that he was fly-
ing down to his home in the South.
He appeared to have a flare for
mechanics. All afternoon he had
worked over the gyro inside a
hangar. At the last he tossed some
bulky luggage into the forward pit.

The craft climbed like a wide-
winged moth into the orange and red
sky. It mounted steadily, till it was
no more than a black dot over New
York. Then it disappeared behind a
cloud.

No one guessed that Musgrave
was not the pilot's real name or that
his inconspicuous features formed
another brilliant disguise of Secret
Agent “X"".

A few brief inquiries in New York
made by Jim Hobart had brought to
light facts about the steamship
Morencia. She was scheduled to arrive
at quarantine about midnight. She
carried on board five million dollars
in gold from the Bank of France,
part payment of an inter-Allied debt
to America. .

The news of this golden cargo ex-
plained the Octopus’s interest in the
ship. It explained the reason for one
of the Octopus’s paid representa-
tives, No. 84-11, being on board.
That a spectacular, daring raid on
the ship was planned was certain in
“X’s” mind. That it would take

place in the air was also a foregone’

conclugion. - .

He had paid off the faithful Ho-
bart after his investigating work was
done. From now on “X" knew that
he must work alone. Hobart was un-
aware of the sinister forces that ex-
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isted. “X"" could not take the young
man completely into his confidence;
for b0 do 30 would be to reveal his
own identity, And he refused to
bring Hobart under the shadow of
unseen death as he had McCarthy.

‘He must go up against the Octopus

single-handed. But Jim Hobart had
proven his courage, loyalty and de-
pendability. The Secret Agent, if he
lived through the battle before him,
planned to use the ex-dick in other
great manhunts.

Light of the setting sun fell on the
autogyra’s wind vanes. It had risen
high above a piled bank of cumulus
clouds. It seemed to float along in a
world devoid.of any living thing.

The - Agent reached forward,
pulled a wire attached to a device
which he. himself had installed. The -
thunder of the engine was reduced
to no more than a hollow rumble as
a special, triple-expansion muffer
deadened its explosions. More moth-
like- than ever now seemed the
strange sky craft. It was a ghost-
moth far above the world, its wings
touched -with the orange flame of
the sunset.

Twenty-five miles down the coast-
Agent “X"” descended to a lonely
field. The gyro floated down oat of
the sky with the silence of a wraith.
It dropped out of the clouds, de-
scended with the whirling vanes into
the small field which was sheltered
by barriers of high trees. There it
rolled t¢ a stop.

Under cover of the fast-falling
darkness Agent “X"’ got out hisradio -
set again. He wasn’'t expecting a
message from the Octopus. Twenty
minutes of experimental tuning and
he had picked what he wanted out
of the ether. This was a ship-to-shore
telephone conversation from the
Morencia. .

A placid American business man
was telling his wife that the ship was
on time; He was saying good night

‘to his children, telling what a gay

time he had had on the Continent; :
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promising a more detailed account
when he reached shore.

The Agent smiled grimly. This
good husband and father didn't
know that the ship carried a pass-
enger who was in the pay of a dread
criminal corporation. He had no ink-
ling of the exciting events that were
40 take place before the Morencia
reached port.

Listening in on a code radio mes-
sage, Agent “X" verified the fact
that the ship was running close to
schedule. By ten thirty she should be
somewhere off Ambrose channel.

A TNTIL night shrouded the coast,

Agent “X” waited beside his
gyro. Then he started the motor
again, took off out of the small field.
The gyro sailed off up over the tops
of the trees, climbed into the black
sky. Muffled, it slipped through ihe
darkness with a steady swish of the
great wind vanes, like some huge
night-flving bird.

Agent “X” headed out over the
open sea. The lights of the New
Jersey coast were far below him.
Still he ciimbed. Three thousand,
Your thousand, five thousand feet
shovsed on the altimeter. He was up
ahove the clouds now, up where the
wind blew a cool, steady gale. The
craft was so stable that she could
practically fly herself zlone.

*X" reached into the forward pit,
drew an object like an old-fashioned
talking machine horn from a bex.
There was a set of ear-phones at-
tached to it by a black, flexible wire;
also a powerful battery. He clamped
the earphones to his head; cut the
KyTo’s motor and let the craft glide
downward. Now the sighing of the
gale in the vanes wags the only sound.

The Agent listened tensely. The
horn in his hand was another type
of sound amplifier. It was a modi-
tication of the “‘electric ears’” used to
detect aircraft during the World
War. Such instruments had warned
Paris and London of approaching alr
raids.
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No sound came except the mourn-
ful hoot of a steamer far out at sea.
Faint starlight fell upon the clouds
below “X". The gyro was gliding
down into them.

Twenty minutes passed and the
white arms of the ghostly mist
flashed by the descending craft. It
burst through the clouds at last. X"
had glided two thousand feet lower,
and still no sound of another motor
in the sky.

Once again he started his own en-
gine and mounted 'till he was far
above the clouds. Seven thousand
feet this time, and he cut his engine
dead again. The silence of the night
was like an oppressive, brooding
presence. Agent “X’ was in a lonely
world of cloud, and air and infinite
space.

Then abruptly he leaned sidewise
over the coaming of the gyro's pit.
The muscles of his face grew rigid.
His eyes narrowed and he made a
grab for the slack controls.

He had heard no sound—but di-
rectly below him, not fifteen hun-
dred feet distant, a great black mon-
ster was rising up out of the mist,
Clouds broke from the monster's
back a3 white foam might break
from the back of a whale.

The outlines became clearer now.
The thing was a huge blimp. She
was not only rising. She waa. moving
ahead under the thrust of her pro-
pellers. And, in that instant, the
Agent realized that the blimp’s
motors were muffled so perfectly
that not even his sensitive amplifler
could detect the throb of their ex-
hausts.

He snatched the phones from his
head, started Lis own muffled en-
gine. Gently he pulled the gyro’s
elevators up, ¢limbed slowly, travel-
ling above tkat great shape below,
His pulses were hammering. The
light in his eyes had become like that
of a questing eagle. His patience, the
infinite pains he had taken during
the past'week were at last reward-
ed. Below hini. there in the night~
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darkened sky, with the dim white
sea of clouds as a background, was
the sinister moving hideout of the
Octopus.

The Agent looked at his watch
under a tiny light on the gyro’s’in-
strument panel. Ten fifteen.

The blimp below was moving
steadily out to sea. The off-shore
gale increased. The clouds below be-
gan to thin. Far ahead on the horizon
Agent “X"” caught a glimpse of the
lighted portholes of a ship.

- The blimp began to descend now.
It dropped slowly two thousand feet,
passed through the thin veil of
clouds, Straight toward the ship it
went. Agent “X” waited. Sometimes

he lost sight of the craft below. But .

for a few seconds only. Then his
sharp eyes caught again that nosing
black shape. To catch the Octopus
red-handed was his plan tonight. "
* The clouds had disappeared en-
tirely now. The ship on the black
surface of the sea below had grown
larger. Ten minutes more and it was
directly underneath.
. The blimp made a wide circle. Its
silent motors drove it ahead at three
times the speed of the Morencia, It
came up behind the boat, nosed di-
Pectly over it. The speed of the blimp
decreased untll it was flying at the
same rate as the boat. Agent “X" cut
his gyro motor until its idling speed
just kept the craft level.
- The wisdom of his move in using
a gyro was now evident. In an ordi-
nary plane he would have had to cir-
cle, run the risk of being seen from
those on board the blimp. The
helium filled bag of the blimp pre-
vented him from seeing the signal
lights that must have flashed.
. For a brief instant, through power-
ful binoculars, he saw a pinpoint sig-
nal light on the deck of the Morencia,
The watcher below must have had
glasses trained on the night sky. The
Octopus would never have run the
risk of signals that casual eyes of
ship’s officers might see.

N the next fifteen minutes the
blimp rode evenly above the har-
bor-bound steamer. What took place
during those fifteen minutes Agent
“X" could not see. But he knew that
a daring, well-rehearsed robbery
was in progress. He guessed that five
million in gold was leaving the sea
craft below and being hoisted to the
aircraft above.

For suddenly the bhmp mcreued
its speed, began to rise, and the
Agent tilted the vanes of his gyro up
also. The robber was leaving the
scene of his robbery with his spoils.
Once Agent “X" looked back, and
saw that brilliant lights had flashed
up on the deck of the Morencia,

Searchlights from the ship’s pilot
house began to comb the sea fran-
tically. The steamer veered away
from its course, wallowed in the At-
lantic swells. The theft of the gold
had evidently been discovered.
Whoever 84-11 was, he had done
his part well. But ‘X" knew he was
only a minor cog in that vast ma-
chine of crime which the Octopus
headed.

He continued to follow the blimp,
mile after mile toward ahore. To
trace it to its secret hangar was his’
purpose. To take the Octopus and
the stolen gold together. But sud-
denly the Agent’s eyes narrowed.
Looking ahead now he could not see
the twinkling lights of shore which
should have been there. Something
vast and gray loomed up. High
above the gray maas a whitish rim
of starlight was visible. “X” knew
what that gray mass was. Fog.

. His heart sank. The blimp wasn't
rising, It was heading straight to-
ward the fog bank. Once in that
moist gray mass where the cold sea
winds had been vaporized by the
warm air of the land, and the blimp
would be swallowed up. With its
motors muffled there would be ‘no
way for ‘X" to follow. He would lose
it and the sinister trail of the Octopus

again. . .
This thought made him desperate.
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It drove him to consider a plan
which was daring to the point of
sheer bravado. But there was no al-
ternative now. Either he must take
a chance inhumanly great, perform
a dare-devil stunt—or lose the Octo-
pus perhaps for weeks or months
while his crimes went on. The Secret
Agent made his decision there, far
above the black, lonely sea.

Grimly he thrust the stick of the
gyro forward, brought the craft
down toward the bag of the blimp.
Down, until he was so close that
the wheels of the gyro seemed to
hover only a few feet from that
great black shape.

HE Agent stared over the edge

of the cockpit, stared tensely at
the craft below. He saw the woven
shroud lines that made a network
over the big bag, helping to support
the cabin gondola beneath.

The blimp had picked up speed
now. Its task accomplished, it was
forging ahead at seventy-five miles
an hour. Agent “X" swung his gyro
slightly ahead of the other craft,
came down again till the gyro’s
wheels were almost on 2 level with

the top of the big bag. He tested the -

controls, found them stable. Then
resolutely he climbed over the side
of the cockpit. The gyro swayed, but
did not veer from its course.

Agent “X" stepped on the stubby
single wing of the gyro, got down on
hands and knees and sld his legs
quickly underneath.

He reached up, gave the throttle
a deft touch, slowed the gyro’s motor
a fraction. The blimp began to ecatch
up. Agent “X" glid down perilously
to the gyro's undercarriage. He
snaked his body lower. Twisted be-
neath the gyro’s fuselage, gripped a
cross piece. :

Over his shoulder he could see the
dark blot of the great blimp. Its bag
seemed gigantic now. It was like
some great devouring monster of the
air. The. Agent lowered his feet,
hung by his hands.
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‘The nose of the blimp slid under-
neath him slowly. The gyro’s speed
was almost synchronized now. He
hung as the blimp's bag slid forward
foot by foot. An air current made the
gyro bob once. Ten feet suddenly
separated “X" from the blimp's bag.
He was hanging in space between
the two crafts. Another air current
swung the gyro down. For a moment
it seemed that the wind-vane plane
was going to crash on top of the
other.

Then Agent “X's” feet touched
the thick fabric of the blimp’s back.
It was similar to the back of some
great pachyderm. He reached down
with one hand, grabbed a shroud
line, let go of the gyro's landing
gear.

He crouched clinging to the top
of the blimp as the gyro continued to
sail on. Slowly it slid backwards as
the blimp’s speed out-distanced it.
Once the air wheels of the gyro did
touch. A slight shudder passed over
the helium filled bag beneath “X”.
It might have been attributed tao a
gust of wind. The gyro fell away in
the darkness behind, sacrificed as he
had sacrificed the Oriole.

“X” had accomplished the seem=
ingly impossible. He was alone on
the Octopus's strange craft.

CHAPTER XXIV
WHo 18 THB OCTOPUS?

S the blimp nosed into the fog
bank like a great fish, Agent
“X"” began the desperate climb down
over the craft’s side. The clutch of
the wind was terrific now. A steady
stream of cold, moist fog whipped
against his face. The fog was like
the slimy tentacles of an Octopus
trying to snateh him away to death.
But the Agent moved carefully, inch
by inch, foot by foot.

He made sure of each hold before
he let go the one he had. The fog
was a blessing in a way. It waa so
thick that it veiled completely the
faint light of the stars. It cloaked
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his movements in‘an impenetrable
veil of blackness,

He came to the maximum bulge.of
the blimp’s bag, began to work in-
ward. Before him, along the slanted
shroud lines, he saw the faint glow
of a small light. It was forward, to-
ward the blimp’s control room.

“X", too, worked forward. The
light eame through a small port in
the gondola’s side. “X" located one
of the two motors that propelled the
craft. It was slightly away from the
side of the gondola, giving the pro-
peller room to revolve. “X” avoided
those terrible whirling blades, one
flick of which meant death.

He marveled at the quiet effi-
tiency of that muifled port motor.

He could hear.the faint movement
of valves now, hear the drumming
swish of the propeller. He worked

behind it, climbed down to the motor.

nacelle, groped cautionsly in the
darkness.

A six-foot, steel catwalk led from
this nacelle to the cabin, facilitating
repaird- while the blimp was in the
air.

“X"” lowered himself to the cat-
walk, felt along it, found a door in
the side of the cabin. His heart beat
faster. There was a handle on the
door. It wasn’t locked. He turned the
handle, opened the door, stepped in-
side. He was now in the very strong-
hold of death.

A short, narrow corridor, lighted
by one tiny bulb went to right and
left. There were two doors along the
side of this corridor, another up for-
ward.

Agent “X"” cat-footed toward this
forward door. Inside, the blimp was
constructed differently-from any he
had ever seen. It had been built by
an unusual man for unusual pur-
poses, :

- “X* came to the dopr at the end
of the corridor, opened it

Silhouetted against another bulb
above the blimp’s instrument panel,
& man was standing. Rigidly as an
automaton he held the coptxrols that
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guided the blimp through the air.
His eyes were fixed on the dials be-
fore him that were spread across the
polished panel in glittering array.
The blimp was in the fog now, be-
ing flown by instruments alone.

Agent “X” passed through the
door, started toward that silent fig-
ure in front of the controls, then
stifened. He had heard no sound be-
hind him, but something cold was
suddenly pressed against his back.
Some one had come along the cor-
ridor silently, seen him enter the con-
trol room. Death was in that pres-
sure.

With the quickness of a striking
snake, Agent “X" reached behind
him, knocked the gun from the fin-
gers that held it with a chopping
upward blow of his hand. The gun
clattered, but the silent man who
held it leaped on Agent-“X’s” hack,
bore him to the floor, wrapping fin-
gers around his throat. The man by
the controls gave an amazed, stifled
cry.

Agent “X!" fought like a mad
man. These hirelings of the Octopus
were amazed at his presence; but to
attack was—instinctive with them.
The other man left his place at the
controls, joined his comrade. They
did not ery out again. They bent
their energies to overpower this hu-
man wraith who had appeared so
mysteriously out of the night.

But the light of battle was in the
Agent’s eyes. He could not, would
not, submit to defeat now. He fought
tigerishly, fought for the suppres-
sion of the most vicious criminal
band with which he had ever come in
contact.

Ignoring for the moment those fin-
gers around his neck, he lashed out
with his flst at the man in fromt
Knuckles cracked against flesh, The
man staggered away. Then Agenmt
“X' deliberately fell -backwards
with all his might, fell on top of the
man who was trying to strangle him,
It was an utterly unexpected ma-
neuver.
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“X"” jerked his own head forward
as he struck. He heard the other’s
body hit the steel fiooring. There was
a thud, a gasp. The hands around
the Agent’s neck relaxed. “X”
bounded to his feet.

HE man who had been at the

controls was coming forward
again, jerking a gun from his belt.
Agent “X” didn’t give him time to
uge it. His two fists cracked against
the man’s face with the speed of de-
scending trip-hammers. The man
went down this time to stay.

Agent “X” whirled on the other,
saw that he was out, too, a huddled
heap across the sill of the control

- room door. “X'’ was master of the
iorward part of the blimp.

But how many others were there?
A sudden, sinking qualm affected
“X" like a chill. What if the Octo-
pus himself were not on board?
What if this robbery had been ae-
complished by his hirelings alone?
Then “X" recalled those broadcasts.
This was the Octopus’s blimp. It
must be his broadcasting station as
well. He must be on board when
such a huge robbery as this was un-
derway.

“X’ took one look at the controls.
The altimeter read two thousand
feet. Its needle showed that the
blimp was still level. The compass
waag steady. The craft could be safe-
ly left alone for many minutes. The
steady wind would not make .it
change its course.

Agent “X"” stepped over the body
of the man near the corridor door.
He walked down the corridor silent-
lv, eyes aler*, gas gun held ready.
THe strange stillness of the big craft
amazed him. The smooth throb of
the motors, the faint rhythmic swish
of the propellers were the only
sounds.

Quickly, silently Agent “X”
opened the first door he came to.
There was a small flashlight in his
"hand. He turnmed it on. This room
went the full width of the gondola.
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Stout metal beams crisscrossed it.
Suspended from the beams was a
squat, compact piece of mechanism,
an electric hoist, geared to tremen-
dous power. Agent “X’’ gave an ex-
clamation.

In the center of this chamber,
raised above the level of the floor,
was the black, mysterious ecar in-
which the Mandel child had been
whisked from his home.

It was like the spy cars suspended
from Zeppelins during the World
War. The mystery of the kidnaping
was explained. The blimp had hov-
ered above the Mandel home, motors
slowed till the crait was stationary
against the wind. The car had been
lowered to the sun-rooi. The child
had been snawched from his bed.
Then the car had been raised on the
hoist, the motors of the blimp started
so that the car plunged ahead.

There was also & grappling hook
on a moveable beam swinging from
the hoist. Agent “X’ stepped across
the floor. At his feet, piled careless-
ly against the metal wall, was the
five million in gold taken from the
Morencia.

He left the room, walked silently
toward that other door. Coming

-close, he saw that there was faint

light around it.

With fingers tense as talons Agent
X" reached for the handle of the
door. The mystery of the Octopus
was at last to be solved.

Quietly as a guest entering some
room where his host expected him,
Agent “X"” pushed through the door.
There was a brilliant overhead light
here. The room was filled with com-
plex machinery, and, at a desklike
table in the center of the room, a
lone man sat.

Agent “X"” drew in his breath
with a shudder of amazement. Pre-
pared as he was for a surprise, he
was not prepared for this, For the
man at the table desk was Professor
Norton Beale, the great crim-
inologist.

. Beale raised his head, gave &
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slight start, then-sat rigidly, arms
spread before him. His leonine head,
his broad shoulders, gave an impres-
sion of power held in leash. His eyes
behind his glasses met those of the
Agent calmly.

The Agent’s gun was steady. His
own eyes were steely bright.

The whole incredible drama of
crime was climaxed by this quiet
man gitting before him. A great
criminologist turned criminal. A
man who had spent his life fighting
crooks, now the master crook of
them all.

Looking at that huge, intellectual
head, Agent “X" realized that here
wa3 & man led aswray by strange
forces. A flerce will, a suppressed
thirst for power that the profession
of criminology did not bring him, a
desire to show the surpassing bril-
liance of his mind by 2 mad game of
life and death with Society itself,
had urged Beale on.

OR nearly fifteen seconds the Oc-

topus did not speak. A lesser
man would have leaped to his feet in
amazement at the sight of this un-
expected visitor where no visitor
seemed possible. But the machine-
like brain, the steely nerves of Nor-
tonl Beale were under perfect con-
trol.

He studied the Agent’s face calm-
ly, intent. Then with a magnificent
show of aplomb, Beale removed his
eye glasses, wiping them with a
handkerchief he flicked from his
vest,

“X’”, anticipating -some trick,
waited tensely. Beale spoke at last.

*“This,” he said, *is an unexpected "

pleasure. Whoever you are I compli-
ment you sincerely.”

“X" crossed deliberately to the
table, took a chair on the oppoasite
side from Beale, gun still centered on
the other man's forchead. Beale
studied the Agent's hypnotic, burn-
ingly intent eyes. Then he threw
back his head and laughed sudden-
ly. He laughed as though at some

uproariously funny joke. “X’* won-
dered if the man were slightly mad.
But there was real mirth in the pro-
fessor’s laugh. It was the mirth of
a man who can view a aituation with
scientific impartiality. Beale spoke.
again. .

“You needn’t introduce yourself,”
he said. “There’'s only one man who
could have accomplished this. Again
I compliment you, Agent “X”. I'li ke
interested to hear how you got away
from my board of directors, how you
survived the fire and explosions in
which they reported to mz you had
died.”

There was maddening calmness,
a smug tone of seif-complacence and
power in Beale’'s voice. Faced with
the last person in the world he had
expected to see: faced with his most
relentless enemy, Beale still behaved
as though he were complete master
of the situation.

There was no humor in the eyes of
Agent “X”, He spoke quietly.

“Even if you hadn’t spread ter-
ror over the whole county, Beale—
even if your employees didnt go
around killing, robbing, kidnaping,
extorting, I would put you in prison
for the murder of one man. You
made a mistake when you had my
detective, MacCarthy, killed,
Beale.”

“And you, Agent ‘X’, made a
mistake when you first undertook to
hinder my work. Even now when it
seems that victory is yours, you can-
not win.” ’ :

Beale ceased speaking. His eyes
glittered. Agent “X” took some-
thing from his coat pocket. It was a
small black box hardly larger than
a pack of cigarettes. There was a
tiny lever at one end. The Agent’s
finger poised over this lever. He
smiled at Beale grimly.

“I've knocked out two of your
men, Beale. You may have many
more on this ship. You may have se-
cret alarm signals. Help may be on
the way this second. But, if you
make any such move, neither you
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nor any of your men will live,
There’s enough explosive in this box
to annihilate us both, destroy this
ship and everything in it. Force my
hand and I'll use it to rid the world
of a master criminal.”

Beale shrugged, then chuckled
softly. “Don’t be impetuous, Agent
‘X'. When you reach my age you'll
see that there are times for violence
and times when it is futile. You’ve

misunderstood my meaning. I've no -

other help on this airship. A pilot,
an engineer and myself are all it
carries. Its mechanism is automatic.
It is not even equipped for battle.
You say you have overcome both my
employees. Very pretty—but I still
say your victory isn’t won. Did it
ever occur to you that no one in the
whole world will believe you when
you tell them I’'m a criminal?

“Did it ever occur to you that in
trapping me you have only tasted
the final sting of defeat? Turn me
over to the law—and I've only to
say I’'m a vicum of Agent “X”. I've
only to state that you yourself are
the Octopus; that I've been fighting
you tooth and nail, and that you've
taken me prisoner. You understand
now, Agent “X"”, We have waged a
battle of wits, and I take the final
trick.”

Agent “X* nodded silently. There
was truth in every word Beale said
—appalling truth. The man had
played his cards so well that he was
above suspicion! Not even the mem-
bers of his own corporation knew
him. For seconds Agent “X"” did not
move. His shoulders began to droop
dejectedly. Then he took a cigarette
case from his pocket, selected ome
and passed them across to Beale.

Beale’s eyes glittered as he stared
at the cigarettes. He spoke with sud-
den amusement. :

“If I should disappear from sight
for more than a week, Agent “X”
—if some one should take a notion
to—ah—murder me—there are cer-
tain papers in the care of a friend of
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mine which will be opened. These
papers state that I am being pursued
and threatened by a dangerous and
fiendishly clever criminal; a man
who calls himself the Octopus. I

-have even intimated in these papers

that Agent “X"” may be the Octopus.
You will realize by this that my
death would be no trivmph for you.”

“X"” spoke quietly. “I am not a
murderer, Professor Beale. Have a
cigarette?”

Beale smiled, shrugged, selected
a cigarette and made use of the
match that “X” proferred. The pro-
fessor puffed, savoring the cigarette
and seeming to find nothing wrong
with it. But in a moment the glitter
of his eyes became less bright. His
head began to nod. The complacent
look faded from his face.

Slowly, calmly, the great criminol-
ogist and master criminal fell side-
wise in his chair, slumping to the
floor. The harmless narcotic which
“X" had administered to him in the
cigarette would keep him uncon-
3cious for many minutes.

A cautious search proved to “X”
that Beale had told the truth. There
wasn’t another living soul on board
the blimp outside of Beale himself
and the two whom “X” hnd knocked
out.

“X" returned to Beale’s chamber.
He studied the complex apparatus it
contrined. Here was one of the most
elaborate radio and television broad-
cast stations “X" had ever seen.
Here were the sensitive instruments
by which Beale exerted his influence
over a mighty crime empire. “X"
studied, tested, made notes. Then he
went into the blimp’a control room
and changed the wheeis and levers
until the airship began to climb.

Up out of the fog bank it soared
like a great monster, up till it had
reached an altitude of several thou- -
sand feet. Then “X™ headed it in &
northwesterly direction, toward the
my, far-off Adirondack moun-
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was twenty-four hours later that

the Octopus’s sinister board of
directors met again. Broadcasts to
the secret radio receiving sets of
each had informed them that an-
other board meeting was scheduled.
A new disbursement of assets to
stockholders was to be discussed.
That, and the proper investment of
a large profit which the corporation
had just taken in,

The country was still seething with
the newas of two erimes. The Mandel
kidnaping and the theit of the gold
from the liner, Morencia. These two
appalling events had followed each
other in the same week. Both had
shocked profoundly the police and
the citizens of the country. The kid-
paping had brought terror to hun-
dreds of homes. The theft of gold
threatened to have international
¢omplications. But the Octopus’s di-
rectors were pleased. In both crimes
they saw the hand of their master.

Quietly at the appointed time
they took their places around the
boardroom table. Even Van Camp,
the criminal lawyer, was there now.,
He had quite recovered his com-
posure after the narrow escape he
had had at the hands of Agent “X".
Iie had explained how he had been
drugged. The corporation members
felt secure, now, safe in the power
and efficiency of their vast organiza-
tion.

The doors of the television cabinet
opened. The masked face of the Oc-
topus appeared. He spoke in the
precise tones with which they were
all familiar,

“Greetings, gentlemen!” he said.
“We have much to discuss tonight.
Business has been extraordinarily
good this week—just as it has dur-
ing the whole month past. I am go-
ing to ask Mr. Sullwell, our treas-
urer, to mention briefly the outstand-
ing deals we have engaged in—and
to state what the profits from these
deals have been.”

In dry tones Sullwell enumerated
& list of robberies and other crimes
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which had occurred in every State in
the union and had netted over two
million dollars. The image on the
screen smiled.

“Good! Thank you, Mr. Sullwell!
The division of profits will be the
main subject under discussion to-
night. But there is another little mat~
ter to be attended to first.”

The Octopus paused. The board
members stiffened, remembering
that the last time the Octopus said
this there had come the strange dis-
closure of an imposter in their midst.
Surely that could not have happened
again. They looked at each other un-
easily. The Octopus continueg.

“Yesterday some of our em-
ployees, acting under my instruc-
tions, took prisoner a man so im-
portant to us and to society that I
asked two of our members, Mr. Kil-
rain and Mr. Sullwell to bring him
here. Many of you must have heard
the name Norton Beale. Beale has
written books and has helped the
police. He has been a thorn in the
flesh of people like ourselves for
years. He is our natural enemy. This
man is a prisoner of our corporation
now. Ring for an attendant. Mr.
Sullwell, and have him brought in.”

The evil promoter pressed a but-
ton and one of the corporation’s
black-shirted men entered. A mo-
ment later Professor Norton Beale-
was ushered into the room. Two
black-shirted attendants gripped his
wrists; but this time nippers were
not used. Beale’s wrists were hand-
cuffed directly to those of his cap-
tors.

The eyes of the man on the tele-
vision screen seemed to burn into
Beale’s, as though he could see him
standing there. The voice in the loud-
speaker was ironic.

“Norton Beale, gentlemen—a maa
who has hounded criminals all his
life! A super-scientific sleuth who is
responsible for many police activi-
ties against the underworld. Indi-
rectly he has caused the deaths of:
many of our friends. I comsider it
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fortunate that he has fallen into our
hands. What shall be his fate,
gentlemen?”
GAIN cries of “death” went up.
Hatréd glared on the faces of
those who staredl at Beale, hatred
and fear of a man the Octopus said
was their enemy. The Octopus spoke
once more. :

“The prisoner we had here last
week escaped the clutches of our
official torturer. That must not hap-
pen again. Let Beale be taken to
voom 13 and given into the hands of
poor Waldo’s successor. I recom-
mend that the embrace of the Iron
Virgin -be used to teach Beale that
he cannot fight such a group as our-
selves with impunity.” -

Cries of approval filled the room.
The face of the stocky prisoner went
white, A sudden light sprang into his
eyes. He spoke ifor the first time,
spoke huskily in a voice that held
deep fear.

“Gentlemen,” he said, *‘you are
being tricked again., This man you
see on the icreen before you is an
imposter. He is Secret Agent, ‘X’
takiag my place. He was not killed
in the fire. It was he who called you
here—not I. I was brought here a
prisoner. He is having his revenge.
I am the Octopus.”

A stunned silence followed these
words. Then came snarls of derision,
cat-calls of disbelief,

“Death to the liar! Kill him!” the
board members howled.

When the wolfish clamar had par-
tially subsided, Beale’s voice rose
again, a quavering note in it now.

“It is true, gentlemen! I am your
leader! It was necessary that I keep
my identity hidden. The issues at
stake were ‘too big. But now you
know who I am. Free me and we can
g0 on a3 before.”

Again cat-calls , drowned his
words. Beale’s own statements were
being hurled back in his teeth. No
one would believe that the famous
criminoliogist and the Octopus were
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one. But Beale held up his hand, his
voice grew frenzied.

“I have proaf, gentlemen—proof
that I am telling you the truth! Each
one of you bears on his chest in in-.
visible tattooing the tentacles of an
octopus. That was the system
worked out by me, agreed upon
when we first organized. I carry a
design of the creature's beak. I an-
ticipated that a time might come
when I would have to identify my-
self to you. Now is the time. That
man on the screen is an imposter.
Last night he took me prisoner, took
the goid from the llorencia away
from me. Not content with this he
wanted to have me tortured, killed
by my own men.” )

A sudden silence descended on
the room now. Eyes stared at the
face of the man on the television
screen, stared back at Beale.

‘“Let us test this man’s words,”
said Sullwell. “If he bears the head
of the Octopus on his chest he is
what he claims to be.”

Every man about the tahle was
standing now, faces grim and
strained. .

“Take him out to the mirror. I
appoint three of you as a committee
to verify his words or expose him as
our enemy.”

HE three named by Sullwell
started for the door, then
stopped dead in their tracks. A
member of the board gave a scream
of fear that was like a tortured clot
of sound in his throat. '
For the door of the boardroom had
mysteriously opened. The corridor
outside was black with men.
Federal men, detectives, blue uni-
formed cops from the Cicero police.
The foremost of them carried riot
guns and sub-caliber rapid firers.
Others held drawn automatics ‘and
tear gas bombs. A grizzled head of
the federal men spoke.
“Kidnaping's a racket Uncle Sam
is interested in. You guys have kid-
naped,.among other things. If any
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of you mke & move, we'll mow you
down.”

Fear alone sent one of the.crim-
inal boardmen plunging for his gun.
He went down under a snarling
stream from the rapid-firer. He
kicked a moment and lay still.

“That goes for the rest of you,”
said the grizzled federal man. He
turned to Professor Beale, whose
face displayed an ingratiating smile,
*You—'" he started to say. But Beale
‘interrupted him. -

“Good work, sir!” he said. “You
were outside! You must have heard
me trying to save myself from these

devils by bluffing. It was the only.

- way—but I doubt if it would have
succeeded. I was only stalling.
They’'d have come .to their senses
and murdered me, realizing that
Norton Beale could never be a crim-
inal.”

In the excitement, the ghostly
presence on the television screen had
been momentarily forgotten. Now
the voice came from the Joudspeaker
again,

“Norton Besle is a criminal! Nor-
ton Beale is the .Octopus—the man
who formed a criminal corporation in
this country, the man who engineered
the Mandel kidnaping, the theft of
the gold from the Morencia and &
dozen other crimes. You heard his
confession. Now put him to the test.
Go behind the mirror in the corridor.,
Have Beale walk toward it. The.sec-
ret insignia, the head of the Octopus
on his chest will show. That is con-
crete proof that all his lies can't
overcome."”

Beale lifted his voice in shouting
denial, The federal man and two
others took him by the arm.-_
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- “Sorry,” the federal man said,
“but we were tipped off. We came
here this afternoon and hid before
any of you guya arrived. Somebody
who knew all about it tipped us. So
far, everything he's said has panned
out. If you've got that thing on your
chest you'll have to stand trial.”

They toak Beale out of the room.
Ten minutes passed while those
around the board table waited under
the threat of police guns. Then
Beale, shaken, his face putty-col-
ored, was brought back. His own
cunning method of identification had
trapped him. He bore the mark of
the Octopus on his hody.

~ “Slip the cuffs on him along with
the ‘others,” said the federal man.
He turned, faced the screen. The lips
of the image moved again.

_“You will find the Mandel child
in Beale's country place in the West-
chester hills,” the image said. “The
five million in gold from the Morencia
will be in the blimp anchored on his
estate when you get there.”

An instant of silence followed,
breathless in its portent, while the
eyes of the man on the screen
seemed to bore into the room with
an almost supernatural light. Then
the strange voice sounded once
agein,

“Secret Agent ‘X’ signing oﬂ' 2 it
said. “Good night, gentlemen."”

Slowly before their eyes the image
faded. A sound came from the loud-
speaker, then. It was a whistle—the
strange, uncanny whistle of Agent
“X”, at once eerie and melodious,
That, too, faded gradually as the
image bhad done; ; and the only sound
in the room was the hoarse breathing
of tense, excited men. ’

Next Month:
The HOODED HORDES

" With Secret Agent *“X” Fighting an Unparalleled Menace
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Behind the Scenes Dith Secret Agent " X'’

CALL comes into headquar-
A ters! A siren wails shrilly in
the street outside! A speeding
car flashes by with a grim-faced cop
or detective at the wheel! Somewhere
another crime has been committed—

murder, robbery, kidnapping, extor-.

tion, perhaps.

But the average citizen, safe in his
home or office, goes on calmly with his
work. He doesn't get excited-till the
biack menace of crime falls like a sin-
ister shadow across his own path.
Then it may be too late.

Superintendent Arthur Fowler
Neil, one of the famous “Big Four”
of Scotland Yard, knew this. He said:
“Prevention is often better than
cure.”

If all the [aw-abiding citizens of the
world should get together to prevent
crime it might be stamped out quick-
1y. But the average citizen is busy
with his own particular job. He hasn't
time to give to the theories and meth-
ods of ¢rime prevention.

That is why carefully equipped, ex-
pertly manned police departments are
maintained. That is why there are

great detectives, investigators, and -

intelligence men giving service in war
and peace.

Such men are the defenders of their.

ecommunities, states and countries.
They are glamorous figures, too—

rave. resourceful, patient, helping
honest men and women to live in
peace and security. Superintendent
Nail served England for forty years,
catching: many of Britain’s most
dreaded criminals, “Big Bill” Pinker-
ton, who began his career with the
capture of a band of horse-thieves
and counterfeiters, helped to build up
a mighty Federal Secret Service, and
saved hundreds of lives and millions
in property in the United States. Dep-
uty Inspector Carey, organizer of

America’s first great Homicide Bu-
reau, -devised new ways of trapping
the most cunning murderers. Men of
this caliber are always original in
their methods, always seeking new
roads to crime prevention and the-
punishment of evil-doers.

We of the Secret Council have
again and again seen the resourceful-
ness and the originality of Secret
Agent “X.” In the "Octopus of
Crime” he was up against a unique
type of criminal. The human fiend
who styled himseif the “Octopus” had
no ordinary motives behind his
actions, His methods were not ordi-
nary either. He put science to new
criminal uses.

It is the experience of all great in-
vestigators that no two crooks are ex-
actly alike. Crimes may fall into clas-
sifications. Inspector Carey spoke of
“murder pictures” when he came to-
the scene of a killing, That i3, visual-
ized images of how the crime had

‘been committed. But the colors that-

those hideous mental "“murder pic-
tures” were painted in varied. And
the criminals that Agent “X"” has
battled with have been of strange and
varied types.

Next month another complet e.
book-length record from his thrilling
casebook of crime is to be presented "
to the readers of this magazine: It
will be titled:

THE HOODED HORDES

A sinister secrat society began-s
mushroom growth in every section of
America. Agent “X” knew he was
faced with something that was to be-
come a menace unparalleled. He
sensed that this amazing organiza.
tion, feeding vulturelike on human
discontent and suffering, might strike
at the very heart of American gov-
ernment.

L
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=X stood as a2 lome investigator,
above and beyond the organized
forces of the regular Secret Service.
But the accolade of Honor for su-

.preme achievement had been be-
stowed upon him. The secret sanction
of the highest autharity in the land
was his. And a message. came-
straight from Washington asking
him to combat the “Hooded Hordes.”

What was thia strange outlaw so-
ciety that spread so insidiously? No
ope, outside the mysterious member-
ship, Imew,

Agent “X" aided by his own select
group of skilled overatives, began to
unearth ghastly facts. The Doacs had
left 2 black chain of murders across
the map of America. Men whose
throats had been sealed with molten
lead were found. Men whose tongues
had heen stilled forever, (}'orgses with .
grisly beards of gray metal,

To betray the secrets of the Doacs
was to court death in its most terrible
form. To attempt to probe those se-
erets was to gamble with Doom it-
self. Buf disturbing rumors reached
the ears of Agent “X.” The threat of
the Doacs grew hourly and daily
worse. They had another mysterious
weapon of destruétion that left shat-
tered, frightful wreeks of men.

OLDING out the tinsel-bright

lure of false ideals, the Doaes
gathered thousands into their ranks.
Pistols and rifles cracked in secret
underground galleries where mis-
guided members practiced for the
wave of Death that was secheduled to
engulf the country. Fanaticism

burned like a devil’s fire. Beneath the

peaceful life of America, recovering
slowly from depression, the bloody
tides of destruction rose higher and
higher. Nightly men gathered in hid-
den hideoutn, deadly as the black pits
of hell

The Agent himself was aghast
America did not mow its danger. He
saw the horror that threatened mil-
lions of innocents if this thing were
not checked in time. He saw the awful
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shadows ot Greed and Power behind
the high-sounding phrases that were
daily adding to the ranks of the Doacs,
He was on the spot when these men
of mystery made their first bold
thrust at law and order. For they
stormed the walls of a great State
prison in their search for human
prey. Guards went down under the
destructive forces that the Doacs un-
leashed. Hate and Fear screamed like
mad ghosts through the bloody flames
that pierced the night Mystery
cloalked the unsightly relics

Death left in its wake.

The Agent., living up to his secret
pledge a8 never berore, plunged into
that seething eauldron of horror.
Snatching a man from the clutches of
Torture, he found those bony, brutal
fingers directed toward himself, and,
worse still, toward a life dearer to l'um
than his own. )

The very flesh and blood of reality
fill this amazing chronicle of crime.
The Secret Agent has to make a de-
cision that lays bare for a moment
the stark and naked drama of his life.
His wits, his courage, his genius for
disguise, ‘are balanced against a hu-
man emotion that is a greater threat
than the satanic fury of an unseen
enemy. He is shaken as never before.

Go with Secret Agent “X” as he
battles the “Hooded Hordes” that
threaten America. Join the thousands
who are following the chronicles of
his ceascless warfare on crime.

And we of the Secret Council,
warm friends of Agent “X,” will be
glad to receive comments concerning
his adveniures. Many letters have
come in. Others will be welcome.
Those which bring up interesting
arguments and problems to discuss
will be published here. Address your
letters to The Secret Council, Peri-
odical House, 668 West 45th Street,
New York, N. Y. Let other council
members in on your opinions.

And remember, next month comes
another great book-length novel fea-
turing Secret Agent “X.” THE
HOODED HORDES. Don't miss it}
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FPulton Xauvier’s senzational statue struck cAlll terror into those
The face wwas a contortion of agony. It was as
if the twisted Ups, the gaping mouth choked on a shrisk that b
was beyond utterance—as if thae Aldeous thing in bronse was
a tormented soul captured in metall

The Murder Masterpiece

By G. T. FlemingsRoberts

TANDING alone in front of the
S statue, Edmund Neymores could
scarcely tear his cyes from the
thing. “The most masterly presenta-
tion of hideous grotesqueness I have

ever seen. Beyond the conception of

the normal brain,” he muttered.

It was ten minutes past closing
time at the Art Institute. Most of the
evening, Neymores had spent watch-
ing the people as they crowded around
Xavier's sensational statue. It is not
often that a totally new artist achieves
a masterpiece. But Neymores had
noticed that not a single person in the
crowd could suppress a shudder upon
looking at the thing of bronze. One
old beggar woman had actually faint-
ed. Mentally, Edmund Neymores re-
solved to hit that statue hard in his
general interest column in tomorrow’s
paper.

The statue was the naked figure of
a man lying on his back, knees drawn
up close to his belly, arms twisted, and
fingers knotted together. Every mus-
cle was craftily molded, The bronze
face was a contortion of agony. The
twisted lips, the gaping mouth seemed
to indicate that the figure was choldng
on a shriek that was beyond utter-
ance,

“It—it’s not a statue,” Neymores
muttered with a grimace. “It’s a tor-
mented soul captured in metal!” His
eyes dipped to the placard at the base
of the thing:

MAN IN PAIN

by
Fovton Xavier

. There was something about the
hands-—Neymores forced himself to
touch them. An altogether inexplica-
ble sensation of repugnance passed
over him. Yes, there were only nine
twisted fingers—not an oversight on
the artist's part, for there was a sort
of a stump where the digit had been.
Xavier had followed his model in per-
fect detail, That was what made Ney-
mores shudder. It wasn't the statue
itself. Where, in the name of
heaven, had Xavier got his model?

He turned abruptly and clicked
across the polished fioor, Yes, he'd hit
“Man in Pain” hard in tomorrow’s
paper. Time that art, too, made some
effort to get back to normalcy!

At the bottom of the steps leading
to the boulevard, Neymores met
Jasper Felps, a man who occupied the
apartment adjacent to his. Neymores
detained him. “Have you seen the
exhibit yet?” he asked. Jasper Felps
snarled; “Hell, yes! what a night-
mare! And that thing made by
Xavier. I'll never get it out of my
mind! But knowing who made it, 'm

.not surprised.”

Jasper Felps had no reason to love
Fulton Xavier, Neymores knew. There
was something about a fraudulent .
business deal in which Xavier and
Felps had both had a hand. Then cama
the law. The wealthy Mr. Xavier was
above reproach. Felps took the brunt
of the burden—prison and ruin. The
disgrace of it all had killed Felps’
father. But Xavier had waxed fat,
hoarded the profit, and maintained the
respect of the world. Now, at fifty,
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" Jasper Felpe was a hard working elec-
trician, At forty-eight, Xavier had re-
tired to dabble in art and music, to
give money lavishly to charities, to
inherit the immortality that a public
benefactor sometimes unjustly de-
serves.
“I've my car here, Felps,” Ney-
mores offered. .
“T but I'm not going home
now.” And Jasper Felpa hurried off
in the oppoaite direction.
“Funny Ikite,” Ney-
mores muttered. He
lighted a cigar and
walked slowly down the:
street to where his car

101

. L]
was parked. He snapped open the door
of his car, put his foot on the running

. board, and suddenly jerked back. He

stood there staring at some black, mis-
shapen object that huddled on the
cushions of the front seat. From the '

“Hands behind youl™ .
ordered the whiterobed fiand.
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gloom within the sedan, a thin, white
hand darted out. Fingers, sharp and
pointed as claws, clutched at his coat

sleeve. A gray, shriveled face, bead-.

ed with tiny black eyes, peered up
at him from between strands of
dirty, disheveled hair.

“Good Mr. Neymores,” came a thin,
crackling voice. “Munchy always
ca'led ye good Mr, Neymores, and I
kaow you’ll help me and my Munchy,
won't ye, Mr. Neymores?”

Neymores fumbled along the door
post. found the dome light switch, and
pressed it on. As he had judged from
the voice, the person who had appro-
priated the front seat of his car was
an old woman. She was wearing a
ragged dress of filthy silk stuff, and,
in gspite of the warm night, a pliid
shawl was tied over her head. He
recognized her immediately as the
woman who had fainted in the Art In-
stitute that evening. Aside from that,
he could not remember ever seeing her
before. As for “her Munchy” he hadn’t
the slightest idea to whom she had
referred.

It was mere curlosity that prevent-
ed him from sending the woman about
her business. The city abounded with
creatures of this kind—some who de-
served charity, and others who coun-
terfeited both their ailments and their
poverty. Neymores did not reply at
once. He closed the door of the sedan,
walked around, and got in under the

wheel, Then he asked, “Just what is.

the matter? Who is Munchy?”

"“Why you kmow Munchy!” the old

woman shrilled, “He’s my son. You
buy all your pencils from him.”

Neymores remembered now. Mun-
chy must be the ageless blind man who
stood at the corner of Eighth and
Wentworth Streets. And that was
very strange! During the past week,
Neymores could not remember seeing
Munchy at his accustomed post. “Is
Munchy sick?” he inquired. .

“No-no,” the woman whimpered.
“He’s gone, For ten days he has not
come back.”

Nevmores’ mind fired with sudden

SECRET AGENT “X”

inspiration. “Tell me,” he s2id-earn-
estly, “why you fainted in the insti-
tute when you saw Xavier’s statue.”

“] do not know what you mean,”
whimpered the woman. “But I know
that the metal man all curled up on
his back looked like my Munchy!”

Neymores pressed a flve dollar bill
into the crone’s hand. That would keep
her from starving. “Now, you'll have
to go,” he told her. “T'll see what [
can do to find your son.” He had .sud-
denly remembered that the blind man
had one missing finger on his left
hand!

That settled it! Beyond a doubt,
Munchy had served as the model for
Xavier’s “Man in Pain.” But by what
hellish torment had this perverted
artist twisted the placid features of
the blind man into a resemblance of
the hideous metal thing that had
caused a sensation at the exhibit?
What had become of Munchy since the
completion of the statue?

Neymores hurried the old woman
from his car. Then, he drove to the
nearest telephone booth, cailed the
Missing Persons Bureau, and de-
scribed the blind. pencil vender.

HERINGHAM COURT belies its

grand name, [t is something of
a Soho mixed with the tinseled finery
of a Montmartre together with a
filth and squalor all its own. Here,
artists and scribblers have made their
dwellings and have counterfeited the
Bohemian life. Among all this
tawdriness, Sheringham Court boasts
one building where money created
something that was genuinely pic-
turesque—Fulton Xavier's new stu-
dio. Faced with clean stucco, the upper

stories jut out three feet beyond the

lower. Glazed tile insets, attractive
green shutters, and blossoming win-
dow boxes all contributed their bit
towards brightening up what would

ordinarily have been called a drab city

street.

As the steady thrum of Neymores’
car stopped in front of the Xawvier
studio, seft melodious music floated to
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his ears. He listened for 8 moment.
An organ was playing “In a Monas-
tery Garden.” Neymores kmew that it
was Fulton Xavier himself who
played. Why? Because the full-hodied
bass notes were entirely lacking. For
all Xavier’s money could not manip-
ulate those wooden organ pedals.
Xavier could not walk, A railroad ac-
cident had robbed him of his legs.

Knocking at the studio door brought
a servant, “I am sorry,” said the man,
“but Mr. Xavier is not here.”

“I am sorry,” retorted Neymores,
“but I know that he is here.” He el-
bowed his way into the hall, “Please
inform him that I am from the Eve-
rning Record. I would like to interview
him in regard to his sensational
statue, ‘Man in Pain.'”

“I will see, sir,” said the servant.
He turned stiffly and left the room,

Neymores listened carefully. The
organ ‘continued to play a few more
bars, then stopped abruptly. Neymores
cmiled. Fulton Xavier had one weak-
ness—vanity.

The servant re-entered the hall to
inform Neymores that Mr. Xavier
would see him in the conservatory.

Passing through a small library,
Neymores was ushered into the pres-
ence of Xavier himself.

Fulton Xavier was seated in a high-
btacked chair, A woolen robe covered
his lap and dropped to the floor con-
cealing the sturnpe of his amputated
legs. His domelike head was hairless
and his beetling black brows divided
equally his pink forehead and white
face, His features were hard, his lips
colorless. His smile was an artificial
thing devoid of all pleasantness.

“You have, then, seemn ‘Man in
Pain? ” he inquired immediately.

“I have,” replied Neymores, “It is
hideous. If you conceived it, I am
tempted to say that yours is mot a
strietly normal brainl”

Color flamed across Xavier’s puch
ment face. “You—you dare—"
sputtered.

“L would dare much to discover
what has become of a certain blind
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pencil vender who ha2s been missing
for the past ten days.”

“Why, damn you! What has that to
do with me? Why do you come here
with your blind beggars? I know no
one who sells pencils! Impertinence to
the greatest genius of all times!” The
man's wrath shook the massive chair
in which he sat.

“I have had the impertinence to in-
form the police of the disappearance
of that blind beggar. I have proof that
Munchy—that is hia name-—was the
model for ‘Man in Pain.’ Suppose, Mr.
Xavier, that they should find Munchy
—dead. Your bronze statue can be
identified beyond a doubt as the image
of thav blind man——distorted though
his features are by pain and torment.
Murder, Mr. Xavier, is an unpleasant
word!” Neymores crossed the room to
the wealthy art patron’s chair. His
hand descended heavily on the man's
snoulder. “An ubnpleasant word, but
one I shall be forced to use over the
telephone in five minutes unless you
give me information concerning the
man wino modeled for your statue!”

The shoulder bereath Neymores'
hand shook with silent sobs. “I know
nothing of your beggar. Why do you
torment me? Money, [ know! Here—"
he fumbled in his inner coat pocket
and tugged out his check book. “How
much do you want?”

“Perhaps,” said Neymores in an
icy tone, “I am the first man you have
ever met whom you cannot buy. But
I am only the first. You have not met
the gentlemen of the homicide aqued,
I take it.” :

With an angry motion of his hand,
Xaxier threw aside the woolen robe,
seized two small, rosewood crutches
that leaned against the arms of his
chair, and squirmed to the floor.
Balancing himself on his stumps, he
loocked up at Neymores. Tears filled
his eyes, “Look at me,” he implored.
“Just look at me—dwarfed in the very
prime of life, perfectly helpless. Yet
you would take the one thing that is _
dearest to my heart away from me.”

“Answer my question and I will
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leave this house at once, Where is
Munchy 2"

“Damn your Munchy!” Xavier
seized the tail of Neymores' coat and
shook it angrily. Then anger passed..
His face once more became the color
of parchment. The dark eyes darted
furtively about the room. Again, he
tugged at Neymores’ coat, “If I tell
you a secret that only two human be-
ings know, will you promise to leave
me alone and keep silent?”

Neymores hesitated. “If you do not
confess & crime, I can promise.”

“Come then,” said Xavier; and
using his crutches with remarkable
skill, he hopped across the room to-
wards the door at the rear. He opened
the door and hopped into 2 small, bril-
liantly lighted chamber that was
obviously his work shop. Unformed
and partly formed lumps of clay were
heaped upon low work tables. Clay
smeared smocks and modeling tools
littered the room. Xavier stumped
over to one of the tables, picked up a
small clay figure, and held it above
his head. It might have represented
a man, but so ill-formed, so utterly
lacking in proportion that Neymores
could not be certain,

“This,” said Xavier, “is my master-
piece!”

Neymores stared at the thing.
Xavier was completely insane. A child
could have fashioned a more perfect
image in mud; and whatever could be
said against “Man in Pain,” it was
certainly perfectly proportioned and
complete in every detail.

“Fool, don’t you see!” Xavier shout--

ed. “This is the finest thing I have
ever done. You are learning the in-
most secret of a genius!” He paused,
moistening his colorless lips. “My one
ambition was to be a great sculptor. I
dreamed of art unborn—yes, dreamed
until I believed myzelf to be an art-
ist, Some day I would see my name
upon the most sensational statue ever
exhibited in America. All this, [ saw
iz my dreams. Now, do you under-
stand why I could hot have seen the
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man who modeled for ‘Man in
Pain?"” A chuckle rasped his
throat. “It is the greatest hoax of the
age, Today, Xavier is on the lips of
every art critic, Yet, here in my hand,
I bold my masterpiece!” With an oath,
he hurled the clay thing to the floor
where it shattered to bits,

“You mean,” said Neymores soft-
ly, almost compassionately, “that you
were not the artist who fashioned
‘Man in Pain?" "

Slowly, Xavier nodded his head.
“That is my secret.”

NDERSTANDING crept over

Neymores. Xavier, who had
bought what the world would sell,
had been thwarted in his greatest am-
bition. He had been denied the artistic
sldll for which he longed. Yet, even
greater than his longing for artistic
expression, was his hunger for fame
as an artist, Insane? Of course—the
insanity of strange vanities, grand-
iose illusion!

“Then, if you did not malke the
statue, who did?”

Earnestly, Xavier replied, “I have
no more idea than you. He is a man
with a long, yellow beard. Sometimes
I fancy he is the reincarnate Leonardo
Da Vinci, He came to me, told me that
he was a great sculptor to whom for-
tune had been unkind. I made him this
proposition: If he would create works
of art in my name, I would pay him a
large sum of money. His studio is
directly below this one. He has a secret
entrance, and no one knows that he is
the real sculptor of my statues!”

lﬂrhen I_”

A half-muffled scream broke
through Neymores’ sentence. It sound-
ed as if it came from the floor at his
feet. “What was that?” he snapped.

Xavier stood stifly on his stumps,
every sense alert. “It—it sounded
like a woman.”

Neymores sprang to Xavier, seized
him by the shoulders, and shook hinr
until his teeth rattled. “Have yan
ordered any more of your damned
statues ?” he snarled,
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Xavier's eyes bulged. He nodded,
unable to speak,

' “Good God!” The horror of what
that scream portended slashed across
Neymores’ brain. This fiendish artisan
who created Xavier’s nightmares in
bronze must torture his victims in
some bellish manner in order that the
metal faces of his finished products
might reflect a pain beyond human
conception, “We've got to get down
there,” he shouted in a frenzy. “He
may be killing her, or—or some-
thing worsel” :

Something behind Neymores
creaked like a rusty hinge. A rasping
shriek from Xavier, Neymores pivot-
ed. Behind him, a door in the floor had
opened. Standing on the edge of the
yawning pit was a strange, foreboding

figure—a man whose face was cov-.

ered from eyes o chin with a mass
of curling yellow hair. A white robe
dropped from his shoulders to his feet
—and it was spattered with crimson!
In his right hand, he held a thick,
black automatic. Not a sound passed
bis Jips. He merely beckoned with one
erooked finger of his left hand—beck-
oned towards the pit.

There was no mistaking his mean-
ing, Neymores had seen the lust to
kill in a man's eyes before. There
was but one thing to do. He advanced
towards the sinister, bearded figure.
Evidently, Xavier, too, understood the
meaning of the man’'s gesture. Ney-
mores could hear him stumping along
behind. Silently, the robed figure
pointed to the opening. Looking down,
Neymores saw a narrow flight of steel
steps. Below was total darkness.

“I—I can’t go down steps. You
Jnow that!” Xavier whimpered.

Still the crooked finger pointed.
Xavier inched nearer the opening.

Suddenly, the robed man’s leit hand

shot out, gripped Xavier by the shoul-
der, twisted him around, and shoved
him into the opening. The legless man
was thrown down the steps. His
_boarsé cries of pain and terror blast-
ed up from the darkneas,

Lips within the yellow beard spoke.
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“Intruder,” the voice cut, “you kmow
how to use steps.”
Mechanically, Neymores obeyed,

-~ His feet found each step in turn as
‘he worked his way .down into the

blackness, Below the stairs, he could
hear Xavier groaning, When at last
he found firm flooring beneath him,
he heard the trap above him close.
Brilliant electric lights illuminated
the room. Neymores involuntarily
gasped at the strange spectacle that
spread before him. )

A glass vat fully twelve feet in
length occupied the center of the
room. He judged it to be cubical, It
was filled within a foot of the brim
with a brilliant blue fluid. Next to
the great vat was an enameled basin
eight feet long and half as wide. Lying
stark naked in this basin was a man.
His throat was slashed from ear to
ear, and a crimson pool of his own
blood bathed his bedy.

Bound and gagged in a straight
chair was what first appeared to Ney-
mores to be a negress. She was wear-
ing a short, black tunic. Upon a see-
ond glance, he saw that the woman’s
features were obviously Caucasian.
Face, body, and garment had been
coated with some black substance. She
was apparently unharmed and fully
conscious, though her eyes were star-
ing wildly at the ghastly scene,

EYMORES jerked his eyes away.

The shock of it all had numbed
his wits. That was the one thing to
be avoided at all costs! He forced him-
self to look calmly at the robed man.
Evidently, while Neymores had been
engrossed in the horrific revelations
of the room, the bearded man had
lowered a large metal cage over the
recumbent form of Xavier. The lat-
ter, he noticed, had been stunned by
his fall but was gradually coming
around. Goldenbeard stood beside the
cage, his automatic still in his hand.
Pushing his foot between the bars of
the cage, he goaded Xavier into con-
sciousness, The cripple groaned and
twisted to a sitting position,
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“I am fulfilling your orders,
Xavier,” said the bearded one. “The
subject of your second great work was
to be ‘Judgment.’ It was to be com-
posed of two life-size figures—a man
and a woman. The man was to have
the impassive face of a judge: the
woman was to have the tortured fea-
tures of the condemned. You will see
how well I have chosen the models.
The man in the basin was a worthless
vagrant. He agreed to model for ten
dollars. In order to preserve his placid
features, I was forced to take his life
before the ‘art work’ began.

“Bourd in the chair, you see the
female subject. In spite of the liberal
coating of graphite I have applied to
her fair skin, you may be able to
recognize her.”

Xavier's eyes strained in an efort
to see the woman in the chair. Sud-
cenly, his lower jaw sagged open.
“AMr1 God!” he breathed. “My daugh-
ter!™

“Your daughter,” the bearded man
mocked. “‘Hers shall be the immor-
tality of bronze. This unfortunate in-
truder—"" he indicated Neymores— ‘1
shall be forced to kill because he
knows our methods—or can guess
them.

“Then, I shall leave this building
for all time. You will be left alone in
thiz room—I will remove your cage
from above—and there will be a little
hint to the police. Though the police
have not yet learned the truth about
‘Man in Pain,” when they raid the
Xavier studio, they will find the great

Xavier, the great sculptor, surround- "

ed by his victims in various stages of
the process. Tonight, you sacrifice
htiman beings on the altar of art! And
no amount of denying, after your
boasted art abilities, will ever com-
vince the police that you are not the
sole murderer of these unfortunates!”

As full realization of the bearded
fiend’s purpose flashed upon Ney-
meores’ mind, a shout burst from his
throat. “You’re crazy! You can’t pull
a stunt like this!" |

“I correct you,” said the bearded
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one. “I have pulled a stunt like this.
Do you remember the . blnd .pencil
vender? He became immortalized as
‘Man in Pain.' Do you wonder how I
succeeded in capturing his tortured
emotions in metal? I did it right here. -
In his blissful ignorance, Xavier sup-
plied my every need—but did so in his
own name, :Do you wonder at my
methods? Then, I am about to show
them to you upon the -person -of
Xavier’s lovely daughter.

“But first, to manacle your
hands—" Goldenbeard picked up.a
chain from the floor, stepped briskly
behind Neymores, and ordered.
*“Hands behind you!"”

With the fiend's gun jabbing imto
his back, there was nothing to de but
obey. In another moment, the chain
was tightened about his wrists and -
fastened with a padlock. Then strong
cord was tied about his ankles,

The killer hurried to the wall; un-
tied a strand of hemp rope, and pulled
on it. Looking up at the ceiling, Ney-
mores saw a metal hoist to which
rope and grappling hooks were at-
tached. The crane moved until it was
directly above the chair in which the
girl was bound. At the killer’s manip-
ulation, the grappies lowered, to the
back of the chair.

He then crossed to the girl, fastened
the hooks, saying as he did so, “Miss
Xavier's body is coated with graphite
which makes her an electrical condue-
tor. To establish the conmection, I
fasten a metal band around her head
—80. One of our wire leads goes to
the metal head band. In the glass vat,
we have a solution of blue vitriol and
the second electrode in the form of a
heavy copper plate. Current passing
from one electrode to the other
through the copper sulphate will de-
posite a film of copper upon the
graphite-covered body of Miss Xavier.
Now, the current we shall use will- be
small so that Miss Xavier can suffer
exquisite pain without it killing her.
In that way, we can capture every
tortured expression, every convulsed
muscle in the metal itself!”
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Goldenbeard pulled on his ropes,

and the chair containing the gir] was’

hoisted into the air and wheeled above
the tank containing the blue vitriol.
Very slowly, the killer lowered the
helpless girl towards the surface.

In his cage, Xavier clenched the
bars, shouted, threatened, and hopped
up and down until his face became
puarple. Neymores was too horrified
at what he saw to do more than stare.
The girl was lowered until one slender
foot was immersed in the blue fluid.
Then the killer crossed to an electrieal
switch and turmed op the current.
Muscles in the girl’'s foot tightened
and twitched. Her blackened face in-
stantly became seamed with lines of
agony. The gag acroes her mouth did
not fully suppress her scream. Beads
of sweat glistened even through the
graphite coating on her brow.

“Xavier!” Neymores whispered.
“Xavier, if you can raise your cage up
on edge a litile. Try it. Try anything
that will attract his attention.”

Panic fled from the cripple’s face.
With a desperate effort, he wrenched
at the base of the cage. It raized a
few inches and dropped again into
place.

ROM across the room, the bearded

man saw what Xavier was trying
to do. Yet Neymores knew that he
dare not kill the cripole. If he did,
there would be no logical phace to rest
the blame for the fiendish crimes.
With a snarl, he leaped across the
room. “Stop that!” he shouted.
Xavier's arms snaked through the
bars, fastened upon the flend’s smock,
and clung there. The killer laughed at
Xavier's determined efforts.

While they struggled, Neymores

dropped to the floor, doubled himself.

up, and worked his long arms down
towards his ankles. Inches mare—
just inches. He had done the triek
any number of times-when he was a
kdd. He tried again and got his mana-
cled wrists to the back of his heels.
He contracted his muscles as much as
possible. The chain slipped over his
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heels, over his toes, and came up in
front of him. Anothef moment, and
his fingers had ripped the cord from
his ankles.

Then he was on his feet running op
behind the Ikdller. Xavier was giving
the man so much trouble that it was
Bot until Neymores was ready to
spring that the bearded ome had a
chance to spring away. Neymores
whirled his chained wrists above his
head and brought them flailing down.
The steel chain caught the man in the
head. It was probably mere accident
that his automatic roared. Even as
Neymores and the killer fell together,
the reporter saw a red-eyed wound
appear in the forehead of Fulton
Xavier. The full weight of Neymores’
body landed upon the Ikiller’s back.
The man’s gun skated across the floor.

Completely winded by the fall, it
was a second before the killer could
continue his resistance. As he
squirmed over on his back in an effort
to throw off Neymores, the reporter’s
manacled wrists beat down again.
This time the steel links struck the
man full in the face. Blood drooled
from the corners of his mouth, drench.
ing his beard with crimson. He lay
perfectly still,

Neymores got to his feet. A glance
showed him that the padlock connect-
ing the loops of the chain about his
wrists could be easily broken. His first
thought, however, was for the girl.
He ran across the room and yanked
open the switch that controlled the
electric current runming through the
vat of vitriol. Returning to the glass
vat, he saw that her graphite-covered
foot was already tinged with copper
plate, Still, she was fully conscious.
That was a good thing! With Xavier
dead or dying with a wound in his
head, Neymores would need a wit-
ness in his own behalf when the po-
lice arrived.

And, evidently attracted by the
sound of a shot, the whole place was
filled with blue coated police by the
time Neymores had lowered the girl
to the floor.
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“Holy smoke!” gasped a fat ser-
geant as he clattered down the steps.
“Will you look at the shambles! Why,
it’s the bright boy from the Record.
How'd you get messed up in this, Ney-
mores ?”’

“A long story,” replied the report,
er, “beginning with a missing pencil
vender named Munchy.”

“Yeah, [ know. We were all posted
to keep an eye open for him. Where is
he?”-

“Munchy is in the Art Institute-—"

“Well, that's a fine place for a beg-
gar,” the sergeant interrupted.

“He was buried alive,” continued
Neymores, “in a sarcophagus that
slowly crept upon him—a sarcophagus
of copper to which a bronze finish
was added for artistic effect.”

The sergeant’s eyes popped. “Say,
that sounds crazy! Who's that old
Father Time there on the floor with
the whiskers on? Who's that gal?
Who's the guy with the slashed
throat?”

“The man in the basin was another
subject to be electroplated. The girl
is Miss Xavier, She's been covered
with graphite preparatory to being
electroplated alive! ‘Man in Pain’ you
will find to be Munchy, the pencil ven-
der. He was also electroplated alive.
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That is how the ‘artist’ managed to
get that hideous expression on his
‘statue’s’ face, But, quit asking ques-
tions and get that poor girl to the
hospital. They’ll have to get that black
stuff off of her. - .

“Ag to the killer, I believe he is a
man who hated Xavier because of a
business deal that ruined him and
killed his father. He’s crazy as a bed-
bug, but was clever enough to play
on Xavier's vanity. He knew that

‘sooner or later someone was bound to

discover that Xavier’s statues were
simply the cadavers of murdered peo-
ple plated with metal. Nobody but the
killer and Xavier knew that Xavier
wasn'’t the real creator of the statues.
With Xavier's name plastered all over
the statues, there wouldn't be a jury
in the country that would believe
Xavier was not the murderer. It was
the bearded man’s idea of vengeance
—the disgrace of trial, the frantic and
futile efforts to escape the chair, and
eventually the death of the condemned
but innocent man.” Neymores crossed
to where the bearded man lay. Seizing
the yellow hair, he jerked it away. The
pale face of Jasper Felps glared up at
him,

The sergeant was a big man, a
strong man. But for a long time, he
stood there, his great body shalding,

man-b
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By Emile C. Tepperman -

strange that no one had met
him at the station. He waited
until the train pulled out, leaving
him alone in the gathering gloom.
There was no one on duty at the
station, not a sou) around. It was one

STEVE DAGGETT thoughtit

of those -local stop-om-signal-only
spots. .

Steve waited a few moments, then
shrugged and started up the road.

"Lanson had given him a fairly good

idea of Doctor Mizenor’s cabin. The
night air was cool and crisp. He
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shivered slightly, and turned up the
collar of his overcoat.

He had started from thz office at
a moment’s notice and carried no
baggage. Lanson, his boss, had said,
“Take the call, Steve. If you make
the two-ten, it’ll bring you up there
in the early evening. Mizenor prom-
ised to have some one meet the train,
but you can’t go by that; he seemed
scared stiff on the phone and might
not remember. Got an overcoat?
Better take it—the Adirondacks are
cold in October.”

That was all the notice he had
had, and Steve hadn't squawked,
hecause the motto of the Star De-
tective Service was, “Give 'em serv-
ice—and charge them plenty!”

A hundred yards down, the road
turned east. As he trudged along,
Steve could see the lights of Chat-
eaugay far away at his left, across
the lake. It was one of those clear
evenings that are so frequent in the
Adirondacks, when one can see for
miles in every direction, until the
view is cut off by a towering moun-
tain.

Just ahead of him he caught sight
of the sign-post he had been looking
for. It pointed off to the right, and
said, “Brant Lake—1 Mile.”

He turned into the road indicated
by the sign-post. This was a paved
road, but narrower than the one
he had just quit; and the hard pave-
rent seemed cold and bleak, in
keeping with the surly mood of the
mountaing on every side. The road
sloped sharply uphill, and disap-
peared on the other side of the
slope. Lanson had said that Doctor
Mizenor's cabin would be just be-
yond the top of the hill, and Steve
tried to estimate how much farther
he would have to trudge.

Somehow the clearness of the
night, instead of making him feel at
ease, caused him a queer, prickly
uneasiness, as if hidden eyes were
closely watching his progress. He
had no Idea why Mizenor had sum-
moned a detective; knew very little
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about him, in fact. But Lanson had
said that the man seemed on the
verge of hysterics on the phone, ap-
parently in fear of something that
he was afraid even to mention. Miz-
enor had wanted a detective at
once; and he didn't quibble at the
preposterous fee Lanson had asked.
Lanson, of course, had taken the
precaution of calling the bank that
Mizenor had given as reference, and
he had whistled when the credit
man had mentioned the prospective
client’s balance.

Steve wondered what dread shad-
ow of menace could possibly be
hanging over that mountain cabin,
what queer purposes caused a man
like Mizenor to remain up there in
the middle of October.

And suddenly he stopped short,
caught his breath in a spasm of:
terror.

In spite of the cool night air, his
face and hands became bathed im
sweat as he realized what it was
that he saw ahead of him on the
path!

It was only fifty feet ahead, and-
he could see it clearly, unmistak-
ably, every detail of it.

The man was dead. without
doubt. He was tied to the tree, arms
twisted behind him, head hanging -
to one side, and mouth horribly open -
and bloody where he had bit his lips
in the sudden agony of death.

The thing that had killed him was
a sharpened stake cut from the
branch of a fir sapling. It had been
driven into his heart with tremen-
dous force!

Steve felt panicky for a minute,
swung his head all around, but saw
no one. He felt in his overcoat pocket
where he had his gun, and ap-
proached the body. He wished it
was pitch dark. It was still too light.
He had the feeling that total dark-
ness would be welcome, so he could
lose himself in it. As it was, he could
easily be seen, was a ready target
for another one of those sharpened
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stakes, Shivery-chills crept up his
unprotected back.

He came close and saw that the
body was that of a big man, almost
six feet, powerfully built. He had
been in his fifties, iron-gray hair,
clean-shaven face, with a stiff Ho-
henzollern moustache. The man had
peen killed only a short while ago,
for the blood still dripped from the
horrid wound, forming a vermilion
pool on the ground. The man’s body
was sagging in the ropes, and the
stake stuck out at right angles;
about four feet of it. It must have
taken tremendous strength, Steve
thought, to drive that stake into his
heart. Whoever had done it was no
puny one, must at least have been
as big as the victim.

Steve didn’t touch the bedy.
There was no use doing that, no use
searching around on the cement
road. The answer to this gruesome
scarecrow of death posted on the
highway must lie in Doctor Mizen-
or’s cabin.

Steve suddenly gasped at the
thought that this might be Doctor
Mizenor; that the doom that threat-
ened his client had ‘caught up with
him before help couid come. And
was that doom lurking somewhere
around, waiting for another victim?

Steve’s grip tightened on the gun
as he made his way up the road,
leaving the horrid marker of mur-
der there behind him. There’d be
plenty of time to come back and in-
vestigate after he found what await-
ed him at the cabin. He could cajl
the local police from there, too.

E topped the knoll and saw the
cabin, fifty feet off the road,
standing alone and secluded.

The place was strangely quiet,
apparently lifeless, dark. But as he
approached, a light went on in the
room opening on the veranda. Fig-
ures moved inside that room, before
the drawn shades—figures that
seemed strangely ominous in the
surroundings.
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Steve clutched his gun firmly,
climbed the porch. A man's voice
came through the door; thin, high-
pitched, querulous, containing an
overtone of hysterical fear. The
words were unintelligible, for they
were uttered in a foreign tongue.
Another voice, deep-toned, replied
in the same language. Then Steve’s
tread caused the boards of the
porch to squeak, and the voices
were suddenly hushed, as if a large
blade had swept through the air and
cut off the words in mid-sentence.

Steve kept his right hand on the
gun and knocked at the door with
his left. There was absolute silence
while Steve’s chest heaved with the
accelerated pumping of his heart.
Then the thin voice uttered a short
impatient word of command, and
light steps aporoached the door, un-
did one lock, then another. The door
opened a crack, held by a chain. The
one who looked through that crack
was short—his eyes were no higner
than the level of the top button of
Steve’s vest. The eyes were black,
sharp, intelligent. The face was that
of a youth, downy, untouched yet
by a razor. It was a remarkably thin
face, appearing almost gnomelike,
with hair cropped close to the skull
in eastern European fashion.

A low voice asked in fairly good
English, “Who are you?"” The words
came with a slight tremor and were
accompanied by a glance, half ap-
praising, half fearful.

“The name is Daggett,” Steve
said, meeting those dark eyes stead-

-ily. “Doctor Mizenor live here?”

The man inside nodded shortly,
saying nothing, waiting tautly.

“I’'m from the Star Detective
Service. The doctor sent for me.”

The little man said, “Wait,” and
almost before the word was out, he
closed the door. Steve waited un-
certainly, while a low-voiced collo-
quy went on inside. Once more the
door was opened, this time wide,
without use of the chain.
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The little man stood aside and
said, “Come in, please.”

Steve walked in. He held the au-
tomatic in his pocket and slipped off
the safety catch. He didn’t know,
yet, what he was walking into. The
door closed behind him, and he
found himself facing three men in
the brightly lighted living room.
The little servant stood beside him
and indicating one of the men, said,
“Herr Doktor Mizenor, this is the
detective.”

Herr Doktor Mizenor was taller
than Steve, who was himself a good
five foot ten and a half. But he was
so thin that he seemed on the point
of caving in. He wore a blue busi-
ness suit, and the vest was literally
concave where his stomach should
have been. He was so attentuated
that he seemed to have no stomach
at all. His starched collar was at
least an inch too big for the long,
scrawny neck that supported a head
with hollow cheeks and deep-sunk
eyes. A thin moustache with the
points unturned wag a futile gesture
of bravado, for beads of sweat glis-
tened on the man's cheek-bones. He
was quite evidently in a complete
ctate of funk. Without preamble, he
a3ked, “Where is Colonel Walczek?
Did you not meet him at the sta-
tion?"

Steve let his eyes wander to the
two other men in the room. They
were both standing, and he ap-
praised them, almost unconsciously,
with an eye to their strength, to
their capacity for driving a sharp-
ened stake into a man’s heart!
Zither of those two could have done
it. They were both powerful-look-
ing men, broad shouldered, well-
muscled. One was blond, of medium
height, with the tapered hips of an
athlete. His expression was sullen.
He stood silent, hands at his sides,
eyes steadily fixed on Steve. Those
hands were wide, hairy, dangerous.

The other man was squat, brutish,
probably the stronger of the two.
There was a queer expression on his
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face, as if he were communing with
some inner spirit. Constantly, nerv-
ously, he hitched up his right shoul-
der. It was an irritating trick, espe-
cially to one who was on edge, like
Steve at that moment.

Mizenor's impatient voice inter-
rupted his observations. “I say—
did you meet Colonel Walczek at
the train?”

Steve turned his eyes to the doc-
tor. “I don’'t know; what does he
look like?” .

Mizenor turned to the blond man,
fists clenched, nails biting into the
palms of his hands. ‘“You see, Con-
sidine? I told you Walczek was a
traitor. He was sold out to our—
Nemesis, He has left us to our fate.
He will not return.”

The blond man who had been ad-
dressed as Considine shrugged.
“What of it? There will be one less
to divide—""

The squat one, who had said noth-
ing up to now, hitched up his shoul-
der and broke in hurriedly; he
spoke in the slurred fashion com-
mon to eastern Europeans, ‘‘Yes,
yes, Considine. We understand. No
need to mention—"" he glanced sig-
nificantly at Steve,

Considine showed even white
teeth in a grin. “It matters little.
If we are to use him at all, he must
know the whole story.” He turned
to Mizenor. “My dear Doktor. You
have neglected to introduce us to
this gentleman.” .

Mizenor said absently, “Of .
course,”

Steve said, “My name is Dag-

gett.” .
. The blond man said, “I am Count
Anatole Considine. This,” indicat-
ing the short, squat man, “is Herr
Flecknitz.”

Steve acknowledged the surly
nod of Herr Flecknitz.

“And this,” Considine went on,
indicating the little servant who
had opemed the door, “is Petrus. -
Petrus is invaluable. He can mix the
most delightful cocktails, Go now,
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Petrus—" his voice took on an edge
of scornful authority, “and. make
drinks.”

‘PETRUS bowed meekly and left
the room. His eyes were veiled,
but Steve had been startled by the
momentary flash of hatred that he
saw in the little servant’s eyes be-
fore he allowed his long lashes to
hide it.

- Considine laughed carelessly.
“Sometimes I think, my dear Mize-
.nor, that if this Nemesis of ours that
you speak of so much does not de-

stroy us, your precious Petrus will

accomplish the task for him. I
would insist that you discharge him,
except that [ enjoy the added haz-
ard of being stabbed in the back
some dark night by a disgruntled

 gervant. These are the things, Mister
Detective, that make life—bear-
able!” -

He flung himself into an easy
chair near the window, extracted a
straw-tipped cigarette from a silver
case and offered one to Steve, who
accepted. ‘“My friends do not
smoke,” Considine went on, as he
held a light to Steve’s cigarette. “In
fact, they do nothing for the last two
days, but cower in fear of this
‘Nemesis.’” He seemed to take 2
malicious pleasure in baiting the
others. His eyes flicked up to the doc-
tor, who was striding up and down,
hands sunk in trousers pockets.
#Not 30, my dear Mizenor?”

Fleeknitz, the squat man, turned
and looked moodily into the glowing
open fireplace. He said over his
shoulder, “Let us get through with
this, Considine. We must find what
has happened to Walczek. I am sure
he did not drop us—the loss to him
would be too great.” :

“This Colonel Walezek,” Steve
asked. “Is he a big man, closely
shaven, with an imperial mous-
tache?”

Flecknitz swung away from the
fireplace, faced him tensely. “You
met him?”
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Mizenor stopped in midstride
acroas the room, turned his head
slightly, awaiting Steve's reply.
Steve watched them all carefully.
He had saved the announcement for
a momeant when he could note each
man’s reaction to the news he was
going to break. That one of them-
had driven the stake into the man's
heart, he was almost sure. Would
he betray himself now?

Considine’s eyes suddenly nar-
rowed. He held his cigarette poised,
half way to his lips. “You have de-
scribed Walczek,”” he said softly.
“Where did you see him?"

Steve braced himself. “He’s down
the road—tied to a tree. Dead.
Killed by a sharpened stake driven
through his heart!”

They hdd expected it. The an-
nouncement was almost like an
anti-climax. Their attitude remind-
ed Steve subconscious!y of the story
of the dog biting the man; it was no
news. They had all been sure Walc-
zek was dead. It would have been
news to them if he had stated that
Walcezek was still alive,

Considine was the coolest of the
three. His face betrayed nothing.
Slowly, as if he were continuing an
action that had never been inter-
rupted, he brought the cigarette to
his lips, inhaled deeply, and allowed
the milky-colored smoke to seep
gently from his nostrils. His eyes
were narrow, inscrutable.

Mizenor’s face was very pale, and
he allowed a wheezing breath to
emanate from his throat.

Flecknitz said, almost triumph-
antly, “I told you that Walczek
would not walk out on us. He had to
be killed to keep him away from his
share!” He came close to Consi-
dine’s chair, leaned over a little, -
face thrust out, and said slowly,
“Was it not you, Considine, who
8aid yesterday that if this Nemesis
destroys only three of us, the fourth
would be fabulously wealthy if he
survived, for he would not have to
share the booty?” ’
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Considine lounged back in hia

seat, apparentlky careless; but Steve
could see that the count’s powerful
body was like a coiled spring, ready
to leap into instamt, destructive
action. “Flecknitz, Flecknits,” he
said reprovingly. “You will talk
yaurself into your death one of these
days. I did say that. But it was only
an expression of the seeret thoughts
that you yourself have heen too
timid to uiter. Do not deny that you
have been considering the same con-
tingency—as has also, without
doubt, my dear friend, Herr Doktar
Mizenor! Who wouldn’t with a mil-
lion dollars in the scales?* He blew

smoke straight up from his mouth -

into the face of Flecknitz.

Steve saw Flecknitz's, body be-
come taut, saw muscles bulge under
his coat sleeves. There was dyna-
mite in that room, angd it was due to
be ignited at any moment.

But Flecknitz restrained himself.
A shadow, almost of fear, crossed
his eountenance, and he straight-
ened, moved away.

Considine laughed the same arro-
gant, careless laugh that he hag ut-
tered 8 few moments ago when he
sent the servant out. “Always cau-
tious, Flecknitz, eh? Is it that you
are too well acquainted with my
reputation? Or is it that you plan
the same fate for me that Walczek
received?"”

E was deliberately goadirg the
other, probably with a definite
purpose. Steve wondered that these
men could have lived together here
for any time at all with the cross
purposes of hatred and greed that
seemed to fill the house. He felt out
of place hiere, wondered why he had
been brought there, what the baoty
was that amounted to a million do}-
lars. A million dollars! A sum that
could drive many men to murder
and worse. These men could hardly
be criminals, or they would never
have summoned a private detective
from an agency with the reputation
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of the Star. If they were fleeing
from some ancient vengeance, it
could not be far from them, as evi-
denced by the bloody body of
Colonel Walczek in the road.

He watched Flecknitz closely
now. The man's eyes were rimmed
with red. He was working himself
up to the point of courage where he
could attack Considine. Steve knew
that there would be only one out-
come of such an encounter. Consi-
dine was the cooler of the iwo, the
mare dangerous.

But Doctor Mizemor came be-
tween them. “Let us not quarrel
among ourselves now! A hideous
danger threatens us all and must
not find us disunited—or else we
will all die with stakes im omr
hearts!"

Flecknitz shrugged. He seemed te
reiax. “Let him not drive me then.
I am not a man to bear insult.”

Mizenor, anxious to ehange the
subject, raised his voice. ‘“‘Petrus!”
he shouted. “Where are those
drinks?”’

. The little servant came through
the door, bearing a tray. He said
nothing, but his face was pale. They
drank silently, while Petrus wait-
ed with the tray.

Considine drank quickly and bent
his gaze on the servant. Steve could
see that the count’s vicious mature
was bent on torturing someone. The
servant was handy. “Petrus,’” said
the count, “do you know what has
happened to Calonel Walczek?™

*“T—I do, sir.” The servant’s face
was white and drawn. “I—I was
listening at the door.” He shud-
dered, and the tall glass that Consi-
dine had replaced almost sHd from
the tray.

Mizenor shouted angrily, “Get
out! If I catch you listening again,
I kill you!™

Petrus fled before his wrath.

Steve said, ‘“Any time you're
ready to tell me what it's all about,
doc.tor—”
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Considine laughed. “Certainly,
_Herr Doktor, you should tell the de-
“tective. You brought him here for
that purpose. Go on. Tell him about
the coronet: tell him about Walther
von Surtep; tell him about that
night in Prague!”

Mizenor nodded. His drink was
only half finished. He put it down
with a gesture of distaste, looked
for a long time at Steve, then came
up close to him. He said very low,
“My friends here laugh at me; but
they have the same fear in their
hearts that I have; what you just
told us about Colonel Waleczek has
affected them more than you think
—and me, too. For another man
once died in the same way—with a
stake driven through his body. On
“"a night in the spring of 1918 he
died, in our own country of Hun-
gary. It was we four who killed him,
though it was Walczek's arm that
thrust the stake into him.”

‘Mizenor’s whole frame seemed to
shudder, and he closed his eyes vio-
lently. Considine still seemed to be
at ease, but Flecknitz’s hand sud-
denly contracted about his glass and
the stem snapped off. The glass fell
to the floor, broke tinklingly, and the
red liquor stained the pine boards.

Mizenor cried, “God! It’s like his
blood!” He gripped the lapels of
Steve’s coat in frantic fingers. “Tell

me, Mr. Daggett, before I go mad '

—do you believe it possible that a
man can live with a stake driven
through his heart? Live for sixteen
long years, and then come to wreak
vengeance on those who tortured
him? My friends say no. My own
medical knowledge tells me mno. I
want to believe that it cannot be.
Yet Walczek has been killed in the
same way. And the words that are
carved on the door—jyou didn’t see
them when you came in because it
was too dark. But they are there:
‘Walther von Surtep, they say, has
come for his pay!’ That is why I sent
for you. None of us here can look
-at this thing .dispassionately, We
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need a man whose business is to deal
wnth strange things. You must help
us.”

“Who was this Walther von Sur-
tep?” Steve asked.

Mizenor picked up his drink and
downed it. Flecknitz did not move.
He stood before the fireplace, eyes
fixed moodily on the tall, thin doe-
tor. Considine looked on sardoni-
cally, swinging his left leg which
was crossed over the right knee.

Mizenor put down the empty
glass and went on. “In 1918 there
was a revolution in Hungary.
Charles, the seventh emperor of
Austria, and fourth king of Hun-
gary of that name, abdicated. The
coronet of state, which he wore at
ceremonies. when he appeared in his
capacity of king of Hungary, was
given into the safe keeping of Baron
Walther von Surtep. He tried to
make his way. out of the country
with it, accompanied only by his
little sister, a girl of ten.” )

The doctor stopped, his throat
working spasmodically. He was in
the throes of emotien as he recalled
the incident, it seemed to Steve.

Considine said, “Go on, Herr
Doktor. You are doing very well.
Quite dramatic.””

Mizenor appeared not to have
heard. He continued, waving his
arm to include the count and Fleck-
nitz. “We three, and Colonel Walc-
zek, found ourselves penniless after
the revolution, forced to flee. We
met Walther von Surtep.at the bor-
der. We had provided ourselves
with rude weapons—branches of
saplings, which we had sharpened
to points. We knew that von Surtep
had the coronet, and we killed him
for it; killed him in the presence of
his sister, and I will never forget the
scream of pure horror that she ut-
tered when she saw her brother die,
transfixed . by the thrust of Wale-
zek’s stake—while Considine and

:Flecknitz held him down on the

ground.”
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TEVE had listehed with rapt at-
tention to the recital. Now he
felt an involuntary revulsion for
these men which he did not trouble
to hide. He caught Considine re-
garding him quizzically. The man
was & devil. He must have no human
emotions whatever, -

Mizenor went on with an effort.
“We got the coronet out of the trav-
‘eling bag and clustered about it, es-
timating its value,
worth of the stones if sold separ-
ately in Amsterdam. The girl fled
into the forest, but we didn't bother
with her. We had the coronet.”

The doctor stopped, waited while
Considine coolly lit another ciga-
rette. The room seemed to be get-
ting hot and stuffy. The story that
Steve was hearing was a brutal, re-

volting one of greed and ruthless.

ness. Somehow, it made him feel full
of anger, almost made him dizzy.
The heat from the wood fire was
growing uncomfortable. Steve
backed up to the wall, leaned
against it. The thin spirals of smoke
from Considine’s cigarette seemed
to weave fantastic figures -before his
eyes. Things were getting spotty,
indistinct.

Mechanically he listened to sz-
enor.

“We didn’t take the coronet to
Amsterdam. To break it up would
have destroyed its value. We decid-
ed to find a private purchaser in
America, and came here—all to-
gether.”

Count Considine’s hateful voice
interjected, “You see, though we
are all gentlemen, we could not
bring ourselves to trust any one of
us with the coronet alone. So we
have been faithful companions for
gixteen years!”

Steve couldn't tell whether Con-
sidine’s voice was coming in uneven
jerks, or- if something was the mat-
ter with his own hearing. Anyway,
there was something wrong. The
room began to tilt a little. Fleck-

figuring the:
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nitz's thick-set form seemed to
broaden and shorten. Mizenor’s
grew thinner and taller as he went
on.

“The time was mauspicious to sell
such a valuable object. We waited,
gelling a few stones from the coronet
at intervals when we were short of
money. Last week we found a pur-
chaser. He communicated with us by
Jetter. We are to meet him here;
this cabin is rented by him. He did
not give us his name. It seems he is
a great figure in national life, an
ardent collector. He is to pay a mil-
lion dollars for the coronet. We rec-
ognized that it might be some sort
of trap—what you Americans call
‘hijacking.” But we were four, and
as you can imagine, we felt well
able to take care of ourselves. We
had no inkling of this ‘Nemesis’ on
our trail, had, in fact, managed to
erase the memory of Walther von
Surtep from our minds.”

Mizenor’s voice, too, was coming
jerkily. Something was radically
wrong. Steve felt his whole body
bathed in a cold sweat. It was like
some sort of fever. He gathered his
nerves together, held himself tight,
and succeeded in clearing the fog
before his eyes.

He saw that Mizenor was wob-
bling, supporting himself with a
hand on the table. Steve swung his
eyes to Considine, noted that the
count’s cigarette was dropping from
nerveless fingers, watched it fall to
the floor and smolder on the hoards.
There was en expression of utter
amazement on Considine’s face,
mingled with a dawning terror. For

.once, the self-possessed count was

losing his poise, his attitude of cold
mockery. They were all in the grip
of some hideous influence.

All? Steve forced his swirling
mind to function, glanced at Fleck-
nitz. The stocky man was in com-
plete control of his facultles. He
stood tense, watching the three of
them with a sort of speculative in-
terest. There was a cunning light in
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his eyes, a zﬁmmei’ of greedy

hope . . ..
Mizenor suddenly tottered, put
both hands to his head. “God!

What—"" and then he crumpled to
the floor, lay there gasping for a
moment, and then his body relaxed,
eyes closed.

Dead? .

Steve looked down at him
through a swirling mist that clouded
his vision. No. He was breathing
stertorously. He was unconscious.

Steve quickly turned to Considine,
The count lay sprawled on the sofa.

“The drinks!|” Steve.exclaimed.
“Doped!” And he saw confirmation
in Flecknitz’s eyes, saw the blood-
red stain on the floor where Fleck-
nitz’s drink had fallen when he
broke the glass. Flecknitz had not
drunk!

Steve stumbled away from the
‘support of the wall, saw the little
servant, Petrus, standing in the
doorway, gazing wide-eyed at
Flecknitz. Then he stumbled; there
‘was a beating pain in his head, and
he felt himself pitching forward in-
to oblivion . . . .

OOL, crisp, night air awoke him,

A slight breeze was whipping

into -his face. He knew he was out-

doors. He opened his eyes, but it

hurt his head, so he closed them

again. He tried to move his hands,

but couldn’t. They were tied. Then

he realized that he was standing—

or, rather, tied in a standing posi-
tion.

In spite of the ache in his head,
he opened his eyes again. It was
much darker than when he had
come, but the night was clear and
he could see everything around him,
He was tied to a tree along the
sloping road. He turned his eyes to
the left and shuddered involunta-
rily. The tree a few feet away was
the one to which Colonel Walczek

was tied. His body still sagged -

there, with the stake projecting. He
had stopped bleeding.

1T

A deep groan drew Steve’s eyes
to the right. The two trees next to
his also held men tied to them. Con-.
sidine and Mizenor. Mizenor was
the nearest. They were both uncoa-
scious yet. It was. Mizenor who had
groaned. He was stirring slightly.

Down the road from the knoll
came two struggling figures. As they
approached, Steve recognized the
stocky form of Flecknitz, dragging
with him the futilely struggling fig-
ure of the little servant, Petrus. )

Flecknitz dragged the servant
close up to Steve’'s troe. On the
ground near by lay several lengths
of rope, and three sharpened stakes
similar to the ome in Walczek's
body.

Petrus, slight aand frail, was

- 8quirming in the stocky man’s grip,

resisting bitterly, silently, but in-
effectually., Suddenly Petrus
stopped struggling, bent his head.
and bit viciously into Flecknitz's
hand. The stocky man uttered a
gasp of pain, then cursed violently
and struck Petrus a wicked blow on

‘the side of the head. The little serv-

ant slumped, and Flecknitz seized the
front of his coat and shirt in a big
paw, set himself to deliver another
blow. The coat and shirt ripped un-
der the weight of the little man’s
body, and he fell to the ground at
Steve’s feet, moaned, and lay still,
face up.

Steve looked down, and his body
stiffened at what he saw. He hoped
Flecknitz hadn’t noticed, and was
relieved when the stocky man said,
disregarding Petrus’s body, *“I see
you have revived, my good detec-
tive. Your constitution must be
strong. It would be better for you if
you were not so hardy; it is easier to
die with a stake through your heart
when you are unconscious—like
these two.”

Steve’s voice was steady with a
great effort. ‘“You're going to kill us
all—with those stakes?” .

Flecknitz nodded. In the gloom
he loomed squat, almost deformed.
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“The same as I killed Walczek.
Then I wiil take the coronet. I will
not be suspected. It will be thought
that they were killed by this ‘Neme-
sis’ that Mizenor feared.”

“You doped our drinks?”

“No. Petrus did that. It must have
been he who wrote that message on
the door. He, too, must have had de-

. signs on the coronet.”

Flecknitz picked up one of the
stakes. “I will dispose of you three
now, Then I will throw Petrus in the
lake, weighted down. They will
never find him.” He lifted the stake,
stepped over to the tree that held
Mizenor. “Would you like to see
your client die? Watch!" He had
the stake gripped by the thick part,
whittled point toward the doctor's
pody. He drew his arm back, set
himself for the blow.

Steve could do nothing. He
struggled against his ropes—use-
lessly. At the last moment he closed
his eyes and turned his head away.
He heard the impact of the stake in
Mizenor’s flesh, heard Flecknitz
grunt as he delivered the death
blow. He was still a little giddy from
the doped cocktail and found it dif-
ficult to open his eyes again. Asin a
daze he heard Fleckmitz pick up
another stake, heard another horrid
impact, a scream, and a grunt. That
would be Considine. His turn was
next.

E opened his eyes after what
seemed an age of frightful ex-
pectancy of death. In reality it had

only been a moment. He saw the two

bodies to his left—Mizenor and
Considine. Mizenor was dead, but
Considine took his time about dying.
He was threshing about in his ropes,
the stake that had pierced his body
doing a strange macabre jig in the
air as he jerked. A moment more
and he stiffened and was quiet.
Steve felt strangely detached, un-
comprehending. Even when Fleck-
nitz picked up the third stake and
stood poised before him, stake
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raised in the air, eyes a littte wild
Steve felt nothing but a queer sort
of numbness. The region of his body
around the heart tingled queerly,
as if preparing to receive the point
of the stake driven by the muscled
arm of the stocky man. He couldn't
close his eyes now, could only stare
fascinated at Flecknitz, waiting
helplessly for death.

And then, from the top of the
Imoll there came a deep glow, fol-
lowed by a gush of fire that rose
into the night air. The cabin, in-
visible to them from that spet, was
on fire. It burned fast; flames shot
to the sky.

Flecknitz glanced in that direction,
suddenly became like a8 madman.
“The cabin!” he exclaimed.

Steve said hoarsely, more to him-~
self than to the other, “Considine’s
cigarette! It started the blaze!”

But Flecknitz had forgotter him.
‘“The coronet!” he shouted wildly,
thickly. “It's in there!” He had for-

.gotten Steve, forgotten everything

but that bauble of diamonds for
which he waa murdering men hide-
ously.

He dropped the stake, raced up
the knoll, cursing madly.

Steve was fully awake now,
aware of his danger. The three
bodies bound to the trees were mute
if horrid evidence of the death he
had so narrowly missed.

Somberly he gazed down at the
slowly stirring form of Petrus, close
to his feet. He saw again that which
Flecknitz had failed to see. Petrus’
body was bared at the throat where
the coat and shirt had been ripped,
revealing a creamy white skin, the
soft contours of a woman’s form.
Petrus was a woman!

Steve reached out with his foot. It
just touched Petrus’s knee, and he
poked. “Petrus!’”” he shouted.
“Petrus!” '

The woman stirred, moaned,
raised to her elbow. Steve could see,
now that he knew, that the small
slim shape, the delicately formed
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head, could be’ none other than
feminine. The voice had been husky,
passed well for a man,

The woman gazed about her
dazedly for a moment, let her eyes
rest on Steve in a sort of dull query,
then flicked them toward the bodies
hanging gruesomely in their bonds.
She uttered a scream, buried her
face in her arms.

Steve said, “Never mind the hys-
terics. Flecknitz has gone to get the
coronet out of the cabin—see.the
fire? He’'ll be back soon and go on
with the operations. He intends to
throw vou in the lake and blame
our murders on vou. Get up, will
you! Don’t lie there and wait for
him to come back. Untie these ropes
for me!”

Half dazedly she got to her feet,
fumbled with the knots' behind
Steve’s tree. She kept her eyes on
the knots, studiously avoiding the
horrible corpses that lined the road
on either side of them.

While sne worked, Steve said,
“Why did you dope the drinks? Are
you von Surtep’s sister?”
~ “Yes,” she said. in a low voice.
“That day in the forest when these
four beasts killed my brother and I
fled screaming, I vowed that I
would follow them around the
world if necessary and make them
pay. Also, I swore to get back the
coronet which had been entrusted to
Walther and return it to its righttul
owners. When the revolution in
Hungary was crushed, the family
estates reverted to me, so that I had
all the money I needed to accom-
plish my purpose.”

She had one of the knots apen,
unwound a length of rope. Steve
could now move his shoulders. She
set to work on th8 rope that held

his wrists behind the tree. From be- -

hind the kmoll the flames licked up
toward the sky, burning hungrily.
“I found them here in New

York,” she went on, “and got a ;job -

with Mizenor. I reversed the spell-
ing of my name, called myself Pet-
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rus instead of Surtep: I shaved my
hair and padsed for 2. man. When
they came up here, I knew they
would bring the coronet along. I am
the mysterious buyer they were. ex-

. pecting. I wrote.the message on the

door. I didn't know where the coro-
net was hidden, and I wanted to
frighten them into bringing it out.”

She got the last knot free and-
Steve stepped away from the tree,
flexed his muscles. She held her coat-
together at the throat, looked up at
him helplessly, “Flecknitz must have
got the inspiration from that mes-
sage I left. He killed Walczek,
planned to kill the others. Then.
when .he failed to drink the cocktail
I had prepared, he saw his chance;
you were all helpless. When he
saw me, he realized that I was:the
obvious- one to be. accused of .the
murders.” .

Steve seized her shoulder. “Here
comes Flecknitz!”

HE stocky man was coming

down the road: in one hand was
the stake, while under the otherarm .
there rested an oak box almost a
foot square. When he saw them, he
dropped the box and ran toward
them, poising the stake in the air to
thrust.

Steve’s hand slid to his pocket,
and he went cold. The gun had been
taken from him! Flecknitz was:only
a half dozen feet away now, and
literally launched himself through
the air at Steve, Steve dropped-to
the ground just as the point of:the -
stake swished past his head. The -
stake missed him, but Flecknitz’s
solid body struck his shoulder and
he was bowled over. Out of the cor-
ner of his eye, he saw the woman
running up the path toward the box

-that "Flecknitz had dropped. The
. sheet of fire from beyond theé knoil

formed a fitting background for the
scene of murder.

That was. all ‘the impression he
was allowed to gather, for Fleck-

- mitz’s heavy weight smothered him,
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and he felt Flecknitz's bulky hands
. ‘meet around his throat.

The breath was forced back into
his lungs; there was a queer con-
striction about his heart.

Desperately, he heaved, and they
rolled over and over toward the
trees, Flecknitz’s grip never relax-
" ing. He pounded weakly at the
other’s face, but the stocky man took
. the blows stolidly. His face was set
in 2 grim mask as he slowly rose to
" his feet, dragging Steve up by the
grip on his throat.

Steve's fists had cut his lip open,
blackened one of his eyes, but he
continued that throttling hold re-
lentlessly.

And then they heard the awful
scream from the woman. Steve’s
eyes were blurred, but Flecknitz
turned . his head, looked up the
knoll, and uttered a quick gasp. He
stepped back a pace, right into the
pool of blood before Considine’s
body. His foot slipped in the coagu-
lating liquid and his body shot back-
ward, landed with an ugly thud on
the concrete road, with Steve on top
of him. )

-Flecknitz didn’'t stir. Steve
breathed in deep, painful lungfuls
of air, then rose clumsily to his feet.
Flecknitz was dead. His skull had
cracked open on the concrete.

Steve made his way unsteadily up
the road to where the woman knelt
in the road over the open wooden
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box. She seemed stunned. Steve bent
to look, and saw that the box, plush-
lined, was empty save for a folded
sheet of paper.

- The woman was babbling inco-
herently now. Steve picked the
paper out of the box, unfolded and
read it by the lurid light of the
flames from the burning cabin:

My dear friends:

For sixteen years I have laughed at you as
well as at myself; four once honorable
gentlemen, turned murderers for a bauble
of jewelry. For sixteen years I have been
seeing von Surtep déad on the ground, with
the stake in his heart. And now that we
have a buyer, I cannot go on with it. I have
thrown the coronet into Brant Lake where
it can never be recovered. I am staying on
with you to the end of this flithy farce, be-
cause I must have my last laugh at youw
My life is worth nothing, so perhapa you
will kill me for this, and I will pay for my
part in the murder of von Surtep.

I am one of you, but I thank the Devil
that I can still lJaugh at you.

Yours,
ANATOLE, COUNT CONSIDINE

Steve looked up from the paper,
down the road, with a new sort of
respect, at the body of Considine,
whose face, strangely illuminated
by the reflection of the flames,
seemed to be still laughing at the
other corpses, even in death. Laugh-
ing with a sort of queer, sardonic
humor, much as he had laughed in
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A2 Short Short Surprise

Ink’s Jinx

By Anthony Clemens

of it, Kemmerer finally

cided upon strangling as the
best means of doing away with his
employer, Jake Banff. In the first
place, it would be a noiseless affair;
in the second place, Kemmerer was a
husky sort of fellow and kept himself
in trim despite his clerical job by do-
ing setting-up exercises every morn-
ing, while Banff was only a half-pint
man and would strangle easy.

So Kemmerer got up as usual at
six-thirty on Monday morning and
turned on the radio in his rcom. The
Freling family, with whom he lodged
in the squalid tenement on the lower
. east side, was used to that, and never
disturbed him, The station that broad-
cast the settmg up exercises wasn't
on the air yet; it would come on at
six forty-five.

He had not removed his clothes on
going to bed, and now stepped fully
dressed through the window onto the
fire escape. He was on the top floor
and it was a short climb to the roof.
He crossed two roof tops, opened &
skylight, walked down four flights
of stairs, and was in the street. Not
‘i soul was about.

As he hurried along, he cast a
Yance at the row of old-law flats and
made a wry face. What a sleazy place
to live in—unwashed stoops, dirty
“to let” signs, bedding being aired
from dozens of windows. Well, he'd
scon have money enough to get away
from all this.

The Banff Metal Works occupied a
two-story building two blocks away.
Jake Banff always got there at six-
thirty sharp, went over the memos
that Kemmerer had left for him the

FTER considering every angle
A de-

night before, and departed in his
truck to make the rounds in Long
Ialand, Connecticut or Jersey, as the
case might be, buying old metal. He
had buailt up a nice business in thirty
years, and being sixty-four now, and
alone in the world, had made a will
leaving the business to Kermmerer and
two other employees.

The only thing that made Kem-
merer glum on this vital morning
was the fact that the other two em-
ployees wouldn't even know enough
to thank him when they inherited
their share of the business.

He put on a pair of gloves, entered
the old building, and walked up the
flight of squeaking wooden stairs to
the second floor where the office waa
located.

Jake Banff had heard the steps and
was looking. up from the desk at
which he’d been working. When he
saw Kemmerer, he put down his
fountain pen and said, “Hello, there.
What brings you around so early?
You getting ambitious, maybe?”’ Thia
with a friendly grin, for he always
treated his employees as equals.

Kemmerer didn't allow himself to
hesitate. He had planned too well, and
time was important. He first went
over to a radio in the corner and
tuned it into the same station as the
one in his room. He told Bani¥, “T
couldn’t sleep, Mr. Banff, so I came -
o;zr. I got .something to see you
about.”

Barff laughed. “Always nuts about)
radio. Why did you ever buy a radio
for the office?”

Over the air came the voice of the
announcer. “All right, get ready
everybedy. Setting-up—" .
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Kemmerer nodded. He had put the
radio in the office just for this pur-
pose—to make sure there was no acci-
dental change in the program.

He crossed over to Banff.

The little old man must have seen
something peculiar in his eyes, for
he said, “Kem—what'’s the matter?’

Kemmerer’s face was hard. “Noth-
ing,” he muttered, and bent, put his
two hands around BanfP’s throat ....

Banff was weak, and old, and his
resistance was negligible. But his
body thrashed spasmodically; he
tried to shout, but the sound re-
sembled a croak more than anything
eise. In his eves there was astounded
unbelief. His arms flailed wildly, and
his fingers caught in Kemmerer’s
vest pocket, and the red Parkinson
pen the murderer carried was flipped
out. It sailed in a short are, and just
as Banff gasped his life out, it struck
tke floor and shattered to pieces.

EMMERER sat the limp, purple

faced body back in the chair
and swore to himseif. He stooped
quickly to recover the pieces. Then
panic assailed him. Suppose some of
the pieces should be overlooked by
him? Suppose they had fallen under
the desk? A clever detective might
find them.

He stood up, surveyed the room,
started to tremble.

Then his eye lighted on the desk,
and he grinned. Banff’s pen was lying
there, and it was exactly the same as
his. The boss had bought them both
at the same time,

EKemmerer picked up Banff’s pen,
capped it, wiped it off with his gloves,
and put it in his pocket. There was
one thing he’d have to remember,
though—DBanff always used green ink
in his pen—an old habit. He'd have
to change the ink; but not now, time
wag short. The voice of the instructor
was coming over the radio, “One-two-
three, one-two-three—” The exer-
cises were drawing to a close, .

He bent to the floor again. There
was only one piece of the broken pen
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large enough to retain prints. He
wiped it off carefully. The sack had
burst, splattering black ink on the
floor. He. shrugged. That couldn’t be
remedied." They’d know it was some
one else’s pen. They’'d surely check on
the three employees. But he’d have
the red pen—and he'd be sure to have
black ink in it when he was ques-
tioned.

He turned off the radio, switched-
the dial away from the station, took
a last look at the body of Banff, and
stole downstairs.

Four minutes to get to his street.
Two minutes to get to the roof of the
house he had come through. So far

- 30 good. Three more minutes and-he

was across the roof tops, down the
fire escape, and in his room.

His own radio was just saying,
“These exercises come to you through
the—"

He'd have to work fast now.
Stoner, the cop.on the beat over at the
Banff Metal Works, always said hello
to the old man as he left with the
truck in the morning. When Stoner
failed to see him today, he'd be sure
to go up and investigate. He knew
where Kemmerer and the other em-
ployees lived, and would surely give-
the addresses to the detectives, and
Kemmerer knew he could expect a-
visit from the police in a very short
time. He counted on that.

First he took out the fountain pen,
opened it, and squirted the green ink
it contained out of the window. Then
he filled it from a bottle of black ink
in his dresser.

He was careful to see that there
were no stains anywhere, that the pen

‘was dry on the outside and.showed

no signs of having been recently filled.
He tried it on his memo book and
noaded. It wrote good and black.

He replaced, it in his pocket, then
proceeded to strip off coat, vest, tie
and shirt. He turned off the radio
picked up a towel, and unlocked his
door.

Mrs. Freling was in the kitchen
preparing . breakfast. She called out
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a cheery “Good morning, Mr. Kem-
merer. You have good exercises,
Do ?” ) : :

He said, “Good morning, Mrs, Fre-
ling. I smell bacon. Turn my eggs over
this morning, will you? Then he
went on into the bathroom and
shaved. He was very cool. This didn't
surprise him; he had planned long
and well. The incident of the pen had
! been annoying, but he'd covered every
angle of that. -

He finished, taking his time. He
slicked his hair back and left the
bathroom,

MAN was waiting for him in

the kitchen. Mr. Freling was
eating his breakfast undisturbed, but
Mrs. Freling was fluttering about, ex-
cited.

SECRET AGENT “X"

he does every day. We heard the
radio.”

The detective looked at Freling.
“But you didn't hear him—did you?”

Kemmerer said, “Well, of all the—"

The detective stopped him. “Wait.
a minute—we can settle this quiclk,
if you'll cooperate. If you had noth-
ing to do with it, you'll show me what
I want to see, and then I can go.”

“What's that?” Kemmerer asked.

‘“Your fountain pen!” The detective
rapped it out, watching him keenly.

“My fountain pen!” Kemmerer
looked blank, then shrugged. “Olay.
If you want to act crazy—'

He went to his room, the officer fol-
lowing. The officer stood in the door-
way while he got out the pen, then
snatched it from him, removed the
cap, and wrote with it in his note

“Mr. Eemmerer!™ she exclnimed . book.

“This man iss from the police. He
wants—"

The detective motioned to her. “All
right, lady, T'll talk for myself.” He
turned to Kemmerer. “You been here
all moining?”

Kemmerer said angrily, “What do
you mean—have I been here all morn-
mg" What's it to you? What you do-
ing here anyhow ?”

The detective held up a placating
hand. “Don’t get excited. I'm just
checking up. Your boss, Jake Banff,
was choked to death at a quarter to
seven this morning !”

Kemmerer acted well. He had re-

hearsed. He clutched the detective’s-

coat. “Good God, no!” -

Mrs. Freling let out a little bleat.
Mr. Freling, with a mouth full of egg,
said, “Too bad. But Kemmerer had
nothing to do with it. He was in his
room doing setting-up exercises, like

He looked up disappointed. It had
written black. “I guess you’re all
right,” he said. “If this was Banff’s
pen it’d be filled with green ink. You
See, the guy who bumped Banff, took
the old man’s pen, as near as I can fig-
ure out, because his own got smashed
in the—"

He was interrupted by a loud rap-
ping at the outer door.

Mrs. Freling, who had come after
them and had been watching with
open mouth, went to answer it.

When she opened the door, an im-

~mense woman in a house dress came

in, carrying a pillow. She said in a
loud, angry voice, “I'm Mrs. Reilly,
from the flat below. An’ I wanna

know what you people mean by
- throwing green ink down on my bed-

ding what I was airing!” The pillow
case had a large green stain, hardly
dry yet, across the top.
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