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JEREMY RAYMOND KIRK — Senior partner of a private-investigation agency, one of the city’s leading citizens and member of the founding family of Kirkston.

JAMES THOMAS WEBBE, JUNIOR — Partner in the agency that has undertaken the destruction of the criminal gang threatening the remote city of Kirkston, California.

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

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

MICHAEL JENNINGS — Attorney and legal counsel for the agency.

JACK DESMOND — Local cab driver who becomes involved in the fight against crime.

POLICE COMMISSIONER LAWRENCE QUENTIN KIRK — Jeremy’s younger brother and head of the city police and supervisor of public safety.

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

CARYL KIRK – City Comptroller and family member.

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

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

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

OFFICER MACMILLAN STUART — Another honest cop doing his duty.

THOMAS JEFFERSON RAINES — City Attorney.

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

CRADDOCK, DILG, BAYLOR, KANDELL, and ANDREWS — Henchman of The Leader.

CHARLES LEE JACKSON, II — Author, film-maker, and adventurer who has compiled this narrative from personal observation and reports by those involved in this case.

THE BAT — A mysterious crusader for Justice.

And

THE OCTOPUS — Masked criminal mastermind plaguing Kirkston.

THE LEADER — Recondite villain directing a gang on a secret plot that involves the destruction of the city.
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The art of the cliffhanger is the art of misdirection. Like a stage magician, the creator of a serial should attract the eye away from the detail that saves the hero. For dramatic effect, to keep the audience coming back, only the exciting danger is presented – until the next chapter. Some filmed serials resorted to cheating, re-writing the climactic moments to provide resolution, but here you'll find no trickery or chicanery, merely the inclusion of additional details to explain the rescue. For the full effect, consider reading a chapter at a time; put down the book for a bit before continuing. From chapter two on, each installment will begin with "Foreword Titles", summarizing the previous action, and then resume the story, overlapping the cliffhanger but with the "take out", the resolution, presented. You're in for an exciting ride in this cliffhanger action thriller!
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All four men turned to see their black-caped enemy dropping as from nowhere. "Put those down and step away," he ordered, drawing both of his self-loading pistols.

(frontispiece – Chapter Six)
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Chapter One: The Biggest Little City in the West
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IT WAS LIKE a second New Year’s Day in the mighty metropolis of Kirkston, California, that day. The populace had had only the one day’s respite – city fathers not even that – as celebrating began anew, centered around downtown’s Victory Common and the Bijou Theatre across Main Street from the sharp point to which the park came, between the converging thoroughfares of West and East Victory Boulevards. Searchlights scanned the cloudy heavens, crowds became rivers marked by the eddy here and there of citizens jockeying for a better look at the celebrities convened in the broad forecourt of the cinema.

At the mike, and at the center of attention, as he usually was (if he had anything to say about it), Mayor Barry Kirk raised open palms to quiet the crowd.

“Welcome to our little premiere,” he said with ironic modesty. The film was the biggest thing to happen in the town since the V-J Day ceremony when the two Victory Boulevards – which formed a V from high overhead – had been given those names.

“In a few minutes the doors will open, and you’ll all be invited in to see this landmark film – the story of our town, from humble beginnings to its ascendance as central California’s hub of commerce and fiduciary responsibility.

“Tonight in attendance we have not only your beloved civic leaders, but our district Assemblyman, a representative of the Governor’s office, and the junior Senator of our state. And of course the film-maker who made this production possible, Mister Charles Lee Jackson, the Second.”

He gestured in my direction by way of introduction. I received only a smattering of applause; this was nineteen seventy-six, and my name wasn’t known all that widely outside of Hollywood. But I stood and waved at the crowd and took the mike.

“Thanks, Your Honor. It’s been a pleasure and a privilege to make this picture celebrating your fine city, and I hope all of you will enjoy it, and not be too harsh on me if I polished your history a bit in the re-telling.”

The audience, many knowing the dubious nature of the city’s founding, laughed. One group of people did not share their amusement. At right angles to the speakers’ platform sat a row of dour individuals.

From the left, Barry Kirk, who’d introduced me; Lawrence Kirk, commissioner of police; Caryl Kirk, city comptroller; his twin sister Carol, a dilettante; Gary Kirk, the kid brother on his way to Washington – if his father had anything to say about it; and the parents, Harrison Kirk and his wife Mary. Missing from the family portrait was Jeremy, second son and black sheep, who’d gone out on his own to be a private detective.

Jeremy and his partner, Jim Webbe, were working the crowd. Though the Commissioner had scoffed at the idea, the detectives were concerned about pick-pockets in the crowd, given that it was a cross-section of the populace, from the well-to-do, like the family’s rivals the Fletchers, to the poor working stiffs.

But they’d seen nothing, and no one had raised a ruckus, so maybe the Commissioner had been right... as far as he’d gone.

The big doors opened and the Kirk family ushered the crowd inside.

“KIRKSTON, CALIFORNIA,” THE narration began as the screen lighted up to an ærial view of the valley, “founded in nineteen-’o-one by Peter Kirk, who was known by his more colorful soubriquet as ‘Prospectin’ Pete’. That New Year’s morning he hung a shingle on a post outside a lean-to and declared the city official.”

As the narration continued, the crowd watched studio and location reconstructions of the events described. “Pete first came to California in eighteen eighty-one, convinced there was gold in these thar hills. He found a cave near a fertile valley in the Diablos and dug for yellow metal, and built a shack and a barn on the bluff above, and called it ‘Quartzite’, for the mineral he hoped to find.

“He never found it... there.

“But a few miles north he found an outcropping, the apex of a vein that proved to be a bonanza. A cagey ol’ codger, he hauled the gold over a hundred miles before staking the claim, and so managed to ward off the claim jumpers and owlhoots who’d plagued so many desert rats.

“He had a rough ten years when outlaws and eastern money-men tried to take him out, but by importing his entire family he held on. While he remained in Quartzite, the family split up and homesteaded almost the entire nearby valley. Though a small chunk of paradise, it was hemmed in by mountains on all sides and far from any railroad, which helped preserve its sanctity as a Kirk family stronghold.

“Further mining operations in the area revealed deposits of asbestos, lead, mercury, and oil in the region, encouraging the growth of the city, as more and more grazing land succumbed to progress and commerce and housing. Ever mindful of their land, the Kirk family withheld large sections for parks, schools, and playgrounds.”

Picturesque views of the countryside (played in some cases by Corriganville and other Simi Valley locations) filled the screen, along with shots of the river that lay along Kirkston’s southern border. Across this broad waterway, tall cliffs rose where part of the mountains had subsided in some long-ago earth tremor. The camera panned and tilted up to a shot of the massive Rock Dam, which, despite its name, was a modern stressed concrete structure.

“The Lewis River, which flows down to join San Lorenzo Creek, was tamed by civil engineers in the nineteen thirties, creating Lake Kirk behind the great Rock Dam. Hydroelectric generators provided ample power over the next decade for defense work. So proud of their contribution to the War Effort were the city fathers that when it was pointed out that two of the major streets – Main and Market – formed a V as seen from the sky, the streets were re-named West Victory and East Victory Boulevards.”

A shot from the Post Road, the main way into town from the south-west corner, panned from State Route One Hundred Ninety-Eight to a prominent sign.

“In nineteen forty-six, with the dedication of the new streets and Magnolia Park, a housing project in the north-east quadrant, Kirkston adopted a new slogan, proclaiming itself ‘The Biggest Little Town in the West’.

“Today, Kirkston celebrates its seventy-five year history, with... .”

It went on from there, crowing about its growth, its prosperity, the parks, the two airports, the schools and city college, the men it had sent to War and the advances they’d later made to Peace. I’d been very careful to point out the virtues and gloss over the faults: it was a promotional film, after all.

Nowhere in the hour that followed was there any mention of crime and criminals in the city of Kirkston, for, while the city was comparatively safe for a burg its size, it did have some outlawry.

Like the gang that was, at that very moment, breaking into the strong-room of the theatre’s offices next door.

AND WHILE I was sitting in the balcony watching the audience respond to my work, four men, all dressed casually but for the dark purple hoods over their heads were at their own jobs. Elastic bands inside the hoods kept them secured so they had no trouble seeing what they were doing.

One was standing at the office door, watching the hallway across which was the entrance to the theatre projection booth. One was at the window, watching the street. One was busy laying down empty croaker sacks. And the fourth was working the combination on the vault.

This last one had a stethoscope, and was leaning into his task, eyes closed and concentrating on what his ears told him.

“Got it,” he said softly, standing up and turning. He twisted the handle and pulled open the vault door, and the others came over for a look.

And got a surprise:

There was a man inside the vault, and he had a revolver aimed in their general direction!

“What th—?” a robber started to say.

“Back away, boys,” the man said.

The guy with the stethoscope yanked it away and started to throw it, but the gunman swung his pistol and said, “Don’t do it, Doc.”

He didn’t.

All four men backed up slowly. The man came out of the vault, his gun shifting from left to right as he did. “Just stay like that, boys, bunched up.”

The safe-cracker dropped his stethoscope, distracting the man for an instant.

But in that moment, one of the others kicked out, catching one of the canvas sacks with his toe and hurling it in the man’s face.

The gang tackled him instantly, carrying him to the floor and raining blows upon him before he could respond.

As the man’s head lolled sidewise, one of the gang drew a pistol.

“No,” said the safe-cracker. “They’d hear it.”

The pistol was returned reluctantly to a pocket.

“Turner, tie ’im up and gag ’im,” the safe-cracker ordered. “Let’s get the dough stashed.”

While Turner did his job, the three others collected their sacks and filled them with the cash receipts from the vault, everything the movie-house had accumulated since Christmas Eve, including the token admission charged to the citizenry for that night’s event.

In five minutes the cupboard was bare and its defender tucked up safely, as far as the robbers were concerned.

TURNER LED THE gang out. Checking that the hallway was still clear, he beckoned the others to follow. They proceeded to the end of the hall, where a fire door was propped open with a wedge.

This led to the theatre stairs to the rear parking area, and the men descended in silence. They could’ve made some noise – the film had reached a scene of an old-timer telling about the last stagecoach hold-up in town, which I’d had to shoot down in the Santa Susana Pass.

The valiant guard upstairs in the office groggily regained consciousness about this time, and, realizing his predicament, struggled to free himself. His wrists were bound behind his back, but no one had searched him, and though his revolver lay across the room, he was able to retrieve a hold-out pistol from his ankle.

One shot into the manager’s desk raised quite a row.

Next door in the projection booth, Jeremy Kirk, watching the audience through the keyhole windows, alerted instantly to the sound, and bolted for the hallway.

In the office, he knelt beside the captive. “Jim! Are you all right?”

His gag removed, Jim Webbe said, “I’ll live. Get me loose. Th’ place’s been robbed.”

In seconds, the two detectives were on the trail. 

“They must’ve gone out the back,” Jeremy said, pointing. “Kent’s at the front steps.”

They scrambled down the stairs.

“What happened?”

“I’m too smart for my own good,” Jim said. “They did go for the cash. But I got suckered.”

“Lucky you didn’t get shot.”

Jim’s response was curtailed as Jeremy Kirk burst through the fire door out into the parking lot, and ducked for cover beside the trash dumpster. Jim held back at the door. He’d recovered his revolver along the way, and he covered the area.

Both men looked around. Nothing was moving. But there was noise.

“...Engine idling,” Jeremy said. He pointed. “Over there.”

Jim nodded, and both men moved to close in on the sound from different angles. It took a few minutes to maneuver among all the parked cars and stay safe, but they presently converged on the source of the engine noise.

And were at a loss to explain what they saw.

“ALL FOUR OCTOPUS men,” Jeremy was explaining to his brother an hour later, “trussed up like leftover Christmas presents.” They were in Larry’s office, after having dealt with the immediate problem.

Larry Kirk, two years younger but looking, with his graying temples and stern countenance, at least five years older, still seemed uncomfortable in his dinner clothes, even though he’d undone the black tie the Old Man had demanded he wear for the premiere. At least the jacket was now draped over his chair.

“That doesn’t make sense.”

Jeremy, comfortable in his regular suit and tie, shrugged. “Tell me about it.”

“No, you tell me: why was Webbe alone in the vault, and why didn’t he stop them before they got away?”

“Just bad luck. He had ’em covered, but they’d brought sacks for the loot, and one of the gang kicked one in his face.”

Larry Kirk frowned.

“But we did catch them,” Jeremy pointed out.

“You didn’t catch them. You said they were already tied up in the getaway car. And without the loot!”

Jeremy seethed a moment. “I know. Somebody hi-jacked the robbery.”

Larry Kirk stood, collecting his jacket. “Let’s go find out who. Sawyer’s got them down in the tank.”

Downstairs, the “tank”, the preliminary holding area in the basement, was a large room that also served as the location of a line-up, with a separate section where witnesses could sit in the dark to identify suspects.

The Kirks found Police Chief Sawyer and Jim Webbe facing the line-up of four felons across the glass partition. Both areas were lighted at the moment.

The four men were no longer masked, and all were known to the police.

Sawyer introduced them, though only Jim didn’t know their names. “Turner, Wilson, Voight, Dimler,” he said, gesturing from left to right. “All two-time losers, all suspected of working for the Octopus.”

“Never heard a’ him,” claimed Dimler.

That was OK: all of the others had.

The Octopus, as he’d styled himself, was a mysterious figure who was working some sort of racket in Kirkston; had been for over two years. First a rumor, then a possibility, finally a force with whom to be reckoned, he seemed to have an arm in every type of crime a typical mid-sized city would have. Extortion, numbers, burglary; anything that paid off with minimal risk – to the Octopus.

“Well, I expect you’ll be hearing from him,” Sawyer said. “You think he’s going to believe that some other gang hi-jacked the theatre loot?”

The four exchanged worried looks.

Turner said, “Sure. We got caught, didn’t we?”

“Did you?” Larry Kirk spoke up. As he stood up, he shot Sawyer a quick wink before proceeding. “We didn’t find the loot. The only witness can’t swear that you pulled the job, only that four masked guys did and we found the masks on you.

“But the real robbers could be framing you four fine fellows. Since we can’t prove they didn’t, I think we’ll have to release you.”

The four men again looked at each other, considering the implications. If the cops let them go, the boss would never believe their story.

“LOOK,” DIMLER SAID anxiously, “y’ gotta believe us. We pulled th’ job. Knocked that guy on the head and ran. A buncha guys ambushed us out in th’ parkin’ lot.”

The Commissioner sighed. “...Maybe. But why would a bunch of free-lance burglars knock over the movie house? And how did you know about the week’s receipts?”

Dimler and Turner looked at each other.

Dimler turned to the cops. “We... we got our orders from the boss.”

“The Octopus?”

Dimler reluctantly nodded. The other crooks warned him to shut his trap, and not in verbiage that’s fit to report.

“Take ’em out,” Sawyer ordered. “Not Dimler.”

Once he was alone with the cops, he squealed. “Look, y’ gotta protect me. Yeah, we get our orders from the Octopus.”

“Who is he?”

Dimler shrugged. “I don’t know. None of us do.”

“Who you trying to kid?” Sawyer demanded.

“No, honest. None of us have ever seen his face. He’s like one of those comic-book bad guys. Always wears a mask – a white hood, covers his whole head, with cloth arms down the sides like a’ octopus. Just eyes, no mouth hole. Y’ can’t recognize his voice, it’s always muffled. He gives orders over the phone, or at th’ hideout.”

“You better know where that is,” Sawyer warned.

“Y’d never be able to protect me if I tol’ y’ that!” Dimler whined.

Sawyer and then Larry Kirk hammered at him, but he remained obdurate on the matter. At length they gave up.

“All right, put him with the others,” the Commissioner ordered.

Jim watched as two uniformed officers led the suspect away. A thoughtful expression came over him.

“Commissioner, are you going to put the prisoners in jail suits?”

Larry Kirk nodded.

“Could we borrow their street clothes?”

Larry squinted at him. “Why? Whaddaya got in mind?”

Jim splayed his hands. “I was thinking. The city’s a little short on investigative officers. We’ve got a lab at our office, and a few pretty good detectives. Maybe we could cook up something.”

Larry looked at his brother, who nodded.

“We-el-ll, OK. We’ll collect their clothes and effects, but you’ll have to sign for ’em,” Larry said. “—And let us know what you find out.”

Jim smiled. “Well, of course, Commissioner. We just want to help.”

Larry Kirk growled. “You’re just lucky I trust him,” he said, thumbing a gesture at his brother.

As they left, Jeremy asked Jim, “What do you think we’ll find?”

Jim shrugged. “Maybe nothing. Maybe a clew to the hideout of the Octopus.”

THE HIDEOUT OF the Octopus – or at least his meeting room – was a rather ornate, fairly large room, appointed with Chinese décor. The walls were portioned with arches, in each one of which stood a carved figure representing an icon of the Chinese Zodiac, and behind each of which was a mural relating to the statue.

A massive table dominated the room, its design matching the dozen chairs pulled up to it, five on either of the long sides and one at each end. Low-key lighting gave the place a haunting atmosphere, with only one lamp shining brightly on one seat.

Seven men sat around the table that night, each wearing one of the purple hoods to match those worn by the men now in custody. Their body language indicated nervousness.

They looked up as a door at the far end of the room opened and a figure entered.

He wore a tan double-breasted suit and his head was completely covered with a cowl. The white hood had arm-like stripes that reached down from the neck, one gathered as a neck-tie, two forming the lapels of his suit, two running down his arms, three trailing down his back.

This, matching the rudimentary description given by Dimler, could only be one person.

“The Octopus,” gasped one of the hooded men.

Though these criminals had worked with him for months, and had attended meetings like this, they still sat in awe of their mysterious chief.

He took his seat in the spotlight.

“Report,” he said.

The nearest flunky spoke. “The raiding team sent to the theatre has not reported. Two of my men have gone to investigate.”

“Two of my men,” the Octopus said, sternly.

“My apologies,” the underling said. “I mean, two of the men who work with me.”

“You needn’t have bothered. I am far more able to gather intelligence than any of you. Voight and his partners are in the hands of the police.”

“Then we lost the loot?”

The Octopus nodded. “But so did the police. Someone hi-jacked our job and got away with the cash. And left no clews for the law.”

The spokesman cursed under his breath.

“Voight and the others have refused to speak, except for Dimler. He squealed about me, but nothing dangerous to us.”

“The rat.”

The Octopus raised a hand, shaking it side to side. “No. His coöperating may make the police less possessive of him. I’m arranging for legal counsel to try to get him out on bail. Even if he can’t, the mouthpiece will be able to meet with Dimler. He may have clews he withheld from the cops.

“Because whoever these people are, it’s your job to make sure they don’t interfere with us again.”

The underlings nodded their understanding.

FIVE OTHER HENCHMEN understood their duty, that night – or early morning – as they arrived at a very different sort of redoubt. It was a small room in an office building just off of East Victory Boulevard, a five-story brownstone with old metal-frame fire-escapes on three sides.

The small room had a window overlooking the fire-landing at the rear of the top floor, and the men who entered found their chief standing on that landing, watching through the open window.

This figure had some similarities to the other masked menace. A double-breasted suit, this one gray without any trick piping, and a white turtle-necked shirt. But instead of a hood, this one had a translucent plastic false-face, a simple Hallowe’en mask that blurred the features of the wearer, and a patently phony toupee.

The men who arrived were plainly dressed, no masks or disguises, and two of them presented croaker sacks bulging with their bounty.

“We got it, boss,” said one, a tall fellow with thinning hair. “Just like you said. They walked right into us.”

“Of course, Baylor. I leave nothing to chance.”

Another henchman spoke up. “Do we split the loot now?”

Their boss’s voice registered impatience. “Baylor will apportion out your salaries, Craddock. We require most of the money for operating expenses.”

Craddock seemed disappointed, but shrugged it off. He, like the others, had been drawing a weekly stipend since Thanksgiving, and this was the first actual work they’d had to do. So staying on the payroll would be enough, he figured.

“Baylor, your instructions are on the table,” the boss remarked.

Baylor went to the Parson’s table under the window and collected a sheaf of yellow pages.

“The top sheet is the map indicating the boundaries of our project,” the boss said. “The rest are about the next job. Your target is the city bus terminal at Fourteenth Street. Your work must be completed by Monday evening.

“And then the city will learn that The Leader is a force with which they shall have to reckon!”

ALL UNKNOWING OF the danger ahead, the staff of the Offices of Kirk, Webbe, and Craig – Private Investigators was nonetheless hard at work early in the morning. I stopped by on my way out of town; I was acquainted with Jim from a sojourn he’d had in my stomping grounds, that is, Los Angeles, a year and some earlier, and we’d become friends.

The team consisted of Jeremy and Jim, senior partners, siblings Kent and Chris Craig (who’d had a long debate over which Craig’s name was on the door), and their pet legal counsel, Mike Jennings. Mike was over at the Cop House inquiring after the suspects from the theatre job. Kent was doing paperwork. Jeremy was going through the Ledger, the city’s number-one (of three) newspaper.

Jim and Chris, who had a more personal than business relationship, were rooting through a pile of what looked like the detritus of misspent lives.

“Hello, Mister Jackson,” Chris said brightly. “Come to help?”

Jim gave her the side-eye. “He’s got better things to do.”

I made peace. “Well, Jim’s right. I’m on the way home; got a shoot Monday morning. But I’ve always got time for friends, especially if they’re busy crushing crime.”

Jim handed some junk to Chris and gestured for me to follow
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