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HOW IT ALL BEGAN
Over four hundred years ago, a large British merchantman was attacked by Singg pirates off the remote shores of Bangalla. The captain of the trading vessel was a famous seafarer who, in his youth, had served as cabin boy to Christopher Columbus on his first voyage to discover the New World. With the captain was his son, Kit, a strong young man who idolized his father and hoped to follow him as a seafarer. But the pirate attack was disastrous. In a furious battle, the entire crew of the merchantman was killed and the ship sank in flames. The sole survivor was young Kit who, as he fell off the burning ship, saw his father killed by a pirate. Kit was washed ashore, half dead. Friendly pygmies found him and nursed him to health.
One day walking on the beach, he found a dead pirate dressed in his father's clothes. He realized this was the pirate who had killed his father. Grief stricken, he waited until vultures had stripped the body clean. Then on the skull of his father's murderer, he swore an oath by firelight as the friendly pygmies watched. "I swear to devote my life to the destruction of piracy, greed, cruelty, and injustice, and my sons and their sons shall follow me."
This was the Oath of the Skull that Kit and his 7
descendants would live by. In time, the pygmies led him to their home in Deep Woods in the center of the jungle where he found a large cave with many rocky chambers. The mouth of the cave, a natural formation, carved by the water and wind of centuries, was curiously like a skull. This became his home, the Skull Cave. He soon adopted a mask and a strange costume. He found that the mystery and fear this inspired helped him in his endless battle against worldwide piracy. For he and his sons who followed became known as the nemesis of pirates everywhere, a mysterious man whose face no one ever saw, whose name no one knew, who worked alone.
As the years passed, he fought injustice wherever he found it. The first Phantom and the sons who followed found their wives in many places. One married a reigning queen; one a princess; one a beautiful red- haired barmaid. But whether queen or commoner, all followed their men back to the Deep Woods, to live the strange but happy life of the wife of the Phantom. And of all the world, only she, wife of the Phantom, and their children could see his face.
Generation after generation was born, grew to manhood, and assumed the tasks of the father before him. Each wore the mask and costume. Folk of the jungle and the city and sea began to whisper that there was a man who could not die, a Phantom, a Ghost Who Walks. For they thought the Phantom was always the same man. A boy who saw the Phantom would see him again fifty years after; and he seemed the same. And he would tell his son and his grandson; and his son and grandson would see the Phantom fifty years after that. And he would seem the same. So the legend grew. The Man Who Cannot Die. The Ghost Who Walks. The Phantom.
The Phantom did not discourage this belief in his
mortality. Always working alone against tremen-

 
dous—sometimes almost impossible—odds, he found that the awe and fear the legend inspired was a great help in his endless battle against evil. Only his friends the pygmies knew the truth. These tiny people, to compensate for their stature, mixed deadly poisons for use on their weapons in hunting or defense. But it was rare that they were forced to defend themselves. Their deadly poisons were known through the jungle, and they and their home, the Deep Woods, were dreaded and avoided. There was another reason to stay away from the Deep Woods—it soon became known that this was a home of the Phantom, and none wished to trespass. ,
Through the ages, the Phantoms created several more homes or hideouts in various parts of the world. Near the Deep Woods was the Isle of Eden, where the Phantom taught all animals to live in peace. In the southwest desert of the New World, the Phantoms created an aerie on a high sheer mesa that was thought by the Indians to be haunted by evil spirits and became known as Walkers Table—for the Ghost Who Walks. In Europe, deep in the crumbling cellars of an ancient castle ruins, the Phantom had another hideout from which to strike against evildoers.
But the Skull Cave in the quiet of the Deep Woods remained the true home of the Phantom. Here, in a rocky chamber, he kept his chronicles, written records of all his adventures. Phantom after Phantom faithfully wrote his experiences in the large folio volumes. Another chamber contained the costumes of all the generations of Phantoms. Other chambers contained the vast treasures of the Phantom, acquired over centuries, used only in the endless battle against evil.
Thus, twenty generations of Phantoms lived, fought, and died, usually violently, as they followed their oath. Jungle folk, seafolk, and city folk believed him the same man, the Man Who Cannot Die. Only the pygmies knew that, always, a day would come when their great friend would lie dying. Then, alone, a strong young son would carry his father to the burial crypt of his ancestors where all Phantoms rested. As the pygmies waited outside, the young man would emerge from the cave, wearing the mask, the costume, and the Skull Ring of the Phantom; his carefree happy days as the Phantom's son were over. And the pygmies would chant their age-old chant, "The Phantom is dead. Long Live the Phantom."
This story of The Golden Circle is an adventure of the Phantom of our time—the twenty-first generation of his line. He has inherited the traditions and responsibilities created by four centures of Phantom ancestors. One ancestor created the Jungle Patrol. Thus, today, our Phantom is the mysterious and unknown commander of this elite corps. In the jungle, he is known and loved as The Keeper of the Peace. On his right hand is the Skull Ring that leaves his mark—the Sign of the Skull—known and feared by evildoers everywhere. On his left handr—closer to the heart—is his "good mark" ring. Once given, the mark grants the lucky bearer protection by the Phantom, and it is equally known and respected. And to good people and criminals alike—in the jungle, on the seven seas, and in the cities of the world—he is the Phantom, the Ghost Who Walks, the Man Who Cannot Die.
Lee Falk New York 1972





CHAPTER ONE



The slender blonde girl smiled as she reached out and put her arms around him.
He'd never seen her before.
The speeding night train lurched just then, causing him to cross the threshold into his compartment. While he was off-balance, the lovely blonde kissed him.
Then, easing around him, she pushed the compartment door shut. "I'm so glad you're back, darling. Whatever took you so long?"
He was a big man, broad-shouldered and tall. Right now he was wearing dark glasses and a belted raincoat. "I thought I knew most of the games people play," he said. "But this is a new one. Who are you?"
Putting one slender hand to her mouth, the girl backed off. Behind her, the window shade had been pulled almost all the way down. Only a thin strip of darkness, splattered with rain, showed. "I don't," she said, "I don't understand you, darling. What are you trying to do to me?"
The Phantom didn't reply. He stood with his back to the door, gloved hands on hips, watching the girl. He was returning on a New York bound train from a trip to Chicago. Though he preferred living in the Deep Woods, on the dark continent where he'd been born, the Phantom did frequently travel, to hunt down a criminal, to carry out an important mission. He'd chosen to go by train because he had Devil, his trained wolf, with him. In fact, he'd just been in the baggage car taking a look at the big gray animal.
And now here was this pretty young blonde in his compartment. He gave her a faint smile. "If you're in some kind of trouble, miss, tell me and maybe I can help," he told her. "But if you're thinking of trying some kind of con, you've come to the wrong place."
"You keep on. . . ." She hesitated, felt out behind her, dropped down onto a blue-gray seat. "You keep on acting, darling, as though you really don't know me. Is that any way ... any way to. .. ." She brought both hands up to her face and began to cry.
Not moving, the Phantom continued to watch her. She was dressed in a simple, short-skirted navy-blue suit. Her long hair was pulled back, held with a twist of black ribbon. On the left lapel of her suit coat was a golden pin. About the size of a half dollar, the gold pin consisted of a circle pierced by an arrow. This was the first time the Phantom had seen the emblem. He didn't then realize how important it was going to be to him during the next few days.
The girl said, "Is this any way to act on our honeymoon, darling?" She looked hopefully up at him, rubbing at the corner of her eye.
The Phantom laughed. "Honeymoon? This gets better and better." He took three steps toward her. "Suppose you drop the act and tell me what. . . ."
Her eyes widening, the girl looked beyond him. "Aunt Beth, something awful has happened."
Turning, the Phantom saw a gaunt woman of fifty stepping into the room. She clutched a large straw handbag to her narrow chest. Before she spoke she gave a quick nod to the girl, and tapped one boney hand on the side of the purse. "Why, dear, you've been crying." She turned on the Phantom. "Young man, what have you been doing to this poor child?"
The Phantom held his gloved hands out, spread n part in a gesture of mock defeat. "Ladies," he said, "it's late. Whatever silly game you're contemplating isn't going to work. So let's call it a night, shall we?" I To strode toward the door of his compartment, reach- ing for the handle.
"Freeze right there, buddy boy," ordered the gaunt older woman.
"Why, Aunt Beth," said the Phantom, noticing the gun in her hand. "A .38 special. A fine thing to bring on a honeymoon." ,
"Shut up and get away from the door, buddy boy."
He shrugged, moved to the other seat and sat. Crossing his legs, he locked his hands around his knees. "One doesn't run into many train robbers anymore. Is that what you ladies are?"
Ignoring him, the older woman asked the blonde, "Was he here when you got here?"
"No, he came in a few minutes afterward."
"Good, good." She kept the black revolver aimed directly at the Phantom while she talked to her partner. "'Then he didn't hear anything."
"I told you," reminded the slim blonde, "nobody could hear anything anyway. What with all the noise of the train and the storm and you put a cushion...."
"That's quite enough, dear," cut in the gaunt woman. She let out a raspy sigh and sat down beside the trim blonde. "We'll wait here a few moments with buddy boy before we go on our merry way."
The Phantom nodded toward the wall of the adjoining compartment. "Something happen next door?"
Neither of the women replied.
"Let's see now," continued the Phantom. "Since I get the distinct impression that .38 of yours has been very recently fired, Aunt Beth, I'd guess. . , ." "You'll guess yourself right into a pine box, buddy boy," Aunt Beth assured him. "You just see to. . . ."
There was a knock on the door.
The blonde said, "We've been with you since dinner, should anyone ask."
Aunt Beth lowered the hand with the gun into her large straw bag. "This is still pointing right at your middle, buddy boy."
The knock was repeated.
"Yes, come in," said the Phantom.
A red-haired girl in the uniform of a railway stewardess looked in "Is there something I can get you before the porter makes up your bed, sir?"
"Let me think now," said the Phantom.
"I'd like a pot of tea," said Aunt Beth, standing. "Would that be too much trouble, dear?"
"Not at all, madam."
"And here's a little something for you." Turning her narrow back on the Phantom for a moment, the gaunt woman handed the stewardess something out of her straw bag.
"Why, thank you." The door closed.
Scowling at the Phantom, Aunt Beth produced the .38 special. "We'll be bidding you a fond farewell now, buddy boy."
"You mean you're not staying to tea?" Slowly he stood to face her.
"Regretfully," said the young blonde, "no."
The train gave another sudden lurch. This one threw the gaunt woman forward.
Leaping, the Phantom grabbed her gun wrist in both hands and brought it down on his knee.
"Damn you!" the gaunt woman cried as she dropped her weapon.
The Phantom dived to retrieve the gun. All at once the room lights went out. Something hard swung
down through the blackness. It struck him just above the ear and he fell.
He heard scuffling, then the compartment door opened and closed. He lost track of the next few moments. The pounding of the train wheels came to him through the floor after a while, shaking him wake. Rubbing at his head, he got up and clicked the lights back on. His dark glasses and the .38 revolver lay on the rug. He leaned, carefully, and picked them both up.
The glasses were back on his eyes and he was holding the pistol in one gloved hand when the door opened again. 
"Did you . . began the stocky dark man out in the corridor. Then he spotted the gun. Jerking a snub nose .32 out of a belt holster, he suggested, "Don't make a move. Put the gun on the seat. Now get up and turn toward the window."
The Phantom did as he was told, remarking, "Some honeymoon."
CHAPTER TWO



The dead man seemed to be kneeling in prayer. He was slumped over the compartment seat, legs bent and touching the floor. There was a fuzzy bloodstain, darkening toward black, on the carpeting. His window shade was down, showing only a sliver of the night as the train traveled through it. Lights flickered outside in the rain, yellow, red, green, and were gone. Some small town on the way to New York.
"Now what do you know about this?" the stocky man asked the Phantom, gesturing toward the body with his thumb.
"Nothing," he replied.
On the seat next to the dead man's head was the singed pillow which had been used to muffle the shot. A few tiny twisted feathers from the stuffing had fallen into his thin gray hair.
The chief conductor, a huge pink-colored man, was standing fretfully beside them in the corridor. "I'm so glad you were on board, Lt. Colma."
Colma, the dark stocky man who'd escorted the Phantom to the compartment next to his, answered, '1 don't like flying. I always take the train when I have police business in Chicago."
"Thank goodness, we have a New York policeman with us this trip," said the fat pink conductor. "When the porter looked in there a few moments ago and saw. . . ."
Touching the Phantoms elbow, Lt. Colma said, "Let's go back to your compartment. We'll talk in there."
The fat conductor asked, "What about . . . what about Mr. Pieters there?"
"I've already wired ahead for a lab crew and a hoodoo wagon to meet us at Grand Central," replied the police lieutenant. "Get a couple of your own people to stand guard out here in the corridor. Nobody in or out."
When they were back in his compartment, the Phantom said, "I had nothing to do with that fellow's death, lieutenant. But I think I can tell you who did."
Colma was wearing a loose fitting sharkskin overcoat. He reached into one of the bulging pockets for a pack of cigarettes. "I really ought to quit smoking," he said, shaking a cigarette onto his palm. "But the best I can do is cut down to a pack a day." After lighting the cigarette with a wooden match, he produced a thick steno notebook and a stubby pencil. "According to your reservation, your name is Walker."
"That's right." Whenever the Phantom traveled in the more civilized parts of the world, places where he was sometimes required to have a name, he called himself Kit Walker. Far off in the dense section of the jungle known as the Deep Woods, they called him the Ghost Who Walks, and he derived his cover name from that.
"I'm betting the .38 I took out of your hand, Walker, was the gun that killed Pieters." He touched the pocket which now held that gun. "Want to tell me about it?"
"You're with homicide in New York?"
The dark stocky Colma glanced across at him. He was holding the stub of a pencil between the fingers of his left hand like another cigarette. "Eight now I'm with robbery division," he said. "Which is why I'm doubly interested in you. I didn't find anything on you when I frisked you before. Later, we'll take your little room here apart, and your luggage."
"Something was stolen from Pieters?"
"You didn't know, of course."
"I had a pretty good idea," replied the Phantom. "One of the two women who came into this compartment after the shooting had something in her purse which she passed on to the stewardess."
"Oh, so?" The dark bushy eyebrow over Colma's left eye rose. "Two ladies was it?"
"Three counting the stewardess."
The lieutenant transferred the pencil to his right hand. "Okay, Walker, suppose we cut the bull. Tell me what really happened."
"Who was Pieters?"
"He works in the jewelry district of Manhattan. And he happened to share my feeling about airplanes," said the stocky policeman. "I suppose you didn't know any of that either."
"No, but it fits in," said the Phantom. "Then they must have taken jewels from him."
"Exactly right. A packet of gems worth over $200,000," Colma said. "Pieters was a smart man, able to take care of himself. Besides which he was armed. I'd really like to know how he let you walk in and get the drop on him"
"I imagine the blonde was the one who got through his defenses," observed the Phantom. On the window next to him the rain was slamming hard. "She has a very innocent exterior."
"You're sticking to this yarn about a bunch of dames?"
"Because it's the truth."
Grunting, Lt. Colma reached up to push the serv-
ice buzzer. "Okay, Walker. We'll talk to the stewardess for this car. I'll ask her if she saw your lady friends, or if she happens to be a jewel thief herself. Then we'll get back to reality."
"Have there been other robberies like this one?"
"This is the first one on a train in a long time." Colma was doodling in the notebook margin, but his eyes were on the big man opposite him. "We're fairly sure down on Center Street there's at least one big jewel theft ring operating in and around New York City at the moment. These boys don't balk at killing. This job tonight could be their work." He sighed out smoke. "But you already know all this, Walker. Don't your
The Phantom said, "You ought to be searching the train for those women."
"Train hasn't stopped anywhere since Pieters was killed," answered the squat lieutenant. "Nobody's going anywhere the train isn't."
There was a knock on the door. Then a lean black man, wearing a crisp white jacket, looked in. "Yes, sir? What can I do for you?"
"Where's the girl who acts as stewardess in this car?" Colma asked.
The porter checked his watch. "Oh, she went off duty two hours back. These days, sir, we don't have round the clock...."
"You sure the girl hasn't been here within the last hour?" asked the policeman.
"Yes, I am, sir. I made up Miss Toshiko's bed myself well over an hour ago."
The Phantom sat up. "The stewardess is Japanese?"
"Oh, yes, sir."
"And she's the only one?
"We only have one girl now, sir. These days. . . ."
"Okay, thanks," said Colma. "That will do it for now."
"The girl I saw was a redhead." The Phantom started to say something more, then stopped. He'd noticed an object on the rug glistening in the light from the corridor. When the porter was gone, he said, "Look at this, lieutenant."
"Costume jewelry," snorted Colma. "Not what I'm after."
"The girl who was here tonight was wearing this."
The lieutenant made a dismissing gesture at the golden arrow pin. "Walker, I've been as amiable as I intend to be. Your story, to put it mildly, stinks. You heard what the porter had to...." He stopped talking to cough. 1 really ought to quit smoking." He coughed a few more times and wiped his nose. "Okay, now are you going to tell me about what happened to Pieters?"
The Phantom had been studying the golden arrow. It was fashioned from an odd sort of gold. He closed his fingers over the emblem. "All right, lieutenant," he said. "Here's what actually happened. I went into Pieters' room, clutched up his pillow like this. . . ." The Phantom grabbed the pillow from the seat beside him and hurled it straight at the police lieutenant.
Colma's cigarette went spinning toward the metal ceiling, sending off sparks. "Heyl"
The Phantom reached out, gave the stocky man one careful chop on the side of the neck. He spun on his heel, diving for the door.
After expelling a groan, Colma fell over unconscious.
The Phantom knew he couldn't convince the New York cop he was innocent. It wouldn't do to be arrested and grilled. The only alternative was to get away, now.
The fat pink conductor was still out there in the corridor, pacing with waddling steps. "Is everything okay?"
"Yes, of course, Lt. Colma wants me to bring Miss Toshiko to him." Before the conductor could say anything further, the Phantom hurried away. When he was between cars, he said to himself,
"Now to get Devil."
CHAPTER THREE


Lt. Colma's chin was keeping time with the rhythm of the train wheels. He came gradually awake, found his chin digging into the blue-gray compartment seat. "Ugh," he said, yawning and sucking in air.
After rubbing at the side of his neck, he elbowed himself upright. "That guy's a pro, whoever he is."
The wobbly police lieutenant stood. He took a few uncertain steps. His hand happened to brush at a pocket of his rumpled overcoat "Huh, that's funny." Walker hadn't bothered to remove the .38 revolver from Colma's pocket. "Why didn't he take that with him?" Still a little unsteady on his feet, Colma pushed out into the corridor.
"How's the investigation coming, lieutenant?" asked the huge cherub-faced conductor.
"Just great What you might call jim-dandy."
"Now there's an expression I haven't...."
"Which way did that guy go?"
"You mean Mr. Walker?"
"Him, yeah."
"Why, that way," replied the fat conductor, pointing. "He said you'd told him to go fetch our stewardess."
"I didn't" said Colma. "What else can he do in that direction?" "Any number of things." The enormous man lifted it corner of his blue vest and scratched his stomach, thoughtfully. "He might have gone to see his dog."
Huh, he's traveling with a dog?"
"Yes, it's in the baggage car, four coaches forward, lieutenant," said the conductor. "Quite a large animal. You might almost say...."
Lt. Colma was already walking fast, not listening to the fat man.
In the next car, another sleeper, he encountered the porter. "Seen that Walker guy?"
"Why yes, sir."
"Where was he going?" 
"He didn't say, sir."
The stocky lieutenant hurried on, breaking into a trot.
He went through the coach cars more slowly, glancing rapidly at all the seated passengers. The lights were dimmed, many of the people were sleeping or frying to.
Colma came to the baggage car finally and found
the door locked. Standing in the swaying pass way between cars, splashed by gusts of wet wind, he crouched and studied the lock. It looked as though
t had been recently tampered with. Squeezing one hand into a fist, the lieutenant pounded on the door. "Open up in there," he ordered. "Come on, come on. This is the police."
No answer came.
The night train thundered on, clattering and rocking through the storm.
The lieutenant hit the door again, his fist slamming against the ocean-blue safety glass. "You're not going anyplace, Walker! If you're in there, open up!"
From inside the baggage car came the sound of Glass shattering.
Drawing his .32, Colma fired at the door lock.
Then he put his shoulder to the door and shoved hard.
The door swung inward.
There were no lights on in the musty-smelling car. Colma threw himself to one side, so that the faint light coming through the open door would not silhouette him.
To his right a crate of pigeons were making soft gurgling cooing sounds. A cat had awakened in a wire-sided traveling case and was wailing with great sadness.
Standing in the shadows among stacked trunks, Lt. Colma felt the rain-laden wind on his cheek. He narrowed his eyes and made out that one of the baggage car windows had been smashed out.
Carefully he went over. The few fragments of glass which had fallen inside crunched underfoot. The lieutenant peered out. Rain slapped him in the face. "Huh, what the hell," he said. "Don't tell me he jumped."
After he found the light switch, the lieutenant made a rapid tour of the car. There was no one hiding there. And no sign of any big dog.
"Could both of them have jumped?" Colma leaned back against something. He realized it was a crated coffin and moved.
Then he noticed the clothes. Walker's tan overcoat and the rest of what he'd been wearing were in a pile on the car floor. "Is he out there naked as a jaybird?" The stock policeman quickly went through the discarded clothes. He found nothing, no scrap of paper, not even a label or laundry mark.
When he finished he shook a new cigarette out of his pack. "Still two left. That's not bad. Maybe I can cut down to half a pack a day pretty soon." As he lit the cigarette his eyes fell again on the crate which held the coffin.
Colma crossed to it, felt at the nails. "Sealed up tight." he observed. "But I wonder. Maybe Walker smashed that window, then ducked inside one of these big trunks or crates. Better check it out."
A half hour later the stocky lieutenant wiped his forehead, lit his final cigarette, and admitted to himself "Nope, they must have jumped."
The Phantom had gone rolling and tumbling down the muddy hillside. He was in excellent shape and he notonly knew how to jump but also how to land.
beneath the civilian outfit he'd donned for his sojourn among relatively civilized men he wore the skintight uniform of the Phantom. He had stripped to thet in the train in order to give himself unencumbered mobility for the leap to freedom.
"A little muddy," he remarked, standing up. "But no great harm done."
Devil, his gray mountain wolf, had leaped along with him. Surefooted, the great animal came padding up to him now, nuzzling his master's side.
"Good boy," the Phantom told him. He scanned the rainy dark. The last lights of the Manhattan bound train were tiny blurred dots far off. "So much for Lt. Colma of the New York City Robbery Division."
In the distance he heard the swish of highway traffic. "Don't think we want to head that way, Devil. Although we want to get out of this storm for a while. No need for the good lieutenant to know where we landed. Let's head up that hill over there and find ourselves a less traveled road."
As the masked man began trudging through the field the wolf fell in at his side.
In his hand the Phantom still held the golden arrow pin the blonde girl had lost in his compartment. "We could simply forget about this business tonight,
Devil," he said. "Hop a jet and get back to Bangalla and the Deep Woods."
The Phantom tossed the pin once, caught it. "But there's been a murder done. We're going to find our lethal pair of lady friends."
The wolf gave a low growl.
CHAPTER FOUR


the community of Thornburg is approximately 152 miles from New York. It has a population of just under 11,000; a small town which the railroad tracks rut almost exactly' in half. Because Thornburg is a small town, patrolman Wally Reisberson of the municipal police patrols alone in his three-year-old sedan.
He was cruising along West Street at 3:00 A.M., listening to an all-night talk show on the transistor radio he kept sitting next to him on the seat. Thorn- burg was usually quiet at this hour and his police radio receiver emitted only static. On his transistor a woman with a nasal voice was telling the host about her first-hand experiences with extrasensory perception.
Patrolman Reisberson slowed at the intersection of West and Mandell streets. The rain was really coming down. There were instants between the flicks of the wipers when he couldn't see out the windshield at all.
. . not more than three months later the very exact thing actually did happen to me. Well, not the precise same . . ." the ESP woman was saying.
Reisberson saw a wolf.
He hit the brake a bit too hard, causing his patrol car to skate a few feet sideways and hit the curb.
Parking where he landed, Reisberson took his flashlight from the seat, turned down the transistor and unsnapped his holster flap. The city council of Thorn- burg hadn't approved the new budget this year, so there weren't enough police raincoats to go around. Reisberson wore a nonregulation transparent vinyl poncho.
Pulling the garment over his head, he slid cautiously out the car.
The rainwater was billowing along the gutter, sputtering and splashing, carrying away a day's litter.
Reisberson was certain he'd seen a large gray wolf turn down the alley between Orlando's Quick-Pizza and the West Street Haberdashery. There hadn't been any reports about wolves running away from the zoo or a circus. It was odd.
Waiting at the mouth of the alley, Reisberson shined his big flash in. Garbage cans, soft-drink cartons, cigarette butts. No wolf.
Reisberson had the habit of rubbing his tongue over his prominent upper front teeth when he was thinking. He did that now.
Shaking his head, he started down the alley. Maybe The wolf was hungry and had been drawn to Orlando's kitchen.
As the patrolman passed the back door of the haberdashery he noticed it was a good half inch open. How many times had they told Eisman to put in a burglar alarm system? He'd always said he put his faith in the municipal police and their night patrols.
Reisberson stood, holding his breath, out in the hard rain. Gingerly he reached out to push at the door. It swung a foot open before it made a high- pitched squeeking sound. Something moved inside the darkened clothing store.
Hopping through the opening into the black room
beyond, Reisberson sprayed the room with light as he drew his police special.
Later when he repeated his story to his superiors this was the part where their faces took on strange expressions. Nonetheless, Reisberson swore he saw a large powerfully built man in some kind of tight-fitting costume and mask go jogging out the front door. Close at the masked man's heels was the gray wolf.
"Halt or I'll fire!" warned patrolman Reisberson.
'they didn't halt. In a few seconds they were gone In the rainy darkness outside.
Heisberson bounded through the racks and counters of menswear. He went sideways out the front door, shouting, "Stop, come back! This is the law!"
The street was empty. The rain hit hard on the pavement. The street lamps glowed a distant moonlight white.
"Lets see what they took."
When he shined his flashlight beam on the cash register, Reisberson said, "I'll be darned." Seventy-five dollars in crisp bills was stuck to the face of the ornate old register with a piece of tape.
Reisberson eyed the fresh money, decided he'd better leave it alone. He trudged out to his patrol car to report in. Nothing like this had ever happened to him in the six and a half years he'd been a cop.
The roof leaked. Rain dripped down from the flaked ceiling of the shadowy living room, splashing into the half-dozen puddles on the bare wood floor. The rain, still falling hard and heavy, drummed on the shingled roof of the boarded-up farm house. The weathered planks nailed over the windows and doors groaned and creaked in the wind. An old weathercock up on the roof spun, gratingly, in the gusts.
Stretched out on the stones before the big cold fireplace was Devil. The gray wolfs jaw rested on one forepaw and his eyes were closed. There was a tenseness about him, a readiness even in repose.
The Phantom stood by one of the blind windows. He had changed into the slacks, shirt, and sport coat he'd unconventionally purchased in Thornburg. He'd removed the cowl of his costume. A pair of dark glasses rested atop the raincoat folded on a dry stretch of floor nearby.
"Well stay here until the storm lets up, which it should do by morning. We're still about a hundred and fifty miles from Manhattan," he said. He looked down once more at the golden arrow pin in his hand. "That's where the answers to this puzzle are, in New York City."
Turning, he began to roam about the abandoned living room, facing a zigzag course between splotches of damp. '1 wish I'd been able to talk Lt. Colma into searching the train for those three women. Could they have gotten off the train somehow? Pretty tough trick for a woman to try, jumping from a moving train." He laughed a short laugh. "Still, if they can kill a man they can probably do most anything."
The Phantom held the pin up between thumb and forefinger. "Since I couldn't follow my blonde friend to her hideout, I'll use this to lead me to her."
He settled into a dry corner of the room. Folding his arms he said, "A couple hours sleep will help."
Exactly three hours later, as the thin light of daw was fighting through the drizzle, the Phantom awok Moments later he and Devil were on the road again.
CHAPTER FIVE



Lt. Colma sat in his swivel chair with a plastic cup of coffee in one hand and his fifth cigarette of the morning in the other. About three feet above his dark head at the spot where a little thin sunlight was shining on the wall, the smoke from the cigarette mixed with the steam from the hot coffee. The stocky robbery division detective watched the single misty column go spiraling up toward the dingy ceiling. After a few moments, he looked again at the top of his buttered desk. "Huh," he said.
In the doorway, a big moderately shaggy man was standing with an assortment of loose papers in his hand. This was Detective First Class VerPoorten. He knew better than to interrupt the lieutenant when he was in one of his thoughtful moods. He'd been waiting until Colma stopped contemplating the ceiling. "Got the ballistics reports, Lieutenant," he announced now.
"The bullets match, don't they?"
"Yep." VerPoorten eased into the office. "That .38 special was used to shoot Pieters twice in the chest."
Lt. Colma put one knobby hand on the report on his desk which had started him thinking. "And the only prints on the damn gun belong to a woman," he said. "A woman who, so far, doesn't seem to have a record."
"Yep," agreed the big VerPoorten. He dropped down into the only other chair in the room.
"So, maybe Walker was telling me the truth."
"Maybe."
"But, then why did he and his dog jump off the damn train?"
"Guilty conscience?" suggested VerPoorten. He fished a memo out of the sheaf of papers in his big fist. "So far there's been no trace of the guy. Nobody's spotted him, or his dog."
After a deep drag on his cigarette, Colma said, "Those three women."
"The ones this Walker guy claimed pulled the job?"
"Those three women, yes. I should have followed up on that"
"Oh, by the way." VerPoorten consulted another piece of paper. "A Miss Toshiko of the railroad reports one of her spare uniforms was stolen from that Chi to New York train last night."
"Huh, that's jim-dandy," said Colma. "It's starting to look like Walker was giving me a straight story. Which means, VerPoorten, I had three members of the damn jewel ring riding on the same train with me and I let them get away."
"Possibly four," said VerPoorten. "From what you tell me, this Walker guy didn't act like what you call an innocent bystander."
"He may have had something else entirely on his mind," said the lieutenant. "I don't know."
"Sooner or later," said VerPoorten, "some of their stuff is going to turn up. They can't keep sitting on a couple million bucks worth of stolen jewels."
"They may not be. They could be fencing it."
"We haven't dug up any evidence of that."
Colma slapped the fingerprint report on his desk. "And we don't have anything on this dame who see
to have shot Pieters last night. But that doesn't mean she didn't do it"
reluctantly VerPoorten nodded his head. "Here's
something else we ought to cover." He was studying
another sheet of paper, a yellow one this time. "Mrs. Mott Smith "
Mirs. Mott-Smith?" Colma stubbed out his cigarette. . . is going to attend a charity costume ball and rock concert in Greenwich Village this evening," explained VerPoorten. "She intends to wear the famous eye of Isis ruby."
She's going to show up with the real thing, not a copy?"
real thing," answered the big detective. "She says she feels prickly all over when she wears imitations and besides this is for a good cause."
Problems. Everybody's got problems." Colma drank some of his coffee. "God, this stuff is awful this morning
"Yep."
"Okay, we'd better have somebody there to watch Mrs. Mott-Smith's bauble."
The chipped black phone on his desk rang.
"robbery division, Colma. Huh? Where was that?" Ho grabbed up a pencil, wrote quickly on a memo pad. "Ask them to follow up on this." Pronging the phone, he told VerPoorten, "Somebody saw Walker last night."
"Good. Where was it?"
"Up in Thornburg, sometime around three in the morning. Patrolman says a guy and ... and a big wolf broke into a clothing store."
"What did they steal?"
"Nothing. Walker took some clothes and left seventy-five bucks to pay for them."
"He's commencing to sound less and less like what you call your ordinary criminal."
"A wolf," murmured Colma. "The guy has to be some kind of acrobat to have made a jump off the damn train. And he's traveling with some kind of wolf dog."
"Should make him easy to find."
The lieutenant was frowning at the notes he'd made of the phone conversation. "He also seems to have been wearing a costume and mask."
"You mean that's what he took from the clothing place?"
"No, that's what he had on when he broke in. 'Some kind of close-fitting costume, boots and a mask,' ao cording to the patrol guy." Colma took another sip of the terrible coffee. '1 don't know, VerPoorten, this is starting to sound like a crazy one. I don't like these screwy ones."
VerPoorten said, "We should be able to pick up Walker sooner or later. He's probably, him and his wolf dog, huddling under some overpass right now."
"I wouldn't bet on it," said Lt Colma.
CHAPTER SIS



The Woolrich was a quiet and sedate hotel on Park Avenue in the East Thirties. By eleven o'clock the sun was shining brightly into the ninth floor room of the man registered as Devlin. He was a large, good-looking man, dressed, in a sedate English-cut suit which lio'd purchased not quite two hours ago in a Madison Avenue shop. He had the New York Times open on 11 ie rosewood coffee table before him. He had on dark glasses and, at about nine o'clock that morning, had acquired a small stylish moustache.
He went carefully through both morning papers, pausing now and then to drink some of the orange juice from the small glass which rested on a white saucer near the edge of the table. He did all this with gloved hands.
The Phantom had gotten into New York City a few minutes before nine that morning. He was alone, and liad arrived by bus. His faithful Devil he'd boarded nl a kennel a hundred miles outside New York, in a town where a helpful truck driver had set them down. You couldn't disguise Devil, so he'd have to stay safe u nd out of sight while the Phantom investigated the riddle of the golden arrow.
The Times contained only a paragraph about the murder and robbery of Pieters. The News gave it more
attention, and a photo, on page three. Neither newspaper account made any mention of the Phantom, under his Walker name or otherwise. Apparently Lt Colma wasn't giving the media that information just yet.
Finishing the orange juice, the Phantom got up. "Let's start looking for the golden arrow girl," he said to himself.
A dozen or so blocks from his hotel, in a narrow lane between two high-rises, was a small antique and jewelry shop run by a dapper seventy-three-year-old man named Goulet. The Phantom had dealt with him before, on previous visits to Manhattan, and he knew the little Goulet had a considerable knowledge of the j jewelry business, legitimate and otherwise.
Goulet was alone in his small cluttered shop preparing himself a pot of tea. "Ah," he smiled as the Phantom strode in, "it is Mr...."
"Devlin," said the Phantom.
"Mr. Devlin, to be sure," said the little old man. "Time has hardly touched you at all, while myself . . . ah."
The Phantom remarked on the wrinkled Goulet's appearance of robust vitality, then drew the golden arrow pin from his pocket. "What can you tell me about this?"
Goulet reached under the counter, brought up a tin of tea biscuits. He pried off the lid, selected two thin biscuits and shut up the box. After placing the two biscuits beside his teacup, he stuck his jeweler's glass into his left eye. "Allow me to examine it, Mr. . Devlin."
"I hear there's a fairly successful gang of jewel thieves operating hereabouts," remarked the Phantom while the little old man studied the golden arrow.
"As always," said Goulet, "where there are jewels there are those who wish to acquire them."
 
"You know nothing about them?"
"A most interesting pin." He popped the glass from Ills eye and caught it in his free hand.
Smiling at the old man's evasion of his question, the Phanntom asked, "The pin's not machine-made, is it?"
"Ah, no. This is a handcrafted item. Most certainly," the old man assured him. "The metal is quite unusual, a gold alloy of some sort. Quite unusual."
"Who made the pin?"
Goulet set the golden arrow very carefully on the glass counter top. Picking up one of the tea biscuits, tin took a dainty bite. "At best I could but hazard a
guess."
"Hazard away." !
After chewing meticulously on his tiny biscuit for almost half a minute, Goulet Said, "The craftsman you seek might just be a young man who operates a shop down in the Village. He calls himself Sweeney Todd, though that is quite obviously not his name. His is shop is located on Morse Lane, just off Bleeker."
"And what makes you think this is his work?"
Goulet brushed a minute crumb from his upper lip with his little finger before replying. "A man's style is as easy to recognize as his handwriting," he said, "to an expert. There are several signs which indicate this pin was fashioned by the young man who calls himself Sweeney Todd. I know, further, he is much taken with the idea of odd alloys."
The Phantom asked, "Would you say Sweeney Todd is honest and upright?"
"I was about to add a word of caution," replied the old man. "It might not be advisable to question Sweeney Todd too openly. No, I suggest you don't walk Into his place of business and ask him directly about the pin, if you understand my drift?"
"That I do," said the Phantom. "Now what about the jewel gang we were discussing before?"
"There is nothing positive I can tell you." Goulet poured tea into his fragile china cup. "However, I shouldn't be surprised if you learned more about it in the very near future. Yes, very near."
"Thanks." The Phantom placed two folded bills on the counter, took back the golden arrow pin.
'Thank you," said Goulet, not touching the money. "Do you have time for a cup of tea?"
"No, but thanks."
"Ah, perhaps some other time."
Pocketing the golden arrow, the Phantom left the little shop.
Sweeney Todd's Jewelry & Handcrafts Boutique occupied a wide brick-faced store on a short narrow street in Greenwich Village. The display window was filled with simple silver bracelets, bead necklaces and dangling medallions. Two lean young men in overalls and nothing else were coming out of the shop as the Phantom approached it. To the left of the doorway a frail old man with a substantial beard was bent over searching a wire trash container. He salvaged a mint condition copy of the Wall Street Journal and shuffled off reading its front page.
Glass chimes tinkled as the Phantom opened the door and entered Sweeney Todd's. The big high- ceilinged room smelled of teakwood and a musky incense. From a speaker hanging on a rafter came very low Indian sitar music. There was no sales counter. An antique cash register, rich with Victorian filagree, was propped on a red painted apple barrel. The shop was empty of people.
The Phantom roamed the bare wood floor. He found a tray of pins set out on an iron-legged table. There were pins based on the signs of the zodiac, pins using Egyptian motifs and pins inspired by a variety of other symbols and signs. But there were no golden arrows on display, nor were any of the costume pins made of exactly the same gold alloy as the one in his suit pocket.
"I can see you," came a girl's voice. "In case you were thinking about pocketing something. Though, on second thought, you look too substantial for that."
The Phantom turned toward a curtained rear door to see a pretty black girl step through. She was tall, utmost five feet eleven, wearing a sleeveless orange |n scy and tan corduroy bellbottom pants. There was n gold pin at her left breast but it was not a golden arrow. "You're not Sweeney Todd," said the Phantom.
"You're very perceptive," replied the Negro girl as shecame nearer. "You always wear shades indoors?"
"Not always."
"Not that I don't know a lot of folks who do," said the girl. "You look too straight, though, to be one of that kind." She circled him, one hand on her chin, her elbow held in the other hand. "No, I'd say you were maybe in . . . well, maybe in communications. Except your hair isn't long enough and your tan's too good."
"I do a lot of outdoor work. What's your name, by the way?"
"Nita."
"Nita," the Phantom repeated. "Well, Nita, I'd like very much to talk to Sweeney Todd."
"Um." The pretty black girl looked over her shoulder at the old-fashioned Regulator clock mounted on one bare wall. "Not quite two o'clock yet. He's not even likely to be on his feet yet. And as to when he'll be dressed and presentable, who knows?"
"He lives on the premises?"
"Nope," grinned the girl. "Only me, me and a sizable army of cockroaches live on . . . the premises."
"I'm anxious to see him," the Phantom said, "on business. Business which could benefit him." "Don't tell me you're selling insurance or something?"
"No, I'm buying," he answered. "Could you give me his home address."
"Nope, no way." She had her chin on her fist again and was making another circuit of him. "Tell you what."
"What?"
'1 know for a fact exactly where Sweeney Todd'll be tonight," said the girl. "I can sell you a ticket."
The Phantom laughed. "Is he that tough to see, that I have to buy a ticket?"
"He's working on the committee for the Artists' & Writers' Charity Ball & Folk Rock Concert," explained the black girl. "That's going to be tonight, starting at ten o'clock over in the Westlake auditorium on Houston Street. Seven fifty for a ticket. This way you'll be sure to see him."
The Phantom took a ten dollar bill from his new wallet. "Okay, I'll try that, Nita."
"I probably will be there myself," she said as she pulled the bill from between his fingers. "Hey, and you'll need a costume."
"I think I can come up with something," the Phantom told her.
CHAPTER SEVEN


The big, domed room was filled with people, soft shadows, and splashes of pastel fight. Six' iron pillars rose up to the ceiling. From a narrow balcony festooned with giant posters and blown-up photos a light machine was snapping flashes of pale yellow, crimson, and underwater blue down on the mingling, roaming, dancing crowd of costumed people. The air was hazy, Viuiously scented.
The Phantom was in his tight-fitting costume and mask now. In the crowd of revelers at the charity function, he looked almost sedate and conservative. A sparsely clad jungle girl bumped into him, murmured, "Sorry, man," and drifted on to catch hold of I lie arm of a young man with a pumpkin for a head. On a dais at the room's far end, five young men writhed, struggling with their electronic instruments to bring forth a blues' tinged blare.
A gorilla fell against the Phantom, causing him to step into a group of two girls and a black man. The Negro was got up as a gunslinger. The platinum- haired girl was chubby, disguised as a medieval queen. The other girl was dark-haired, oddly pretty. She was wearing a crisp ballerina costume, a lace trimmed domino. On the left side of her bodice was a golden arrow pin.
This dark-haired girl smiled at the masked man. "I'm trying to figure it out," she said.
"Figure what out?"
"Who you're supposed to be?"
"Some kind of superhero," suggested the black cowboy.
"Beau is into comics," said the dark girl, "and sees everything in that light. But really . . . what?"
The Phantom took hold gently of the girl's arm "Let me buy you a drink and we'll see if I can explain."
"Okay, you're on. Bye, group." The girl took the lead, pulling him after her through the costumed crowd.
"Hi, Mimi," called a passing clown.
"Is that you?" asked the Phantom. "Mimi?"
"Right. And you?"
"You can call me Devlin."
She looked back ova: her shoulder at him. "Okay, Devlin."
Up ahead a half-dozen brightly garbed people were clustered around a tall thin old woman, who was dressed in a fairy princess outfit. She wore a narrow royal purple mask, with similarly colored patches of makeup on her wrinkled cheeks. Round her neck hung a glowing scarlet ruby.
"Hey, look at that," said Mimi, slowing down to point. "The queen of the ball herself."
"Who is she?" asked the masked man.
"Oh, don't you know Mrs. Mott-Smith, Devlin? I thought anyone who was anyone in Manhattan knew the old girl."
"I guess I'm not anyone at the moment"
"Mrs. Mott-Smith is fantastically rich," the dark- haired Mimi explained. "One of the sponsors of this thing tonight. And that rock is real."
"Is it now?"
"Sure enough. They call the thing the Eye of Isis," said Mimi. "If a stone like that were mine, I'd wear it only in the privacy of my own home, with all the doors double-locked. But the old girl seems to subscribe to the philosophy of ... if you've got it, flaunt It."
"Yes," agreed the Phantom. "Speaking of decora- lions, Mimi, that's an interesting pin you're wearing, ii golden arrow. I don't believe I've ever seen one like II before."
"It's a family heirloom," replied Mimi. "Come, Devlin. Let's push on to the bar."
"An heirloom? Then I suppose I couldn't get one like it."
"Not a chance, no way." The girl's head turned to the right and then the left. She seemed to notice someone or something and nodded very quickly. She hurried on ahead dodging a fat man with a gigantic egg for a head. "It occurs to me, Devlin, you are very fond of asking questions."
"Am I?" He grinned at her.
After a second, she returned the grin. She said, Success is near, Devlin. There's the bar right up ahead. What say you fight through and get me something simple with scotch in it?"
The Phantom again took hold of the pretty dark girl's arm. "Let's try it as a team, Mimi."
"Be easier if you go. Don't worry, Devlin, I won't vanish like Cinderella. It's a long way to midnight yet."
Letting go, the masked man made his way to the makeshift drink counter. The bartender noticed him at once, served him in under a minute.
When the Phantom returned to the spot where he'd left Mimi, she was gone.
His eyes narrowed behind his mask. The girl didn't seem to be anywhere in the immediate vicinity.
"If you've got nothing else to do with that drink, I can use it."
The long, tall black girl who worked for Sweeney Todd was standing beside him, dressed in a full- length cloak with golden fastenings, "Good evening, Nita," said the Phantom.
One bare arm extended itself through a slit in the cloak to tap at the glass. "What is that, bourbon?"
"Scotch," answered the Phantom. "Originally intended for a girl named Mimi. Know her?"
"Nope, sorry," said the tall Nita. "But, listen, the reason I sought you out is that I have a message for you."
The Phantom passed the chill plastic glass to her. "A message from Sweeney Todd maybe?"
The girl sampled the scotch, then wrinkled her nose and puckered her hps. "Um, that's surely quality stuff," she said. "Yes, Sweeney Todd's in attendance and would like to talk with you."
"Fine. Point him out."
Nita's other bare arm extended from the cloak. "He likes privacy when he talks business, so he tells me. He's waiting for you in that room off the auditorium. See the door marked Private, Employees Only? There's a guy in a deep-sea diver suit leaning just to the right of it."
The Phantom nodded. "Thanks, Nita. Ill talk to you again later on." He turned his broad back on her, strode rapidly off through the crowd
He stopped before the metal door Nita had indicated. Two ghosts and a chubby vampire were talking to the young man in the diving suit They paid no attention to the masked man when he turned the handle and stepped across the threshold.
The heavy door closed behind him with a metallic click there was no light in the musty smelling room.
Sweeney Todd? called the Phantom 
Right behind you called a throaty voice me and this gun.
 
CHAPTER EIGHT


Chewing on a donut, Lt, Colma circled his venerable desk, scowling. The night city outside was loud and bright. "Jim-dandy," he said at last. Open on the desk top were two suitcases which the railroad had turned over to him. The luggage contained the clothes and other belongings of the man known as Walker.
In the door slouched the huge VerPoorten. He watched the lieutenant rummaging through the clothes and gear. He held a greasy white donut bag in one hand, a sheaf of memos and notes in the other. "Nothing?"
Not replying, Colma stuffed everything back in a rough approximation of its original order. He slammed each tan suitcase shut and walked away from the desk. "Either ready-made brands, or no labels at all," he said, watching the worn floor. "And not a letter, note, scrap of paper, or even a ticket stub."
"This Walker guy," said VerPoorten, "is starting to look like what you call a mystery man." He waved his handful of new memos. "No trace of him after his little escapade in Thornburg."
"Nobody saw that dog of his, or wolf or whatever it is?"
"No, nobody," answered VerPoorten. He dropped the papers on the nearest suitcase, then reached into
the sack for a donut. '1 like this kind, with maple frosting smeared on top."
Colma asked, "What about Chicago?"
VerPoorten shook his head. "Couple of railroad people remember Walker and his ... his pet, remember seeing them at the train station there in Chi. But so far, we can't trace him further back than that. Nothing as to where he was before he caught the train."
Lt. Colma got out Ms pack of cigarettes. Before taking one, he counted those remaining. "Huh, looks like I smoked two less today. Good." After lighting a fresh one, he asked, "How about those three dames?"
VerPoorten shrugged his big shoulders, gesturing with the half-consumed maple donut. 'Without any descriptions, it's pretty tough," he said. "Too bad you didn't get more details out of Walker before he did his dive. Anyway, no one on the train noticed three suspicious looking ladies. And that Toshiko girl hasn't any idea who swiped her spare outfit."
Colma was at his office window. The night was black against the smeared glass. "That's jim-dandy," he said finally. "Four people, four people plus a gigantic dog. They all vanish into thin air."
"You want to look in on that charity ball?"
Stretching his arms up over his head, the robbery division lieutenant said, "Might as well take a look at Mrs. Mott-Smith's Eye of ... what was it?"
"Isis."
"Yeah. Okay, let's head over to the place."
Verpoorten asked, "Want another donut?"
"No, I have to watch my carbohydrates."
"Maybe they'll come up with a health food donut," said the big detective, following Colma out of the office.
A girl in a grass skirt passed them, rustling, and remarked, "Those aren't much in the way of costumes."
"Huh," said Colma. He and VerPoorten were standing near the wall in the Westlake auditorium, watching the varied crowd.
"Thafs the Mott-Smith woman over there," said the big VerPoorten. "Old gal's done up like a princess."'
"Seems to have quite a following," observed Lt Colma. There were nearly a dozen costumed people circling the wrinkled Mrs. Mott-Smith.
"You can still see the ruby, though, in spite of the crush," said VerPoorten. "It's enormous."
"How many men have we got here?"
"Two, in costume," answered VerPoorten. "And the ball people have six uniformed private cops of their own spotted around."
"Should be sufficient to protect her and the ruby."
A Chinese girl dressed as a drum majorette paused in front of the two policemen. "Marvelous, marvelous," she said. "Wherever did you find those marvelous antique suits? They make perfect costumes, really nostalgic. You ought to win a prize." She fingered Colma's lapel before moving on.
"Huh," said the lieutenant. "This suit is only six years old."
"When you're young six years is a long time," said VerPoorten. The fluctuating lights turned his broad face gold, then watery blue, then pale scarlet
The lieutenant yawned, blinked his eyes, scratched his back through the thin cloth of his wrinkled suit coat. "All this noise and excitement, it just makes me sleepy," he said.
"You want to leave?"
"Yeah, we might as well." Colma pushed between a skeleton and a short musketeer. "I doubt anything. . .
Just then, the whole vast room went completely black.
There were gasps, laughing, a few shouted complaints. Cutting through all the other sounds came a sharp high pitched scream.
"That sounds like the old gal," said VerPoorten close to Colma's ear.
"We'll find out." He clicked on his pocket flash and aimed it at the place where he'd last seen Mrs. Mott- Smith.
She was not there now, although the circle of admirers was still intact. Colma's stripe of hght lowered, dropping toward the floor of the auditorium.
There on the polished yellow planks lay the old woman.
CHAPTER NINE



A few moments earlier, the Phantom felt the hard barrel of the automatic digging into his back. "You don't treat your customers too cordially, Sweeney Todd," he said into the darkness.
Behind him, Sweeney Todd's throaty voice replied, "You're not an ordinary customer, Devlin."
"Oh, so you know Mimi, too?" The masked man knew he hadn't given Nita his name.
"You're full of questions, to be sure," said the man with the gun. "Bight now, however, it's my turn to ask, your turn to answer."
"I don't think you've got much leverage," the Phantom told him. "I don't think you can afford to shoot me, not here."
"Can't I now? Just give a listen, Mr. Devlin."
The thick door blotted out most of the noise from the costume ball.
Sweeney Todd added, "A shot in your back won't even be heard out there. Keep that in mind, friend."
"The gang gets larger all the time," said the Phantom. "There's you, Nita, Mimi, not to mention the three ladies on the train."
Laughing, Sweeney Todd said, "You don't know the half of it, Devlin. And you probably never will. Now tell me who you are." "You already know that. I'm Devlin."
The gun end was shoved harder into the Phantom's back. "Who do you work for, friend? You're not a
cop."
"Let's simply say I'm interested in your operation."
"Let's tell me why."
"I'm a speculator, looking for a business to invest in," said the Phantom. "You golden arrow people appear to have a highly successful setup."
"So you do know about the organization? That's why you've been so darned curious about the golden arrow pins."
"They're your trademark, aren't they? You have to expect people to notice." J i
"Well," said Sweeney Todd, "we don't need any new members, Devlin. As for your...."
The Phantom felt the gun move away from his back, sensed that it was going to come slamming toward his head. He threw himself sideways in the black room.
His jungle trained senses had given him a pretty good idea of what the room contained, even though he could see almost nothing. There was clear space next to him, then some large object, probably a desk.
The masked man bounded across the clear space, diving behind the big wooden desk.
"You're only postponing the inevitable, friend," warned Sweeney Todd.
Silently, the Phantom grabbed up a wastebasket and chucked it across the room.
An instant after, it clanged into a water cooler, a flashlight came on and illuminated the spot.
The Phantom leaped up, vaulted the desk and sailed into Sweeney Todd.
The young man, glowing faintly in the light thrown back on him by the flash, was tall and thin. He had on a crimson devil suit. His satanic beard and moustache were real.
With one deft chop of his palm, the Phantom knocked Sweeney Todd's .45 automatic down.
The devil disguised young man spun, jabbing his flashlight toward the Phantom's stomach.
The masked man stepped back free of the jab and, feet planted flat, gave Sweeney Todd two swift blows to the chin.
One of the young man's devil horns popped free of his hood. He swayed, stumbled, dropped his flash.
The light clacked on the linoleum flooring, blinked and went out. There was blackness filling the room once again.
The Phantom crouched, moving toward the place he knew Sweeney Todd must be.
Then the door of the room was shoved open, letting in brightness and noise. "What's taking you so long?" asked a girl's voice.
Moving rapidly on hands and knees, Sweeney Todd, his devil tail flapping, crossed the room and ducked through the open doorway.
By the time the Phantom got there, Sweeney Todd was lost in the crowd.
"Shouldn't be hard to find a red devil," the masked man told himself.
He had been back in the auditorium a little more than thirty seconds when all the lights went out.
Lt. Colma dropped to one knee beside the fallen Mrs. Mott-Smith.
The old woman's conical hat had fallen from her head. She was moaning faintly and there was a reddening welt on her cheek. One wrinkled hand reached up toward her throat. She sat up suddenly, eyes popping open. "It's gone, it's gone." The Eye of Isis ruby, chain and all, was gone from round her neck.
Slipping his arm behind her shoulders, Colma said, Tm afraid so, Mrs. Mott-Smith. Do you have any idea. . .
"Who are you?"
"Lt. Colma, robbery division."
The old woman shook free of his touch. "You're a bit late. Where were you while I was being .. . being mugged?"
"Right over there," he answered. "Can you tell me anything about who...."
"No, nothing. I can't tell you anything."
All the lights came on. The tinted strobe lights first, followed by the bright overheads.
Colma helped the pale woman to her feet, stooping again to retrieve her prinoess hat. He turned to the group gathered around them. "I'd like all of you to stay right here. I'll want to take your statements."
A broad black man in a private eye costume said, "Come off it, man. I'm not going to spend. . . ." He started to walk away.
VerPoorten was behind him. "ItH only take a few minutes," he explained, gripping the retreating man's arm.
His eyes on the cluster of ten people, Colma edged over to his partner. "We want to search this bunch, too," he said quietly. "One of them may still be holding the ruby."
VerPoorten surveyed the room. "Door over there marked Private. I can herd them in there, while our other boys look around out here."
"Good idea," agreed the lieutenant. He had turned his head toward the door, frowning. "That guy over there in the tightfitting costume with the gunbelts. He looks familiar."
"Not to me."
The stocky Colma was moving toward the masked man. "Sure, I know him. It's Walker. Walker from the damn train." He broke into a trot. "Hey, Walker! Hold it right there. I want to talk to you."
The Phantom grinned when he recognized the lieutenant jogging toward him. He turned on one booted heel, went zigzagging through the crowd.
Colma snatched out his revolver. "Halt! That's an order, Walker!"
The Phantom kept moving, running. No one tried to stop him. Then he leaped up, caught hold of one of the steel support pillars.
Colma had been afraid to risk a shot. But now the masked man was above the crowd, climbing the pillar. The lieutenant stopped, stood wide-legged. He gripped the revolver in both hands. "Stop right there, Walker! Or I'm going to shoot!" he shouted.
The Phantom jumped again. He went arching through the empty air between the steel column and the narrow balcony where the light machines were.
A shot sounded.
But it came nowhere near the masked man. He had landed safely on the balcony.
"Get up there and grab him," Lt. Colma ordered nobody in particular. He went scurrying toward a stairway.
When he arrived up on the balcony, there was no trace of the Phantom.
CHAPTER TEN



A little after two in the morning it began to rain a Rain, a cold thin rain that fell straight down through the darkness. The night took on a chill smokey look.
The Phantom, still in tight-fitting costume and mask, was poised on the edge of the roof of a three-story building. He crouched then leaped off.
He dropped down ten feet through the cold drizzle, landing on his feet on the tarpaper which covered the roof of the building housing Sweeney Todd's shop. The masked man eased his way over to a dusty skylight which looked down into a hallway lighted by a single yellow bulb in a wall bracket.
After scrutinizing the skylight, the Phantom concluded there was no alarm system in operation. From his wide black belt he withdrew a small but highly effective glass cutter.
In less than a minute his gloved hand was reaching through to unlock the big window. And thirty seconds after that the Phantom was standing in the empty corridor.
The fine rain was flickering down through the hole he'd cut in the skylight, glistening almost golden as it fell by the yellow wall fight.
The masked man moved through the dark old building as silently as he moved through his jungle home. Not a board creaked as he descended to Sweeney Todd's shop.
A faint splash of street light fell into the main room of the store. This being Greenwich Village there was still some activity and noise out in Morse Lane. Laughter, shouting, and a young girl's voice calling out to Henry not to leave her behind.
Crouched and watchful, the Phantom cut across the shop. He pushed through the curtain and into the office. For some reason the night rain sounded heavier in here, and rainwater was gurgling fiercely down through a pipe which ran alongside the room's only window.
The Phantom switched on a gooseneck desk lamp. Sweeney Todd's desk was the old-fashioned rolltop kind. It had been painted a thick lemon yellow. Half of the cubbyholes were stuffed with papers and letters, but the remainder had been devoted to enshrining decorative objects. These held cat and dog salt shakers, porcelain Buddhas, paper roses, tiny stuffed toys, and miniature liquor bottles.
After he'd gone through several pigeonholes' worth of unsorted papers and bills, the masked man found an unused envelope with Sweeney Todd's home address imprinted on it. "The east 60s," the Phantom remarked to himself. "A nice address."
He spent another half hour carefully searching the place. He found nothing pertaining to the golden arrow gang.
He let himself out a back door. The rain was coming down more heavily.
Sweeney Todd sat straight up in his bed when the room lights came on. His devil suit was hanging over a chair near his bed and his .45 automatic had been left on a night table. Wakening, he reached out in the general direction of both. The scarlet Satan suit still
hung, rumpled, where he'd left it. The big gun was
gone.
The Phantom was at the foot of the young man's bed. One booted foot rested on the bed frame. The masked man's arms were folded over his knee. From one hand an automatic casually dangled. "You were saying?" began the grinning Phantom.
"You . . . you can't . . . it's breaking and entering," said the satanically bearded young man. "How'd you got by the doorman and all? This is supposed to be one of the most secure apartment houses in Manhattan."
"Wouldn't think you'd need an automatic by the side of your bed then," said the Phantom. 
Sweeney Todd ran his tongue over his thin pale lips. "Look, friend, let's just forget what happened back at the costume ball."
The masked man laughed. "Forget the Eye of Isis? Forget a ruby worth a king's ransom?"
"So don't forget it. Just leave me alone, Mend. That business back there, my heavy act, was all a misunderstanding. Yeah, a misunderstanding."
"Good, lefs call it that," said the Phantom. "Now you try understanding this. I want a piece of the action."
"What action?"
'Tour golden arrow operation."
"Look, friend, I don't have any...
The barrel of the Phantom's gun had swung up to point at the young man's chest. "You make the pins for them, their identifying badge. You were there tonight when Mrs. Mott-Smith's ruby was snatched," said the Phantom. "Quit trying to con me, Sweeney Todd."
"Okay, okay, friend." He held up Ms hands, palms toward the masked man. "I'm in, but not very far in.
You don't understand the setup, quite. See, there aren't any men. Not up at the top of it."
"An all girl jewel ring?" The Phantom smiled.
"Yeah, just about. They only use guys when they absolutely have to. For some of the nastier jobs, and when it comes to fencing the stuff."
"I don't necessarily have to sit on the board of directors. I would, though, like a percentage of the take."
"So don't talk to me about that," said Sweeney Todd.
"I'm talking to you the way I'd talk to a traveling salesman who's on the road for the company," the Phantom told him. '1 want you to get me through to the people, the women, at the top."
Without warning, the door of the bedroom swung open. "You've got your wish, buddy boy."
Before the Phantom could turn completely, something hit him hard across the side of the head. The last thing he heard before he fell into unconsciousness was Sweeney Todd's chuckling.
CHAPTER ELEVEN
The roar of the sea filled his head. He could hear the surf foam and hiss, the waves drum. Beneath his head was a hard stone floor, gritty and damp. As the Phantom awakened and pushed himself up from the floor the sound of the ocean diminished. But in the darkness which surrounded him he could smell the salty tang of seawater.
His mouth felt dry. The right side of his head, from cheekbone down to jaw, ached. There was a small circle of soreness on his upper left arm. Rubbing at the sore spot, the masked man reflected, "Feels like they gave me a hypo." He took a few tentative steps on the gritty floor. "I wonder if the shot was to make me talk, or simply to make me sleep. Well, I'll probably find out soon. Then I'll have to play it by ear,"
The Phantom judged the room he'd awakened in was small and low. Probably ten feet across and less than that high. There were no windows. He noticed a very fine line of yellow about six feet from him, running along the ground for about a yard. "There's the door," he said to himself. "And that looks like sunlight out there. So I must have slept through the night."
He felt his holsters as he moved silently and carefully across the dark floor toward the door. Both guns, as he'd expected, were gone.
The masked man stood with his ear next to the door. He detected no sound of human activity. The roar of the ocean came to him again, plus the distant shrieking of gulls. "Well, they say sea air is good for your health," he told himself.
Swiftly his gloved hands explored the door. It was made of metal. There was no handle or keyhole on his side of it. He dropped to his knees, ran a finger along the slit of light.
Then the Phantom stood up and away from the door of his prison. Used to the darkness now, he could make out, faintly, what was in the room. Over in one corner was a mattress. His captors hadn't bothered to drop him on that when they'd left him here asleep.
In another corner was a pile of something. The Phantom walked there. It was coal, not more than a few pounds, all of it dusty and laced over with thick cobwebs.
The masked man paused, inclining his head in the direction of the thick metal door. He sniffed. "Coffee?"
He heard a faint click. The heavy door swung out.
A blonde girl stood there, illuminated by the sunlight from an unseen corridor window. In her left hand she held a china cup of coffee, in her right, a long barrel .38 caliber revolver. "Good morning," she said with a faint smile. "Here's the first installment of your breakfast."
"Well, the lady on the train," said the Phantom, recognizing the blonde girl he'd first seen in his compartment. "I never did get your name."
"You can call me Mara."
Someone out in the hallway threw a switch. Fluorescent light came on, jerkingly, in his room. The two tubes of light were set in a recess in the ceiling and guarded by a strong metal grill.
"Good morning, Mara." The Phantom accepted the cofFee she offered.
"It's black. I guessed you took it that way."
Not replying, the Phantom studied the girl. She wore a pants suit of a fine black checkered pattern. on the lapel of the coat was a new golden arrow pin.
Mara came into the little room, followed by a plump young girl carrying a tray. "We don't often have guests here who take meals," said Mara. "You'll excuse the lack of a dining table."
The plump girl, after placing the food tray on the stone floor, backed out She left the door open.
"Toast, orange juice, and bacon." The blonde Mara pointed at the food with one foot "I hope that suits you, Mr. . . . which name do you prefer, Walker or Devlin?"
Unless this question was a bluff, Mara hadn't given him a truth drug last night. "I think Walker suits me better," he replied. He made no move toward the tray.
After a few long seconds, Mara said, "Go ahead and eat. After that, I want to talk to you."
"We can talk right now,' the Phantom said. "You might start by explaining why I'm here."
"Wouldn't you like to know where you are?"
"All in good time. I'm curious about what you have in mind for me."
Mara swung a toe in the direction of the breakfast "Your bacon's getting cold."
Smiling at her, the Phantom asked, "Cook this up yourself, did you?"
"Of course not. I don't have time for kitchen work."
"Being too busy with murder."
She looked away from him, out toward the corridor. "We don't like to kill anyone. And I can assure you, Walker, we would have preferred to leave that old fool Pieters alive. However...."
"He fought for his jewels."
There was a struggle," admitted the girl. "I came into your compartment to see if anyone had heard anything. That was Beth's idea."
"Your aunt?"
"My codirector in the golden arrow group." Mara was looking at him now. "You found the pin I lost on the train, didn't you?"
"That I did," said the Phantom. "And I decided to use it to track you down."
"Why?"
"For one thing," he said, "I wanted to see you again."
"You didn't give me the impression you thought much of me at the time."
""Besides wanting to find you, Mara, I wanted to become a part of your little group."
"Little it's not." Mara folded her arms, her gun pointing at the floor and not the masked man. "The golden arrow is unlike any other organization, Walker."
"How so?"
"All the members are women," the slender blonde replied. "With the exception of the few men who are absolutely necessary."
"I could become necessary to you."
"In what way, Walker?"
"I'm handy with a gun," he said. "And, as Sweeney Todd will no doubt testify, I can get in and out of places fairly well."
"You didn't get out of this one."
"I only awakened a few minutes ago," he said. "Give me time."
Eyes narrowing, Mara said, "You're quite a bit more attractive than the run of the mill gunman, I must admit. However, we don't need any more of those right now, no matter how tall and good-looking they are."
"You've only heard part of my resume," the Phantom said. "I also have several valuable friends in I 'In rope and South America. Such men as. . . ." Here the Phantom mentioned a half-dozen names he had learned through his dealings with criminals around the world and from his position as secret head of the renowned Jungle Patrol.
Mara's eyes opened wide. "Yes, I've heard of a few of those men. In fact, we've been trying to make a connection with one of them in particular. He's old, set in his ways, and apparently something of a male chauvinist. He's been slow to respond to our over- lures about handling some of our merchandise in his country." * 
"He's a slow, patient man," agreed the Phantom. "Though I'm sure I can persuade him to move faster than is usually the case."
"Yes," said Mara, "You do have interesting qualifications, Walker. I like your style. You manifested yourself to Sweeney Todd in an interesting, amusing, almost, way. I regret Beth's cutting your confrontation short. However, we had arrived to discuss something important with him. You would have been in the way."
'1 won't be in the way when we're working together, Mara."
"Frankly," she said, "I'd like very much to have you join us. I've thought about you since . . . but that's of no consequence at the moment You see, there's only one way you can be taken into the golden arrow circle."
"And that is?"
"You must be voted in by the entire membership," the girl told him. "Six of us make up the top echelon, the board of directors as it were. I think I can persuade most of them to vote for you."
"Even dear old Aunt Beth?"
"She'll be the tough one to sway. I can do it, however," said Mara. "There's no telling, though, how the rank and file will vote." A scowl touched her pretty face.
"If they vote against me, is that bad?"
"It may mean you will never leave this place alive." Mara moved nearer to him, put her free hand on his arm. "Now eat your breakfast, will you." She left the room and locked him in once more.
CHAPTER TWELVE


The Phantom was leaning in the corner of his cell, with arms folded across his chest, when the door opened again. It was about an hour and a. half since his last visitor.
"I brought you some breakfast," announced the brunette who stepped across the threshold carrying a tray.
"No gun this time," observed the masked man.
Mimi, the girl he'd met last night at the masquerade, raised her eyebrows. "What?" She noticed the other tray. "Oh, somebody beat me to it. Well, if I could just talk myself into rising at a decent hour things like this probably wouldn't happen." The dark girl had her hair pulled back and wore a pair of tan slacks and a dark pullover. "I cooked up these flapjacks for you myself. Which accounts for some of them being a little lopsided."
"As long as you're here," suggested the Phantom, "stay and talk a while."
Setting the tray aside, Mimi said, "Okay. First we can chat about who you are. I heard something last night about your name being Walker. What happened to the Devlin we all know and love?"
"You can keep thinking of me as Devlin if you'd like. For now I'm Walker, though."
The girl knelt beside the breakfast she'd brought, reaching for the top hotcake on the stack. "Sure you don't want any? Well, I might as well then." She rolled the flapjack into a cylinder and nibbled on it.
"There's something else we can discuss, Mimi," he said. "I'd like to know where I am. Mara never got around to explaining."
The dark girl frowned up at him. "Oh, so she's the one who beat me to the punch on your breakfast," she said. "What do you think of dear Mara?"
"She's very amiable," said the Phantom. "Dresses well, and is probably well-read. Now tell me where you folks have got me bottled up."
Mimi gestured at the half open metal door. "No big secret. We're on Long Island."
"Is that the Atlantic I hear out there?"
'It's Long Island Sound," replied Mimi. "We're on that side of the island, facing Bridgeport across the Sound and roughly an hour and a half out from New York City."
The Phantom raised his eyes toward the low ceiling. "What's on top of my little prison here?"
"A house, what else?" she said. "Big old rambling Victorian mansion sort of place."
"This is golden arrow headquarters?"
Mimi stood up, licking at her fingers. "One of them anyway," she answered. "I notice you haven't lost your curiosity, Walker-Devlin. Even though it's gotten you into quite a mess."
"Got me out of a lot of tight places, too," he said. "Do you know when the vote is going to take place?"
The girl was eyeing the tray. "What vote?" She rolled up another pancake. '1 can eat and eat and it never shows. That's a great gift to have. Mara, on the other hand, practically has to exist on bread and.. .."
The Phantom put in, "I've suggested to Mara that I be allowed to join your organization."
"Oh, really? That might be nice." The dark girl smiled at him. "The few guys we deal with aren't much to look at. Though Sweeney Todd is sort of sparsely attractive. Trouble there is, he's got a mean streak and...."
"The vote?" reminded the masked man.
"Can't be until tonight," said Mimi after she'd finished the second hotcake. "I should have brought you some maple syrup along with the marmalade. If they're voting on you, well, it takes the whole group. Which means tonight, since some of the girls have other jobs by day. May be quite late, with some of them having to depend on the Long Island Railroad. And you know how unreliable that can be. Or do you?"
"I've heard rumors."
"What I mean is," said the girl as she stood to face him, "you sometimes strike me as . . . well, sort of different, sort of alien. I don't mean like you came over from Sweden or something, but more like a ..."
"Martian," suggested the Phantom, grinning.
"In a way, yes." Mimi smiled back at him, gave a small shrug. "I don't know. Maybe it's only because you're not like anybody I've met up until now."
"Running with a gang of jewel thieves can restrict your social opportunities."
Mimi said, "Don't start a sermon. I heard enough of those back home in . . . well, back home." She crossed to the doorway. "I hope you make it, Walker. YouH get my vote, for what it's worth."
"A lot," he told her.
She started to say something more. Instead she turned away.
"Nothing but familiar faces," said the Phantom when his cell clicked open many hours later.
This time it was Nita, the black girl who worked 67
for Sweeney Todd. "Hi. They sent me to fetch you." Lamplight poured in from the corridor, the sun had set. "Come along and stay just ahead of me." She beckoned with the snubnose .32 revolver in her right hand.
"Everyone's assembled?"
"Everyone who's going to be."
"Have they voted already?"
"Nope, they want to get a look at you first."
Two other girls were waiting in the corridor, both carrying hand guns.
The corridor floor consisted of unfinished planking. The stairs at its end had ten steps. The Phantom started toward the swayback steps, with the three girls trailing behind.
When they were up on the ground floor, Nita told the Phantom, "Walk straight along here and on through the doorway up ahead."
The upstairs hall was carpeted. There was a pale rose and a thorn pattern underfoot. An authentic looking Tiffany lamp glowed on a sandlewood table midway along. The Phantom became aware of talking on the other side of the carved wooden door.
When he turned the gold knob, the talking ceased abruptly.
An intense glare hit him when he stepped into the big meeting room. All the light was concentrated on a circle in the center of the floor. Tiers of seats rose up in circles around the brightly fit area. It was like an operating theater. "And I'm the patient," said the Phantom.
"What?" Nita pushed him toward the desk and chair which were the only pieces of furniture in the glaring circle.
"I get the feeling I'm going to be operated on."
"Maybe so," said Nita. "Go and stand by the desk."
The low-hanging overhead fights burned directly
down on him. He was aware of many women seated all around him. He could sense them, at least two dozen or more. A few of them shifted in their chairs, some whispered. A complex mixture of several par- fumes drifted down to him, along with wisps of cigarette smoke.
The Phantom's jungle life in the Deep Woods had developed many characteristics in him. One was patience. He stood calmly beside the desk, waiting. Not uneasy, not restless. Simply waiting.
As the minutes passed, the whispering changed to murmuring. The masked man caught an assortment of comments about himself coming down out of the circling darkness.
Then Mara, wearing a dark floor length gown, was beside him. She held up one slim hand and silence returned. "Sisters," she announced, "this is Walker. You've already heard him discussed. Now you have had a chance to study and appraise the man. All that remains is to vote."
She took hold of the Phantom's hand, leading him to the edge of the circle of light Pressing his hand, she whispered, "Good luck."
Nita met him in the shadows. "We go back downstairs."
Out in the hallway, the Phantom asked, "Don't you get to vote?"
"I already filed an absentee ballot."
"Pro or con?"
"What do you think?" She nudged him ahead with her gun.
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Mara lit a lavender tinted cigarette. From the window beside her she could look out on the Sound. Their big old Victorian house stood on the edge of a cliff, three hundred feet above the beach. The water was a glistening black and across it the Connecticut coastline was only a few faint pinpricks of light. Exhaling smoke, she returned her gaze to the five other women in the room. "It's not that at all," she insisted.
Beth, a gaunt colorless woman of fifty-six, shook her head. She was sitting unright in a hardback wooden chair she always chose when the ruling six of the golden arrow circle had their meetings in this library. "Certainly, it is," she said in a low voice. "You've developed . . . developed what I can only characterize as a schoolgirl crush on this man. Because of that you want us to jeopardize the entire organization. We've had, as I shouldn't have to remind you, two very successful years. We did what we did with a minimum of masculine assistance."
Seated at a small drop-front desk was Mimi. Twenty-five unfolded slips of paper were scattered on the blotter in front of her. "Beth, the girls don't seem to agree with you. The vote was unanimous. They all want Walker to join the golden arrow."
"Walker," snorted the gaunt Beth. "I'm beginning
to wonder if we were wise to include you on the governing body of this organization, Mimi. Sometimes you act as moonstruck and immature as the rawest recruit." She plucked a tiny cigar out of her coat pocket, lit it with a bullet-shaped lighter. "All the sisters know about Walker is what you and Mara told them. Most of that, I must remind you, is based entirely on what the man himself chose to tell. Any attorney worth his salt would call that nothing more than hearsay evidence."
Mara said, "You've just admitted we've been highly successful, Beth. That success isn't based on your judgment alone, you know. It's been due to all of us, the six of us in this room in particular."
The three other women, who had been silent up until now, murmured their agreement.
"I'd say I'm a pretty good judge of people," continued the blonde Mara. "I feel Walker will be valuable to us."
"Feel," snapped the gaunt woman. "There's the real rub, dear Mara. You feel but you do not think. You accept this man simply on his word, without doing one single bit of checking. For all you know he's a police stooge, someone planted on us."
"The cops tried to shoot him at the masked ball," Mimi pointed out. "They don't do that with their usual undercover men."
Beth sucked on her little cigar. "Our old friend, Lt Colma, is not above staging an incident Bullets are relatively cheap."
"Come on now, Beth," said Mara. "If Colma, or anyone else in the robbery division, so much as suspected any of us, he would have been much more obvious that this. He's a blunt man, fast-acting."
"So you believe," said Beth.
Mimi placed both her hands flat on the ballots. "Why don't we aim for a compromise, Beth? Since
everyone except you would like to have Walker join, why not let him and ..
"I fail to see a compromise in that, Mimi."
"I'm coming to that," said the dark girl, tossing her head impatiently. "We can let Walker join on a trial basis. Say for a week or two. It shouldn't be too tough to keep an eye on him, monitor his actions."
"It would be much safer," said Beth as she blew smoke toward the shadowy ceiling, "to drop him into the underground river which runs underneath this place and let him disappear into the Sound. Much safer, and a damn bit smarter."
Mimi said, "He can't do us any great harm in a week."
"That's what they said about the Trojan Horse." Beth held the cigar between her small even teeth and cracked her knuckles.
"We've made concessions to you in the past, Beth," reminded Mara. "Why can't you...."
"Very well," said the gaunt woman in a resigned voice. "Let your buddy boy join. But, mind you, if he makes one false move, I won't wait for any more votes. I'll shoot him down where he stands."
"Did I wake you?" asked Mimi. She was standing in the doorway of the Phantom's cell.
The masked man shook his head. "No."
The dark girl took three steps forward, smiling. "You made it, Walker. Welcome to the club," she told him. "It was ... it was unanimous."
The Phantom said, "You hesitated. Do I have some opposition?"
"Well, you might as well know it, since youH find out soon enough. Beth doesn't like the idea at all."
"Sounds like Beth simply doesn't like me," he said, "I guess I didn't impress her during our brief meeting on the train. Or last night when she tried to crack my skull."
"Beth is . . . well, sort of strange," said Mimi. "She's very clever really, much more so than I am. She's very good at the logistics end of our business."
"A criminal mastermind?" suggested the Phantom.
"Almost," said the girl. "Anyway, watch out for her. She's got the notion you're some sort of fake. A cop, maybe."
The Phantom laughed. "Law and order is the furthest thing from my mind. What I'm interested in is the size of my percentage."
A cough sounded in the corridor. "So this is where you've wandered to, Mimi." The blonde Mara came, tentatively, into the cell. '1 hope I'm not intruding."
"Mimi brought me the good news," said the Phantom.
Mara said, "I believe you have a few things to take care of upstairs still, Mimi. I've come to show Walker to his new quarters." She came over and took the masked man by the arm. "Now that you're a member of the firm, we can't have you sleeping in a dungeon."
"I can show him to his new room," said Mimi.
"There's no need," said Mara. "I'll do that. You run along and tackle the jobs you deserted to sneak down here."
After the dark girl had departed, the Phantom said to Mara, "Go easy with Mimi. She's on my side. I understand that isn't the case with all the members of your board of directors."
"You don't have to worry. Everything will work out line. I know I'm right about you," said Mara. "I have a feeling this is one of the most important things I've clone in a long while."
"That it is," agreed the Phantom.
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Stubbing out his cigarette in his saucer, Lt. Colma said, "I'm getting so I can smoke them only halfway down. I'm coming closer to kicking the habit entirely."
"My sister-in-law in Yonkers tried that," said VerPoorten.
"Did it work?"
"She got so worried and upset about wasting all that tobacco, she took to drink."
"Huh," said the stocky lieutenant. He and his detec- tive partner were having breakfast in a narrow little cafe a few blocks from their Centre Street office. It was the second day after the theft of the Eye of Isis. "Let's take another look at the statements of those nitwits who were milling around the old dame when the damn stone got grabbed."
Taking a wad of yellow second sheets out of his coat pocket, the big VerPoorten handed them across the booth table. '1 brought them along."
Colma was waving toward the cafe counter. "More coffee, Eli, huh?" He tapped the streaky formica with the papers several times before looking at them. "Most people don't see anything," he observed as he began flipping through the thin pages.
"They're not what you call perceptive."
"Yeah, right. They . . . huh! Here's something I
didn't catch before." His finger jabbed at a paragraph.
VerPoorten adjusted his large body on the small booth bench in an effort to read upside down. "What's
it say?"
"One of the guys . . . that fag in the butterfly costume ... noticed something."
"Some of those gay ones have a good eye for detail."
"Here it is. 'There was one girl standing quite near poor dear Corky. . „ .* That's what they call the old dame, Corky. Huh. '. . . poor dear Corky. When the lights were turned on, she was gone. Well now, sergeant. ...' He thought you were a sergeant. 'Well now, sergeant, I don't wish to point the accusing finger unjustly, but I'd venture to say... .' Blah blah and so forth. Okay, here comes the thing I should have seen before. He's describing the girl. '. . . and the loveliest little gold pin on her bosom, sergeant. Beautifully fashioned in some strange looking gold. An arrow crossing a circle. I noticed it right off and made a mental note to ask the little thing wherever she. , . You see?"
VerPoorten was watching Eli, the cafe proprietor, refill their coffee cups. "Can't say I do, lieutenant."
"The pin." Colma slapped the page in his hand. "The damn pin."
After a second or two of looking blank, the big VerPoorten snapped his fingers. "On the train. Right?"
"Right. That guy Walker showed me a pin like that, golden arrow and a circle," said Lt. Colma. "He said one of the mysterious dames dropped it."
"And now the gal who maybe swiped the ruby is wearing one," said the detective. "That's no coincidence."
"Can't be." He tossed the yellow sheet across the (able. "Go talk to this fag again. Get him to draw you a picture of the damn pin. Then start checking it out
I want to find out who makes pins like that, who sells them, and who buys them."
After stuffing the page back into a coat pocket, VerPoorten said, "Could mean a lot of checking."
"Yeah," said the lieutenant. He slouched ba against the booth wall. He'd shaved in a hurry this morning and there was an overlooked clump of stubble on his left jaw. He fingered it now while he sipped his coffee. "Eli's coffee is almost as rotten as ours."
"I think he got the recipe from somebody over Center Street."
"Huh," said Colma. "Three girls on the train, another girl at the charity thing. I wonder."
"Think maybe we got some new kind of gang going, nothing but women?"
"It's crazy," said Colma, 'Taut then a lot of things are these days. Take the Walker guy. I can't figure him at all."
"He could be working with the gang."
Shaking his head, Colma said, "I don't read it that way."
"He was on the train. He was at the costume ball."
The lieutenant slapped the statements again. "Nobody saw him anywhere near the old Mott-Smith dame."
"Every guy involved in a heist isn't standing on top of the victim."
"Granted." Rolling up the yellow sheets of paper, Lt. Colma rested his chin on them. "This Walker guy . . . no, I don't quite figure him as a jewel thief. Don't ask me why." His chin ticked up and down a few times. "He didn't have his wolf with him at the party."
"I noticed."
"Where was it?"
"Waiting in his car?"
"Maybe," said Colma. "And maybe he left it someplace, someplace like a kennel. I'd like to have the

 
kennels and vets between here and Thornburg checked out. Get in touch with the appropriate people."
"You'd like to bring Walker in?"
Lt. Colma didn't answer at once. 'I don't know," he said finally. "I'd like to talk to the guy anyway. Yeah, I d like to do that"
CHAPTEr FIFTEEN


The sand on the narrow beach was pale yellow, flecked with colored pebbles. A mild morning wind was blowing across the Hue-green water. From down here on the beach the big Victorian house seemed almost to be teetering on the edge of the cliff high above. Further down the private stretch of beach a wide stream rushed from the eliffside to the Sound. This was the open end of the underground river that flowed beneath the house of the golden arrow.
"Here she comes at last," said Mimi, pointing at the weathered wooden stairway that wound down the steep hillside to the beach.
The Phantom, in slacks, golf pullover, and dark glasses, was standing next to the dark girl. "We can get started then," he said.
The gaunt Beth was making her way slowly down the twisting stairs. In one hand she carried a thin stick, a dry branch broken from one of the many trees that dotted their three acres of grounds.
Mara sat in a striped canvas beach chair smoking and watching the lapping waves. When she'd arrived on the beach a few minutes earlier she'd found Mimi and the Phantom in conversation. Saying nothing she'd walked to the green and white chair and dropped into it.
The three other women in the ruling circle were her e, too. Silent, as usual, and watchful.
When Beth's foot touched the sand she said, loudly, You're all absolutely sure you want buddy boy to sit In on this session?"
That's all been settled, Beth," said Mara, still watching the ocean.
The gaunt woman shrugged. "Very well, it's out of my hands."
The Phantom watched her making her way across the beach. "I thought we were gathered here to plan a job," he said. "So far this sounds more like a soap
opera."
Beth halted, pointed the stick at him, thrusting it hard against the air. "Nobody's asking you to attend, buddy boy."
"I'm asking me to attend," he replied. "And before we get to new business, I'd like a couple of answers. For one, what's my cut on this next caper going to be?"
The gaunt woman's nostrils flared. "The way we run things, buddy boy . . . the highly successful way, I might add, is this. You have to prove you're worth anything to us before we start dickering about figures."
"I never like to work on spec."
Mara spoke to him for the first time this morning. "You needn't worry, Walker. You won't be wasting your time with us."
Beth turned away from him. With her narrow back to the bright water she said, "The next enterprise of the golden arrow circle will, as most of you already know, take place tomorrow afternoon. This morning we want to go over the final details." Hunching slightly, she began to draw on the damp sand with the sharp end of her stick. 'This is the Steiner mansion in Stevensport. . . ." She paused to glare at the Phantom. "Stevensport is some twenty miles from here."
"Yes, I know. I've already been briefed on the
minor details," he told her. "You can stick to the important ones."
The pointed end of the stick jabbed deep into the drawing Beth had made in the sand. "Here, at the back side of the house and overlooking the Sound, is Mrs. Steiner's bedroom. We are certain she keeps most of her $800,000 worth of jewels in a locked cabinet in this bedroom. The cabinet should present no problems for you, Mara. It's not wired, not connected to any alarm system."
Mara said, "I'm still not quite comfortable about the diversion. There will be over a hundred people at the Steiners' charity cocktail party tomorrow afternoon. ..."
"Which is why it's a perfect time to strike."
"Yes, but they're also going to have six private cops in plainclothes."
"We've worked the fainting business before," said Beth. "If Mimi puts her usual verve into it most of the people there will be distracted long enough for you to slip inside the house and...."
"What's that you've drawn there?" asked the Phantom.
"What?"
He squatted down next to the rough sketch. "Right here. An outdoor swimming pool, isn't it? I'd guess that at this time of year it won't be covered but there won't be any guests using it."
"That's probably so," answered Beth curtly. "Now
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"This would attract more attention," suggested the Phantom. He poked a gloved finger into the sand.
Mara smiled. "I see. You mean if Mimi accidentally fell, fully clothed, into the pool it would make for a pretty big diversion."
"Exactly," said the Phantom.
Mimi shivered and hugged herself. "You have some great ideas, Walker."
Stroking her sharp chin with the other end of the Mick, Beth said, "That's not bad, buddy boy. Except it leaves Mimi sopping wet in the middle of a crowd of a hundred people or so."
"Leaves her needing the attention of a good doctor," he said. "Suppose as soon as she's fished out of the pool a Dr. Walker pushes through the guests, drapes a blanket around her and says he'll take her to his office and treat her?"
"It would give you a good way to get away," admitted Mara. "How about me, though, I'm going to bo up in the old lady's boudoir with the loot."
"No," said the Phantom. "You're going to be Mrs. Walker, anxious to help. Together we rush Mimi, and the jewels, out of there."
Mara bit her lower lip. "I don't know if I can work that fast. Especially if I have to get rid of a guard Inside the house."
"How get rid?" asked the Phantom.
"Relax, Walker. I told you I don't make a practice of murder. I know karate and a few other tricks. And I'm very good at taking people by surprise," said Mara, "Even so, I'm going to need at least five minutes inside there."
The Phantom grinned at Mimi. "You'll have to stay in the pool for five minutes then. You panic, get hysterical, at first you're so confused you actually fight off your rescuers. Can you do that?"
"Sure, I know a few tricks myself."
Beth was doodling in the sand. "Your ideas aren't bad, Walker. With the rest of us to back you up, the other five girls as originally planned, it should work."
"Of course it'll work," said the Phantom.
CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Under an enormous red and white canopy a string quartet was playing. Sedate music drifted across the two acre front lawn of the Steiner mansion. Another striped canopy sheltered a long white table with a large crystal punch bowl at its center.
As she ladled the orange tinted punch into his cup, Mara said to the Phantom, in a whisper, "We made it this far without a hitch." She poured herself some punch, then tapped the cup with one scarlet fingernail. "Plastic. I guess they don't want to risk the real crystal on a charity affair. Cheers." She clicked her plastic cup against his.
"Cheers," returned die Phantom. He wore casual tweed and wraparound dark glasses as he watched the crowd at this fund-raising affair. He spotted Mimi and three of the other golden arrow girls. He also noticed two beefy men who might be plainclothes guards.
The Phantom had decided to go through with this job exactly as planned, making sure no one was injured. Then when they all, including Beth, felt sure of him, he would arrange to have the police round up the entire gang. He wanted to learn a little more about their operation first, about the men, other than
Sweeney Todd, who worked for the band of thieves. So far, he'd gathered no new names in that area.
The Phantom felt some regrets. A few of the girls he found himself almost liking. The blonde Mara, for Instance, who was holding his arm and pretending to ho the affectionate wife of the substantial physician lie was supposed to be. Mara was an attractive girl— Intelligent. He had to remind himself that she had stood by while Beth killed the jeweler on the New York bound night train.
And there was Mimi. She was near the turquoise colored pool already, nibbling on a tiny sandwich, smiling at two handsome young men with tennis court tuns. A faint smile touched the Phantom's face. May- he he was getting sentimental. He liked Mimi, wished lie didn't have to turn her in with the rest of them. But he had made up his mind, made it up as long ngo as that rain swept night when he first saw the golden arrow pin. He was going to bring the entire gang to justice.
"You've been spending much too much time at the hospital, dear," Mara said. "You're standing here like you've asleep on your feet."
"I was thinking, excuse me." The Phantom led Mara in the direction of the large white Steiner mansion. "I believe the gentleman standing at the foot of the marble staircase and pretending to eat that cracker is a security cop."
"There won't be any trouble about getting onto the first floor," said Mara. "The guests can use that because of the powder rooms there. The upper floor's the tough one." They were at the foot of the stairs now. She pivoted, kissing him on the cheek. "Wait right here, love."
As the blonde headed upward, the Phantom stationed himself beside the wide man he suspected of being a private policeman.
The man had the dip cracker up near his face but he wasn't eating it. His head swung, lighthouse fashion, from side to side, slowly surveying the hundred or so people spread out on the sunny lawn.
Down next to the pool, Mimi was laughing at something one of the handsome young men had said. The sound of her laugh did not reach this far. She stepped back from her two admirers, still laughing. The next step she took was into air.
Her scream did carry. And before it was completed, ] she was falling. Her arms spun, her hands clutched out at nothing. The wide skirt of her cocktail dress flared out for an instant like a small parachute.
She hit the pale pool water with a great splash. She thrashed, cried out for help.
The two handsome young men looked at her, at each other, at Mimi again. One of them reached down to tug at one of his shoes.
The beefy man near the Phantom started running across the green lawn toward the pool.
Guests who had been inside the mansion were hurrying out into the sunlight to see what was wrong. The tile walls of the big pool echoed Mimi's screams.
With a glance at the house, the Phantom started walking in the direction of the pool. Mara still needed another four minutes at least.
One of the tanned young men had his coat off. He hesitated a second before diving off the side of the pool.
Mimi suddenly sank below the surface of the water.
"She's drowning, she's drowning," gasped a plump matron, biting at her knuckles.
Three and a half minutes to go. In the pool, the young man did a surface dive, knifed down toward the bottom of the water. There were marine designs on the tile squares down there. The water was perfectly clear and, even with all the thrashing going on, you could see Mimi struggling with her rescuer.
The two of them exploded to the surface. "Take it easy, damn it," said the young man.
Mimi screamed in fright, hitting at him with both fists in turn. He let go for an instant. The girl floundered, splashed out of his reach.
Only two and a half minutes left to kill.
The Phantom shrugged out of the tweed sport jacket Beth had provided him with. He'd be ready when Mimi was brought out of the water.
Finally, five and a half minutes after she'd fallen in, the girl was lifted out of the pool.
"Here, let me through," said the Phantom. "I'm a doctor." He was a dozen yards from the bedraggled pair.
A few feet from where her rescuer laid Mimi down, a portly gray-haired man said, "I'll take charge of this."
"Of course, Dr. Scortia," said the other handsome tun young man. "She'll be okay, won't she?"
"We must try mouth to mouth resuscitation," ordered the portly doctor. He went down on his knees, with some difficulty, beside the sprawled Mimi.
"Wait a moment," said the Phantom, who'd worked his way up to the group. "I'm this young woman's physician. It looks to me as though she's had another of her attacks."
"Nonsense," countered the old doctor. "I've been practicing medicine in Stevensport for forty years and I've seen a good many of them fished out of the drink. Now, please stand aside."
"I'm afraid I can't allow it," said the Phantom. "You may aggravate the poor girl's condition. If you'll just allow me to get her to my car I'll...."
"Nonsense, nonsense," repeated Dr. Scortia. "She needs to be resuscitated before...."
"Where am I?" asked Mimi, sitting up. "Oh, hello, Dr. Walker. Did I have another one of my spells? I was standing beside the pool when I got all giddy."
"Lie back down," said Dr. Scortia. "You shouldn't be "
The Phantom stepped around the kneeling doctor to take Mimi's hand. He helped her to her feet. "We'll get you to my office immediately, my dear. Everything will be fine."
"Dear, whatever has happened?" It was Mara. She held one slender hand to her mouth. In the other hand, she held a large black purse, a purse almost as ample as an attach^ case.
"We'll have to get this poor girl out of here." With his arm around Mimi, the Phantom led her off in the direction of the guest parking area.
"Wait a moment," said Dr. Scortia, trotting in their wake. "I don't like to interfere in your practice, Dr. . . . Walker, was it? Still, I don't feel this girl should be moved yet."
The Phantom's coat was draped over Mimi's wet shoulders. Through the tweed, she nudged him in the side. "Oh, I'm feeling well enough to walk. Please don't worry," she said to the following physician,
The three of them were clear of the party crowd. They cut across clean white gravel to the gray Mercedes 220S they were using on this job.
Dr. Scortia hesitated on the edge of the parking area. "Very well, the responsibility is yours, Walker."
"There's nothing to fear," said the Phantom.
"Give me one of your cards. I'd like to call you tomorrow to see how everything turned out," said the old physician. "You don't practioe medicine around here, I know. Where...,"
"I know how to get in touch with you. I'll call you first thing in the morning." The Phantom helped the dripping Mimi into the back seat.
"Not before eleven. I've got a tonsillectomy."
The Phantom smiled at him, slid in behind the wheel. 'Thanks for your concern."
In a low voice Mara, seated beside the Phantom, said, "Let's get going, dear. I left one of their damn private cops knocked out in the bedroom closet."
The Phantom turned the key and the car came alive, lie guided it out of its space and out of the parking urea. As they headed along the curving drive, away from the mansion, he asked, "You got the jewels?"
"Naturally," said Mara, laughing.
 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Mimi sat down quietly in the deck chair. "You and Mara must have had a lot to talk about." The dark girl held a glass of tomato juice in both hands. "Out here on the terrace, I hear, most of the morning."
The Phantom grinned at her. "It's like any new job, Mimi. I have a lot of background material to get filled in on."
This was two days since the successful raid on the Steiner house. The Stevensport police had decided a man, calling himself Dr. Walker, along with two attractive girls, may have been connected with the robbery in some way. A Dr. Scortia had given a detailed description of all three. The Suffolk County medical association had no record of this particular Dr. Walker. The police announced they had several good leads and expected an arrest shortly.
This morning, while having a leisurely breakfast on the back terrace of the golden arrow house on the Sound, the Phantom had been able to have a long informative discussion with the blonde Mara. He now knew the names of the key fences and informers who worked with the girl gang. Soon, today or tomorrow at the latest, he would communicate with the authorities. The case would then be closed, the Phantom would be able to return to Bangalla and his home In the Skull Cave in the heart of the Deep Woods.
"I haven't had much time to talk to you lately," complained the pretty Mimi. She poked a finger into the tomato juice to flip out a fleck of foreign matter. "I'm going to have to start getting up earlier. I always miss breakfast. You'd rather be with Mara, I suppose."
"Do I have to choose between the pair of you?" he said. "After all, you're equal partners in our operation, nren't you?"
"Some people are more equal than others, as what's- his-name put it." The girl swung her bare legs up on the deck chair foot rest, stretching out with the half glass of tomato juice resting on her flat stomach. "See, well, I'm really sort of a newcomer, compared to Mara iand Beth. I mean, they more or less invented the golden arrow."
"You're on the board of directors, though." Out on the Sound a flock of sailboats, sparkling white in the noon sun, were passing. "You've risen from the ranks."
"That's funny, you know. Here, with my sort of flighty and impulsive approach to life, I'm a success," said Mimi. 'The only thing I've tried where I have really scored is this ... being a crook."
"What did you plan to be?"
She laughed. "Not a jewel thief obviously. You don't plan on anything like that, or major in it in school," she said. 'I wonder where all those boats are going. Probably nowhere, just out and back. No, I came to New York three years ago to be, like every second girl you meet, an actress. Nobody was having any. Finally, through Sweeney Todd, I got recruited into this outfit. There are a lot worse things I could have become, I suppose."
The Phantom said, "Would you like another crack at the theater?"
"I'm really not sure." She sat up, sipping at the juice"I used to think I'd work at this, this golden arrow business with the sisters, until I had lots of money saved. Then I'd quit and try acting one more time Now, who knows? I sometimes think I'd simply like to go away someplace where it's very, very quiet and peaceful. What about you?"
The Phantom stood. "I have to take care of some things in my room. I'll see you again this afternoon."
"I'm not certain you will, Walker. We're having another big gathering of all the sisters two nights from tonight. I have a lot of little nicknack jobs to take care of before then," she said.
In his room up near the attic of the big rambling old house the Phantom took a stamped envelope and a sheet of paper out of his bureau. Rapidly, listening for sounds from the hall, he wrote a letter. He addressed it to Lt. Colma of the New York Police Department. Even though Long Island wasn't within the lieutenant's jurisdiction, the Phantom had decided it was Colma he'd alert. It seemed fitting, since they'd both encountered the golden arrow for the first time together on the train. The stocky cop could take care of the rest of the details.
The Phantom wrote Lt. Colma that he would find the entire golden arrow gang, and probably a good deal of their loot, in this Victorian house on the Sound. He also listed the names he'd learned from Mara this morning. When he finished he signed the letter Walker, folded it and sealed it.
He could leave the house now, phone his information to the police. But the Phantom wanted to remain here, to keep an eye on things, until the police arrived. He knew he'd still be able to get away then. Previous experience had taught him that.
Now he had to find a way to mail the letter to Lt Colma. Leaving his room, the Phantom went through the house and out to the rickety stairs leading to the
KITCHEN
going somewhere?" asked Beth, from the door of the kitchen.
"Stroll on the beach." The letter was safely concealed in his coat pocket
"I suppose we can trust you to do that," said the gaunt woman through the gray screen door. "Only Stay out of the woods, they're not very safe for roaming."
On each side of the old house were several acres of woodland, birch and maple. This area of Long Island was still sparsely settled, a major reason why the golden arrow circle had picked it
"I'll stay out in the open." the Phantom promised.
The wind on the beach was colder today. It sprinkled fine grains of sand against the dark lenses of his masking glasses. The Phantom knew there was a country club about a mile along the beach. He figured he'd be able to slip in there for a moment and arrange to get his letter mailed.
Tangles of dry seaweed crackled in the wind. The briney water slapped at the sand.
A half mile from the house, on a stretch of otherwise deserted beach, the Phantom encountered a freckled eleven-year-old boy. The boy was engaged in an intense attempt to master the art of fly casting.
When he noticed the Phantom he said, "Hi Do you know anything about this?"
The Phantom did, and he spent fifteen minutes giving the boy some pointers on the use of his fishing pole and gear.
"Hey, I really appreciate this," said the boy.
"You can do me a favor," said the Phantom. "Is there a mailbox near here?"
"Not too near. You have to climb up over there and
walk to the post office, about a mile," the freckled boy said. "I got to pass by there. Can I do something?"
There was no one else near them on the beach. "Sure, you can mail this for me." The Phantom handed him the letter.
"I got to head for home about now anyhow," said the boy as he took the letter. "I think it must be about lunchtime. I can mail this for you on the way."
"Thanks. I appreciate it"
"Maybe I'll see you around here on the beach some other day."
"Maybe," said the Phantom. He watched the boy, go trotting away across the fine yellow sand.
And up in the woods, unknown to the Phantom, someone else watched, too.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
The evening of the meeting of the full membership a storm began. Thunder rumbled across the dark sea, lightning crackled in the forest surrounding the old house on the cliff. The windows on the ocean side of the place clattered, a screen door came unfastened and flapped wildly against the side of the house.
The Phantom paced an irregular path across the nig in his room. This was the day he'd told the police lo come. "Colma is sure to act on my letter," he said to himself. "He must have it by now."
A tapping sounded on the door.
"Yes, come in."
Nita opened the door. 'You're to come with me. Right now." There was a pistol in her hand.
"Is this any way to treat a fellow member?" he asked, giving the black girl a grin.
She did not respond. "They want you downstairs."
"Meeting about to start? I thought I had a half hour yet."
"Maybe you've got no time at all," she said.
Another girl, a big redhead he'd never seen before, shuffled into the room. "Where does he keep them?" she asked Nita.
"Frisk him first."
"I get the feeling you've lost your faith in me, Nita,"
the Phantom said. His twin automatics had been returned to him by Mara the day of the Steiner jo He wore one of the guns now in his waistband, th other was in his bureau.
"Here's one of them," grunted the big red-hair girl when she found the one he was wearing.
"Any sign of the other one on him?"
"Naw, he's clean otherwise."
"Stay here, see if you can find the other gun. Ill take him."
"Is this all part of my initiation?" the Phantom asked on the staircase.
"It's part of what they told me to do."
He was taken to the big meeting room. Once again the circle in the center of the room was glaringly lit. This time the desk was occupied. Beth, her bony hands folded, sat behind it. Standing to the rear of her, half in shadow, was Mara. The blonde girl lowered her eyes when the Phantom entered the circle of light
During the days he'd been a guest in the house he'd come to know its layout fairly well. He knew there was another doorway behind Mara. It was something to keep in mind.
"Sisters," began Beth, "you see before you the man you have allowed to join the organization. I needn't remind you that I, alone of all the membership, was opposed to this man from the start. It is evident. . . ."
'1 was coming to the meeting anyway, Beth," cut in the Phantom. "You didn't have to send for me with an armed escort"
"You will remain silent" ordered the gaunt woman. "This is not a court of law, buddy boy. You'll find you have no rights here whatsoever. It's much too late to try to say anything in your defense. Nor will anyone care to listen, I am sure, once they have heard this!" From a pocket in her severe black suit jacket Beth produced a letter.
As she slapped it on the bare desk top the Phantom recognized it as the one he'd given to the boy on the
beach two days before.
Beth jerked his letter out of its envelope, snapped
t open. "It begins 'Dear Lt. Colma' and concluded with a name which is now, unfortunately, familiar to us all. It is signed by Walker."
There was a sharp inhalation of breath on the part of many of the girls in the dark tiers of seats.
"And now I'll read, in all its traitorous detail, this letter which Walker saw fit to write to our old friend en the New York Police Department's robbery div...."
The Phantom sprang ahead. He shoved the heavy desk straight into the seated woman. She gasped, tumbled over out of the chair. The gaunt woman fell hack against Mara, knocking the blonde girl off- balance.
The Phantom was running. He sprinted free of the circle of light just as a shot was fired. Nita probably.
The door was where he remembered it. He yanked It open, and catapulted into the dark corridor beyond.
Lightning flashed close outside, illuminating the hallway and showing him where the one window was.
"After him," Beth screamed in the big meeting room. "Stop him, kill him!"
Glass erupted out into the stormy darkness as the Phantom went sailing through the window.
He landed on his side in mud and brush. He pushed himself upright with a thrust of one powerful arm.
Once more lightning flared, filling the forest to his right with glittering white light, The Phantom ran in that direction.
Someone was at the window he'd dived through in his escape, crying, "Stop! Come back here! Or we'll shoot you down!"
A pistol barked twice.
The Phantom kept running.
The rain slammed down through the dark labyrinth which was the night forest. At frequent intervals lightning danced and sizzled through the treetops. Even with the boom of thunder and the roar of the stormy sea below the Phantom could hear his pursuers. At least a dozen women, he judged, had come into the forest after him.
They came trampling through the forest, fanning out, swinging flashlights. "Beating the bush for me sure enough," the Phantom said to himself.
They were urban people, city girls for the most part. They knew little about hunting or tracking. The Phantom was certain not one of them could get within five hundred feet of him without his being aware of it He guessed also that Beth would expect him to head as far away from the old house as possible, as fast as he could.
Grinning, he decided against that course. He would double back, head straight for the cliffside house and then circle behind it and go up through the woods on the other side. The road to town ran a quarter of a mile above the edge of the wood. Once in town he'd call the local police. There wasn't time now to let Lt Colma in on this. With any luck Beth and her hunting party would still be thrashing around in the forest looking for him when the law arrived.
The Phantom eased silently through the corridors of high straight trees, aiming himself back toward the old house. Lightning flashed and he stiffened against the wide tree trunk.
When blackness returned he moved on. There didn't seem to be anyone nearby. Far off, muffled by the thick rain, he heard Beth shouting. "Shoot, him on sightl I want that man dead!" But she was a good way from him, heading in the direction she assumed he was going.
The Phantom moved toward the seaward of the
forest, his course paralleling the cliff edge. He stopped suddcnly. A girl was stumbling over fallen branches mid brush not far off.
From a crouching position he saw, when lightning next lit up the night, Mimi walking slowly some fifty feet away. She had on a black raincoat several sizes too large and was carrying a flashlight and a handgun.
When the dark returned he could still keep track of her by the glow of the flashlight tip. She stayed by I ho cliff edge, then stopped to look out in the direction of the sea.
"Maybe she's reluctant to track me down," the Phantom thought. "Well, so long, Mimi."
The girl was moving again. He could fell by the bob of the flashlight.
In silence the Phantom resumed his move back toward the house. He wouldn't pass closer than thirty feet to the girl.
There came an odd rumbling sound, a damp crumbling sound. Mimi screamed.
The Phantom halted. He remembered Mimi was tfood at pretending. She might be faking an accident to draw him out.
Lightning showed him she was not pretending. A piece of the cliff, weakened by the heavy rain, had broken away. There was no sign of Mimi along the edge at all.
He ran toward the broken place.
Mimi's flashlight was a tiny red dot on the beach lliree hundred feet below. The Phantom cupped his hands to his mouth to call into the driving rain. "Mimi, Mimi, where are you?"
A faint voice answered, "Here," then added, "Is that you, Walker? For pete's sake get away and leave me. I'll be...."
More loose earth went galloping downhill.
"Mimi, you still there?" "Yes, but this darn root I'm clutching to for dear life is getting looser by the minute."
More lightning came, showing the Phantom where I the dark girl was. She hung by both hands from al thick gnarled tree root which protruded out from the side of the broken cliff. Her black coat flapped around! her and the front of her was smeared with mud and | dead leaves.
The Phantom estimated she was twenty feet down.1 "Not bad," he told himself. "Could have been three! hundred."
The lightning had also showed him a way to reach I the dangling girl. There was a whole network of heavy tree roots exposed now. Roots from some of the trees J over in the woods, meaning they should be anchored! soundly enough
He let himself over the jagged edge, gripping a sturdy root
"No, no, go away," pleaded Mimi. "I can climb up by myself, eventually. You've got to get away."
"Relax. We'll both get away." He worked his way, mountain-climbing-style, down to a position just above! the girl.
"I didn't really want to find you. So I thought...."
"Quiet now." He slipped one arm around her, under I her arms. "Let go of that thing you're holding on to. I've got you." He lifted the girl up with one arm until she was beside him. "This root here, the one my hand's on. Grab hold."
"Okay. I've got it."
"Start climbing. It's strong enough to hold us both. IH be right behind."
"I thought I was helping you and I've only. . . ."
"Onward and upward," he urged.
The girl began pulling herself up, hand over hand, j She made it to safe ground, crawled a few feet more
 
 
and knelt there, breathing heavily through her open mouth. "Thanks, Walker."

the Phantom climbed over the edge and stood beside her.
| "I should never have trusted you," said a voice in the darkness.
Lightning came once again. There was the blonde Mara standing ten feet away. She pointed her pistol at the Phantom and fired.
CHAPTER NINETEEN


Detective First Class VerPoorten inclined his head toward the steamy window of the little Chinese restaurant. "He's the third, and last," he said, rattling the sheaf of memos and notes in his big hands.
Lt. Colma shook another teaspoon of sugar into his tea. He squinted across Morse Lane. "Sweeney Todd's Jewelry & Handcrafts Boutique," he said. "Huh. Let's hope we get more out of him than we did from those other two."
'It could be this Sweeney Todd character is the guy who made the golden arrow pins. Our sources narrowed it down to only three guys."
"So, we'll talk to him." The robbery division lieutenant lifted up his tiny teacup. "Still nothing on Walker and that wolfhound of his?"
"Nope, but it's being looked into, I'm told."
"I take it the Long Island boys haven't cracked the Stevensport jewel heist yet."
"Not that I've heard," replied VerPoorten. "They promised they'd let us know as soon as anything breaks."
"I don't figure Walker. First, I thought he was a jewel thief and a murderer, then I decided maybe he wasn't," said the lieutenant. "Now it looks like he was along on that little caper out on L.I."
"Him and a gang of dames," said VerPoorten. "Could be they teamed up, had a merger."
"And he used his name," said Colma. "I'm Walker, he tells everybody at the party. He must have realized that as soon as the theft was noticed he'd be suspected. Still, he practically advertised himself."
"Maybe he's trying to tell you something."
"Huh," said Colma. "Maybe he is. But what?"
"Or it might be," suggested the big detective, Walker isn't his real name at all, so he doesn't care."
"Jim-dandy." The lieutenant clicked down his empty i up. "I can never get used to tea. Let's go see this Todd guy." ,
Glass chimes tinkled when the two of them entered thee shop.
Sweeney Todd himself, with an old-fashioned feather duster protruding from the hip pocket of his striped bellbottoms, was lighting a stick of incense. "Yes, gentlemen. Something in costume jewelry perhaps?"
Colma showed him his identification. "Colma, robbery division," he said. "You, Sweeney Todd?"
"Yes, I am," replied the bearded young man. "Is there some sort of trouble, lieutenant?"
VerPoorten shuffled through his wad of papers. "Take a look at this."
Sweeney Todd dropped the match he was holding to reach out for the drawing. "Not a very good sketch, is it?" he remarked after briefly glancing at it and handing it back.
"We have reason to believe," VerPoorten told him, "you designed a series of pins very similar to this."
Chuckling briefly, Sweeney Todd shook his head. "No, I'm afraid not. I don't do anything that crude." He gestured at some of the items on display.
Lt. Colma had been watching him for the past
minute or two. He frowned, asking, "You were at the charity ball the other night, weren't you?"
"Charity ball? I don't think I under. . . ."
"The masquerade ball at the Westbeth auditorium," said Colma. "That charity thing. You were dress as Satan. I remember noticing you in the crowd."
Sweeney Todd chuckled. "Wrong again, lieutenant You ought to have your computers tuned. All the info you have on me is cockeyed." Turning away, ho started dusting some of the display stands.
"Take another look at this pin," Colma said to the young man's back.
Turning to face the two policemen, Sweeney Todd said, "I know my own work. And I know I. . .
"I think," Colma said to VerPoorten, "I'd like to talk to this guy down at headquarters for a while."
"Will you come along with us, please," the big detective said.
Sweeney Todd was holding the rough sketch. "There's no need for that," he said, studying the drawing. "Matter of fact, I think I can give you a tip on this after all."
"You did make some like it?" asked VerPoorten.
"No, no, but I think I know who did," said the young man. "Wait a sec and I'll get you the address out of my files." He started for the curtained doorway.
"I'll come along," offered VerPoorten as he started after him.
Sweeney Todd broke into a run. He sprang behind the curtain. "Go easy," warned Colma.
VerPoorten threw himself against the wall to the left of the doorway. With one hand, he ripped the thick protecting curtain down from the flimsy rod.
Sweeney Todd had a .45 automatic in his hand. He fired it twice, then clattered out the back door of his little office.
VerPoorten tugged out his police special and went through the office after him.
The stocky lieutenant was already going out the front door of the store. The glass chimes tinkled wildly.
Colma jogged toward the alley which sliced between the shop and the building next to it. When he reached the alleys mouth, he saw the big VerPoorten running toward him. "Spot him?"
"Nope."
There were no less than five wooden doors in the brick wall of the alley building. "Any one of those," said Colma, thrusting his .38 back into his belt hol- sler. "He could have ducked through any one of those doors."
"Want to check them all out?"
"Yeah, but I'll bet Sweeney Todd is long gone."
Which proved to be the case.
CHAPTER TWENTY


"It's too bad she missed," said Beth.
"Depends on your point of view," replied the Phantom. It was morning and he had been returned to the cell under the headquarters of the golden arrow gang.
"Mara is not the best shot in our organization," continued the gaunt woman, "but I should think she'd be able to hit a big target like you at such close range."
The Phantom did not answer. Mara had indeed missed him last night on the rain cliifside. He assumed the blonde girl had missed intentionally.
"At least she had enough sense to keep you covered until the rest of us could get to you," said Beth. She was standing, in a military at-ease position, on the rough floor of his prison.
"She's a loyal girl."
"Perhaps. She always had been, until you came along and turned her head. Intruding yourself into our circle."
"You've got it backward," pointed out the Phantom. "It was the pair of you who intruded on me, that night on the train."
Beth asked, "Just who are you anyway?"
"You know that, I'm Walker."
"I mean beyond that, buddy boy. What motivates you, what's your angle?" 'the Phantom grinned at her. "Let's say I'm opposed to cold-blooded murder."
After a snorting laugh, Beth said, "You must be some kind of cop. But I'm damned if I can figure which kind. Are you working for Lt. Colma.
"No," he replied. "Matter of fact, Colma thinks I'm working for you."
"I don't really understand you, or your actions," she said. "If you aren't a cop, why do you go around sticking your nose in things like our little operation?"
"For the same reason you're a thief," the Phantom said. "I do what I believe I have to do."
Beth shook her head. "Now we're getting too philosophical, buddy boy," she said. "So I'll get back to business. I came to inform you I'm finally going to get get my way about you. You'll be kept here today, and this evening... you'll be executed."
"You have an all girl firing squad?"
"It won't be as quick and painless as that, buddy boy. No, you'll...."
"Beth, what are you talking about?" Mara, her face it pale white, pushed into the cell. "What are you telling him?"
"The truth. Only the truth, dear Mara."
"There's been no such decision made," said Mara, looking from the gaunt woman to the Phantom.
'It's been made by me! We've pampered this traitor long enough, more than long enough."
Mara said, "You're only one of the ruling six, Beth. No one has elected you queen. The entire inner circle will decide Walker's fate."
Beth's lips pressed tight together -until all color left them. "No, I won't stand for any more delays. This man must die!" She jabbed a bony hand inside her jacket.
"Beth, what are you? ..."
A .32 revolver snapped into view. "Well settle him right now this minute."
Before Beth could turn the gun on the Phantom, Mara threw both arms around her. The blonde slapped the older woman's hand and the gun fell to the floor.
The Phantom dived, scooping up the fallen weapon. "All right, ladies," he said. "Move over into the far corner, please."
"Walker, what are you doing?" asked Mara. "I'm trying to save your life."
"So am I," he replied.
"You've done brilliantly, Mara," said Beth, slowly crossing the cell.
"You, too, Mara," ordered the Phantom. "Get over there."
"Walker, don't do "
"Drop it, Mr. Walker." Two hefty golden arrow girls stood in the doorway. Each had a pistol aimed at the Phantom. "Drop your gun if you please."
He let it drop.
"You're no match for us," Beth brushed by him, stooped, picked up her weapon and put it away under her jacket. "Very well, Mara. Well let the ruling six vote on him. I think I can predict how the vote will run."
Mara left the cell without saying anything further.
Beth was behind the upright chair in the library, her hands gripping its back. "We can't afford to devote all night to discussing this man Walker. I shouldn't have to point out we have a new operatio scheduled for Thursday night."
"We're talking about a man's life," reminded Mara.
"A traitor's life, a police spy's life," said Beth. "He's not the first traitor we've dealt with. I say we treat him exactly as the others were treated. We drop him in the " "No," said the dark Mimi. "You can't dump Walker into the underground river. I've heard about what you did to those others, before I joined the golden arrow. No, you can't do that to him."
"We've no place for squeamishness in the organization," said the straight-standing Beth. "No place for sentimentality."
"Well, I guess I am a little sentimental about the man who saved my life only last night," said Mimi. "You can't "
Mara cut in, "I'm not sentimental about Walker, Beth."
"Oh, aren't you?" 5 j
"No, not after what he's done. Not after this mom-
Ing"
The other three girls on the board of directors hadn't heard about the struggle for the pistol this morning. They murmured among themselves, puzzled.
"Walker attempted to shoot us both in his cell this morning," Beth explained to them. "That's what dear Mara is alluding to."
"Oh, it wasn't anything like that at all," said Mara. "You were the one who pulled a gun, Beth. Something, I might add, you were in no way authorized to do."
"I don't think," Mimi put forth, "we should kill him. Let's stick to that point."
"Very well," sneered Beth, "There's one vote for him."
Mara said, "Beth, I won't allow him to be executed."
"And what is the alternative?"
"I don't exactly know...."
"Perhaps, dear Mara, you'd like him to live on with us forever and a day," suggested Beth. "Or we might I tu n him into some sort of house pet."
"We don't have to make an immediate decision," said Mimi.
"Exactly," agreed Mara. "There's no harm in his being kept a prisoner awhile longer."
"The man's a threat." Beth produced one of her little cigars. She lit it with an angry poke of a wood match. "Every minute he's here, we're in danger."
'"That's ridiculous. I can't agree with you at all," said Mara.
"Shouldn't we," said Mimi, "table it? So we can get on to planning our next job."
Smoke swirled from Beth's nostrils. "For now, then, I'll allow him to live," she said. "Mara, tell us about the new operation."
Giving a small sigh, the blonde said, "This job will be in Manhattan. We won't need more than four girls. As you know, we've had one of our girls working as a private secretary to Rowland Easton, the celebrated novelist, for several months. Mrs. Easton, not coinci- dently, has one of New York City's larger collections of diamonds. This weekend, the Eastons leave for a year's stay in Europe, and the gems will be deposited in a bank vault. Two nights from tonight, however, Mr. Easton will be home alone, dictating the final chapter of his latest book to our girl."
"Sounds simple enough," said Mimi. "She can incapacitate Easton, then let us in."
"Yes, said Mara. "The diamonds are kept in a safe which opens with a key. It's in the master bedroom of the Eastons' townhouse. He carries a set of keys with him."
"It'll be nice to have an easy one for a change."
Beth frowned. "I don't know," she said. "I have a feeling we're not going to have good luck as long as that man is alive."
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
The handle on his cell door began to turn quietly.
The Phantom sat up, instantly awake in the dark room.
His jungle trained senses told him it was around 2 A.M. Not the usual hour for a visit Perhaps Beth was returning to carry out her earlier threat.
Silently the Phantom rose to his feet He moved along one wall, aiming for the door.
The door swung slowly outward. The corridor outside was dark, too. Only faint pale blue moonlight illuminated the figure framed in the doorway.
A flashlight clicked on. "Are you asleep?"
"No, Mimi."
The girl started when she heard his voice only a few feet from her. She automatically swung the light toward him. "Well, hello," she said. "I thought you'd be asleep by now."
"I was, until you touched the door."
"You must be a light sleeper." Mimi entered, pulling the door until it was only an inch open. "Me, I can sleep through almost anything. Once when I was. . . ."
"Why the visit?"
"Well, I came to tell you not to worry. I'm sure
nobody's been here since Mara and Beth had their little confrontation over you."
"Nobody except the silent girl who brought my dinner," said the Phantom.
"I think Mara's going to avoid you for a while."
"Until after they shoot me?"
"Her pride's injured," said Mimi. "But what I came to tell you, Walker, is they're not going to kill you. Well, at least not for a while anyway."
The glow of the flashlight made his shadow loom large on the cell wall behind them. "Not for a while, that's some consolation."
"In the board of directors' meeting Mara and I spoke up for you. You know Beth's feelings. We've persuaded her to hold off."
"When Beth was here," he said, "she made a threat about killing me in a painful way, something much worse than shooting. What does she have in mind?"
Mimi inhaled sharply. "Well, Walker, she probably wants to throw you in the underground river. It runs right under one of the other basement rooms."
"That would simply carry me out into the Sound."
"Nope, not the way they do it. They sew you up in a sack, tie you hand and foot, and weigh you down with heavy stones."
The Phantom asked, "They've done this before?"
"Not since I've been here."
"But they've done it?"
"Yes," admitted the dark girl. "To a girl they suspected was planning to sell them out to the authorities. Really, Walker, that was months before I joined the golden circle. I've only heard gossip about it. I had nothing to do with any killing."
Putting his hand on hers, the Phantom said, "You don't sound very enthusiastic about your association with the gang, Mimi."
The girl tried to laugh. "Well, listen, how many
people have a job they really like? All those sad-eyed secretaries who flock to the commuting trains each and every morning. Would you want me to be one of those?"
"There are a good many alternatives. What do you
want?"
"I'm not quite certain anymore," said Mimi. "The past few weeks I've been feeling ... I don't know. Restless. More than that, disgusted I guess is the word. After they killed that old man on the train . . . Mr. Pieters, wasn't that his name? After Pieters I felt very down. I really had nothing to do with it and yet I felt responsible. Yes, and the cops would see it the same way, too, probably."
"Not necessarily."
"Maybe." Her hands were shaking very slightly, causing the flashlight to flicker. "Then you showed up in the picture. Which made things worse for me. I had a feeling you weren't a crook, Walker, right from the lirst I'm still not exactly sure about you. You seem sort of different. . . special." She sighed, lowering her head. "Well, listen, I didn't come here in the middle of the night to have you play therapist or kindly uncle."
"Why did you come?"
"I told you. To give you the good news," she replied. "You'll be kept a prisoner here. Well, that may not be terrific news, but it's a heck of a lot better than a death sentence."
The Phantom was silent for a moment. "I thought perhaps," he said at last, "you'd come to help me get out of here, Mimi."
The girl drew away from him, taking her hand out of his. "No, I didn't, Walker."
"You never even thought of it?"
In a soft faraway voice she said, "I may have thought of helping you escape, I'm not going to do it, though. I like you, Walker, but I don't want to end up in a gunny sack full of rocks."
"That won't happen," the Phantom promised her. "Get me a gun. I'll get both of us out of here safely."
"Both of us?"
"You're ready to quit, aren't you? Isn't that what all this has been leading up to?"
"I don't know, I really don't know," said Mimi. "Anyway, suppose I did try to quit. The cops would only come and find me."
"You could cooperate with them, tell what you know."
"Great, and get three to five years instead of five to ten. No thanks."
"There are many ways to disappear," he said. "The police could come looking and never find you."
"I've got to go now," said Mimi. "We have a new job coming up day after tomorrow. I should rest up for it."
"You're going to be directly involved?"
"Well, as of now I'm supposed to be," she said. "Though I've been thinking about coming down with the flu sometime tomorrow and sitting this one out"
"A good idea."
The girl touched the edge of the cell door, pushed it further open. "I'll think about everything you said. Bye." She was out into the corridor quickly.
The door closed.
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Lt. Colma felt at lie place where the top button of his raincoat should be. "Damn button's; gone again," he said. "My wife hates to sew anything." They were walking into the wind, the gray afternoon rain slapping at them.
"You ought to get these cheap plastic jobs," said the big VerPoorten, indicating his transparent raincoat. "When something goes wrong, you junk it and get yourself a new one."
"Huh," said the stocky policeman. "There's the hotel."
They turned onto West 23rd Street. "Yeah, the Hotel Hobart," said VerPoorten. "This is where our informant says Sweeney Todd is staying."
"Okay, let's go in and find out."
The lobby of the Hobart was small. There was a worn brown rug on the floor, with chairs holding down each of its four corners. None of the chairs matched. A rubber plant was dying in a tan urn next to a 1956- model television set. On the screen a man in a jumpsuit was promising his viewers new vigor if they'd only do what he told them. An old man wearing a black overcoat over a pair of flannel pajamas sat in one of the chairs, squinting at the TV screen. A youth in a poncho and motorcycle pants and boots was
asleep in another, a frail blonde girl with a mock Afro hairdo was sitting on the chair arm.
When Colma came striding across the lobby toward the desk followed by the slower moving VerPoorten, the blonde girl jabbed thin fingers into the sleeping boy's side. He sat up, noticed the police and attempted to put an innocent expression on his puffy face.
The desk clerk had only one arm. The other sleeve of his candy-striped shirt was pinned up with a diaper pin. "Ah, I sense you are lawmen," he said. With his good arm he reached over to pluck a kleenex from the box next to the register. "Don't worry, this isn't a cold. Only an allergic reaction to this dismal lobby." After blowing his nose, enthusiastically, twice, he asked "How may I help you?"
After flashing his identification, Colma nodded at his big partner. "What's the name he's using?"
"Maxwell Arnold, Jr.," said VerPoorten, after consulting a wad of papers from his pocket.
"Is Maxwell Arnold, Jr. staying here?" the lieutenant asked the one-armed clerk.
"Yes, officer."
"Describe him."
"Well," reflected the clerk. "He's youthful. He's tall Yes, a tall youth, tending toward slimness. He sports a small beard as well, just on this part of his face." He drew a circle round his mouth with his fingertip.
"Okay, what room is he in?"
"286. That's a street view room."
"Is he in?"
'To the best of my knowledge."
"I'd like the key to his room."
"Certainly, officer." The single arm reached back to a nest of cubbyholes. "Here you are. If it's at all possible, could you return it once you accomplish your mission? You can't imagine how many keys we. . „ „"
Lt. Colma was already heading for the stairs.
"Don't tell him we're coming," VerPoorten suggested to the clerk before he turned to follow.
"Most certainly not, officer."
The second floor corridor walls were a drab green shade, the long dim corridor smelled of stale food nnd homemade cigarettes.
"This is not exactly what you would call a first class hotel," VerPoorten observed quietly.
Behind a door at the other end of the corridor a phone rang.
"I'll bet you thafs 286." Colma broke into a trot.
It was 286. When they reached the door the ringing had stopped. After VerPoorten positioneid himself to the left of the door, the lieutenant, standing to the right, reached out and pounded on the door. "Okay, Todd. Open up. This is the police."
Only silence came out of the room.
"Window opening," said VerPoorten.
Colma tossed him the room key. "Easy now."
VerPoorten thrust the key into the keyhole, twisted it and gave the door a careful shove inward. "Saves my shoulder."
The sound of rain was loud in the room. "Fire escape," said Lt. Colma. He ran to the open window of the tiny living room-bedroom. One of the brittle yellowed curtains had been pulled down when Sweeney Todd went out the window. It lay in a tangle in front of the narrow silver-painted radiator. Colma stood at the open window for a few seconds, still and listening. "He's going up," he announced, pointing with a thumb. "I'll go after him this way. You take an elevator, then get out on the roof."
"Right, lieutenant."
The stocky Colma took a careful look out the window. He got a face full of rain, plus a glimpse of the lean Sweeney Todd clattering up the iron fire escape
ladder about six stories up. Which meant he was still two floors away from the roof.
With his .38 in his right hand, Colma stepped out His raincoat got tangled on the window catch. "Damn, there goes another button." The button bounced down the metal stairs and then spun off into the rainy air.
"Come back here, Todd!' shouted Colma. "You won't get anywhere."
The young man was nearly to the roof now. Ho kept on climbing.
"Okay," said Lt Colma as he started climbing. "We'll do it the hard way."
Two floors further up a four year old girl in her < underwear waved at him while he was hurrying by her window.
Colma was still one more flight of metal stairs from the top of the Hobart when he heard shots. "Jim- dandy," he said to himself. Nobody was shooting at him. That meant Todd was shooting at VerPoorten. 2
There was one more shot. Someone cried out in pain.
Colma went quickly up the final steps. He stopped fl with his head just below the edge of the roof.
'It's okay up here," VerPoorten called out. "I got i him, not vice versa."
Keeping his gun ready, Colma climbed over onto 1 the tar-papered roof. Seeing that things were as his | partner had said, he holstered the weapon. "A lot of fuss," he said. "A lot of fuss you've been making, Todd."
Sweeney Todd was in his shirt-sleeves, holding a folded handkerchief against his upper right arm. Blood had run down his arm and was circling the wrist. "Me make a fuss? What about this lout of yours? He shot me full of holes."
VerPoorten was holding the young man's automatic
in his left hand. "One little flesh wound, after you tried to do me in with this."
"Can't we go inside? I don't want to get pneumonia on top of everything else," said Sweeney Todd.
"We want to have a talk with you," said the lieutenant
"Oh, really? I thought you simply wanted to gun me down in the streets, friend."
"Bluff," said Colma stepping nearer the wounded young man. "It's too late for bluff, Todd. We can slap a half dozen charges on you. So let's drop the bluff and talk."
Sweeney Todd winced. "What? What do you want to talk about?" Rain had plastered his shirt "to him, diluted the streak of blood on his arm.
"The golden arrow," said Colma.
"Let's go inside."
"Are you going to talk if we do?"
The young man licked his lips. "Oh, okay, all right, you win," he said. "But listen, lieutenant, I think we can make a deal."
"Can we?"
"Yeah, because," explained Sweeney Todd anxiously, "I can give you a nice valuable bit of information."
Lt. Colma took hold of the young man's good arm, guiding him toward the door off the roof. "What kind of information?"
'1 can tell you," he said, "where their next job is going to be. It's set for tomorrow night, right here in Manhattan. I can tell you where and when it'll be. That way you can catch them in the act" He paused at the head of the stairs. "That should be worth something, shouldn't it?"
"Something," said Lt. Colma.
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


It rained again on the night of the robbery. Mara, who was driving the black Renault they were using that night, rubbed steam off the inner side of the windshield with the heel of her hand. "There's the old boy's townhouse," she pointed out, slowing the car.
Beth was sitting stiff and straight on the seat next to her. "And there's the red kerchief tied to the shade on the left-hand second floor window. Helga's signal that all's well inside."
"I got a funny ache in my elbow," said Nita from the back seat.
'It's the weather," said the small Chinese girl beside her. "Or maybe you've got a touch of the flu, like poor Mimi."
"Poor Mimi indeed," snorted Beth. "She got cold feet."
The car rolled along the slick night street and stopped at the corner. "Here's where you get off," said Mara. "I'll keep cruising until you come out."
"Whenever I get this funny feeling in my elbow it means something bad." Nita opened her door and stepped carefully out into the rain.
Connie, the little Chinese girl, slid across and followed her. "The flu can make you feel depressed"
Beth joined them on the curb. A fat man in a plaid raincoat was walking a silver poodle, who also wore a plaid raincoat. When he was out of earshot, Beth said, "I have very negative vibrations about this caper, loo, Nita. Still, the all-clear signal is flying."
The three women were wearing dark pants suits and dark head scarves. Nita rubbed her elbow, saying, "I'm worried about Sweeney Todd, too. He hasn't heen around his shop or his apartment for two or three days."
"Not at all unusual for a fellow with his footloose habits," reminded Beth. "He's not, thank goodness, really a full-fledged member of the golden arrow circle. He has other interests." They had reached the door of the townhouse. "Nine fifteen exactly," said Beth after checking the large square watch on her thin wrist. "Helga should have the noted Mr. Easton all tied up and taped by now." Producting the duplicate key Helga had provided, she opened the white panel door of the narrow brownstone house.
The three of them marched quickly across the welcome mat and into the hall. Connie pulled the door shut.
Inside the house a radio was softly playing. String quartet music swept down the eggshell-white hall at them. According to the prearranged plan Helga by now was to have Rowland Easton tied up, mouth taped, in the library.
"The library is the second door on our right," whispered Beth.
Nita had been staring up at a small impressionist painting on the wall. She shivered now. "Darn elbow," she said to herself.
Beth unbuttoned the jacket of her suit, and pulled the pistol out of her waistband. "Let's look in on the eminent author."
"Urn," said Nita. She stood beside Beth at the entrance to the library.
There were two gold columned floor lamps glowing brightly in the big room. A huge teakwood radio console sat against the far wall, giving out quiet music. Thousands of books were crowded on the floor-to- ceiling shelves.
But Rowland Easton, bound and gagged or otherwise, was not there.
Beth backed into the hall. "Helga," she called out.
"Something," muttered Nita, "is wrong."
"Up here," came a girl's voice. "Upstairs, Beth."
Beth strode to the head of the staircase. "What in the hell are you doing up there?" She gripped the banister with one bony hand. That's not in the plan."
"Come up, please," said the unseen Helga. "Hurry."
Beth, her gun held out in front of her, started up the staircase. Nita and Connie followed her.
The gaunt woman was two thirds of the way to the second floor when she heard the sound. It was a small sound, hardly noticeable. Nevertheless, Beth noticed it. A man had cleared his throat up on the second floor.
She made a halt motion with her free hand, jerking her head toward the floor above them.
Understanding, the other two commenced working their way silently down the stairs.
The door just inside the entrance opened and a big man holding a .38 revolver stepped into view. "Go on up, ladies. There's somebody up there who would like to talk to you."
"A trap!" Beth, without any hesitation at all, leaped over the banister. The instant her feet touched the hall floor she squeezed off a shot at the big man who was blocking the front way out.
VerPoorten hesitated before returning the fire.
This gave Beth time to duck into the library.
Nita was easing one hand toward her own concealed gun.
The big detective noticed. "Don't do that, miss. I'd like to keep the shooting down to a minimum." "Aren't you going to chase after her?" Nita asked him.
"No place she can go except back out here or through the window," VerPoorten told her. "And we've got a man out there."
From the library came the noise of a window being
smashed.
Then came three shots in rapid succession.
"They've shot Beth!" gasped Connie.
Lt. Coma came down the stairs from above. "What happened?"
"Old lady heard somebody cough up there and got wise. She took a shot at me," explained VerPoorten. "Then she tried to get by Lenzer out in" the alley."
Colma nodded, heading toward the library. He entered the room with caution. One of the floor lamps had been used to batter out the window glass. Its bulbs had popped, its base was twisted.
The lieutenant crossed to the window. "Lenzer, you got her?"
No reply came.
Colma frowned out into the rain. "Damn," he said. Detective first class Lenzer was sprawled out there on liis back. Rain was beating down on the bloody front of his overcoat.
"How's the old lady?" said VerPoorten.
"Long gone," answered Colma.
The Renault raced along the Long Island Expressway. There were cars all around them, each showing through the night and heavy rain only as a collection of blurred colored lights.
"It could have been Helga herself," Mara was saying. "She could very well be the one who set us up."
Beth, her suit and hair rainsoaked, shook her head. '1 know that girl. It was I who brought her into the organization well over a year ago. She's straight."
"Very well, Beth," said Mara. "Let's assume it
wasn't Helga. I don't see how that leads you to suspect Mimi."
The gaunt woman held up one hand, tapping the fingers as she made her points. "First, she refused to go on the job tonight. Second, she's very thick with Walker. Walker, despite what the schoolgirl side of your nature may tell you, is a spy. I'm convinced he talked little Mimi into doing what I prevented him from doing. She told Lt. Colma where to trap us."
Mara's hands grew white as she gripped the wheel. "We have no proof...."
"How much else has to go wrong before you believe me?" demanded Beth.
Mara said, "Let's forget about Mimi and Walker for a moment. We've got to worry about getting everyone cleared out of the house."
"Not to mention the loot we have stashed in the basement," said the gaunt woman. "The police may already know where our headquarters are, though when I called home from the last gas station there was no indication of any trouble. And I don't think Helga is going to tell them about the house on the Sound."
"She told them about the red kerchief signal."
"Yes, but she'd try to keep back as much information as she could."
"Even so, we'll have to be very careful when we get near the house," said Mara. "I think Nita and Connie will stall as long as they can."
"There's always the possibility Mimi has already told them where our headquarters is located," said Beth. "'Somehow, though, I don't think she'll do that until she and her precious Walker are away safe. And before we left I took the precaution of having guards set to watch both of them." She watched the windshield wipers sweeping back and forth. "Speaking of
Walker, Mara dear, we'll have to get rid of him tonight."
"What do you mean?"
"We're moving out, remember?"
"He can be left where he is, locked in that cell."
"'No," insisted Beth, "that simply won't do. He knows, and I won't bother to remind you how much of this is your fault, he knows much too much about all of us; I can't afford to let the police get hold of him. He has to die."
"You can't...."
"I want to have the pleasure of seeing that man sink into the waters of the underground river before I vacate our house."
Mara's fingers squeezed the wheel even tighter, then they relaxed. She said, "Very well, I guess you're right."
"Of course I am."
CHAPTER
TWENTY-FOUr


The two women were making their way, as quietly as they could, through the woods which bordered their old Victorian house. The rain had turned to a prickly drizzle; mist was spilling off the black ocean and swirling around them.
"No sign of any cops," said Beth. "None of the agreed on danger signals visible at the house." They were a thousand feet from the place.
"There weren't any danger signals at the Easton townhouse either," Mara reminded her. "We'll approach from the rear and use a window to enter."
"You're being overly cautious, Mara dear. I'm absolutely sure I've thwarted Mimi's plans. She won't blow the whistle on our headquarters until she and her boyfriend, Walker, are miles from here. And I've made sure she can't get away."
Mara said nothing more until they had worked their way around to the back side of the sprawling house. "Nobody stationed around here."
Already at a window and easing it up, Beth said, "We could probably have walked right in the front door."
A moment after the pair stepped into the dim back hallway a voice said, "Put your hands up, please!"
Beth said angrily, It's us, you ninny.'"
"Oh. I'm sorry, Beth," said the chubby girl who was leveling a rifle at them. "You alerted us to be on guard for trouble and...."
"Yes, yes," said Beth. "Very admirable, keep it up."
"I take it," asked Mara, "that no police have shown up?"
"Not yet," replied the chubby girl. "But we're packing and loading up the cars and the pickup truck, just as Beth ordered over the phone."
"Commendable," said Beth. "Now to get into some dry clothes and then pay a visit, my last visit, to Walker."
Mara got to him first.
By the time Beth stalked into his cell, wearing a suit of coveralls, the Phantom's hands were already securely bound behind him. "Very good, Mara," she said. "Don't tie his feet yet. He's going to have to walk to the trapdoor." She went over and pressed one palm to his chest. "You're much too big to carry."
"I should think," he told her, "you wouldn't have time for another murder right now."
"So you do know about the police raid. When is it going to...."
"I told him what happened," cut in Mara. "He doesn't know anything."
"So he says to you." Beth's hand reached up and slapped the Phantom's face hard. "When are they coming?"
"From what Mara tells me, it won't be long," he answered. "You'd be a lot better off turning me loose."
"Not a chance, buddy boy," said Beth. "I've promised myself your death. Bring him along, Mara."
Guided by the blonde, the Phantom was led, followed by an armed escort of three other golden arrow girls, through the winding passages of the vast old basement.
When they entered a low musty room, Mara exclaimed, "What's Mimi doing here?"
The dark girl was standing a few feet from the closed trapdoor. Her hands and feet were tightly bound with greasy ropes. Two more girls with guns were watching her. The underground river could be heard rumbling by below. "You must know why I'm here, Mara," Mimi said. "Didn't you order this?"
"No, I "
"Get Walker finished first," ordered Beth. "Tie his legs up good and tight. It won't matter if you cut off his circulation. Mr. Walker has taken his last walk."
Mara let go of the Phantom's arm to face Beth. "You never said anything about Mimi. I can't let you go ahead with...."
"She's a traitor! I have positive proof she was down here in the middle of the night, on several occasions, plotting with this man."
"Mimi has nothing to do with your troubles," said the Phantom. "She's completely loyal, unfortunately for her, to your cause."
"The time for special pleading is long passed," said Beth. She was in a dusty coiner, selecting two large shroudlike cloth sacks. "This one should do nicely for you, buddy boy. May be a bit tight across the shoulders, but you won't mind that."
"Why add two more murders to your list?" the Phantom asked as she came toward him with the sacking.
"These aren't murders, they're executions."
The Phantom's feet were tightly bound now. Beth shooed the two girls who'd done the job aside and, with a lunge, dropped the sack over his head. An instant later, she kicked out at his legs, making him topple over and slam into the plank flooring.
The two girls were already bringing large stones from a pile against one wall.
"Stuff a nice heavy supply in there with him," said
BETH.
Mara told her, 'I won't let you do this to Mimi, too!"
From a pocket in her overcoat, Beth took a pistol. "These two are going to be dead before I leave this house tonight, Mara. I'd prefer the river, but if you !bother me I'll shoot the two of them right here and now."
"You mustn't..." began Mara. She stopped, touched one slender hand to her face. "Very well, very well."
"Nice try anyway," said Mimi. "And I always had the idea you didn't much care for me, Mara.*"
"Brave little Mimi," sneered Beth. "A jest on her lips to the very end."
"As for you," Mimi started to say.
Beth threw a sack down over the girl's head and body. "You won't need as many stones for this one."
Shaking her head, Mara moved back toward the doorway. "Good-bye, Walker. I'm sorry." She left the room.
The Phantom felt the large heavy stones being packed in all around him. Next the rough sack was tugged down hard, its open end clutched tight together over his feet.
"You'll appreciate this domestic touch," said Beth, planting a sharp kick in his ribs. "You're being sewn in by one of our young ladies. We don't have time for any fancy stitching. I'm sure you won't mind."
He heard the gaunt woman's footsteps echoing on the planking. A creaking, wrenching sound followed. The hidden river roared louder, its rushing sound rising to fill the room.
"No need to be gentle with him," Beth was saying.
She started kicking him toward the open trapdoor. One, or possibly two, of the other girls joined her.
When he was on the edge of the opening, Mimi called out, "So long, Walker. I really liked you." Then he was falling.
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


The big radio in the Easton library was still playing. A chill wind was pouring in through the broken window, scattering rain on the thick rug.
It was almost fifteen minutes after Beth had shot the detective and made her getaway. There were noises out in the alley, muttering and grunting. A flashbulb went off.
Nita sat in a large low leather armchair. "My elbow hurts," she said, rubbing it
Lt. Colma was leaning against a dark wood table, one blunt finger toying with the golden chain on the table lamp. "How long have you been with the golden arrow gang?"
The black girl made her eyes go wide. "Never heard of them, chief," she said. "Besides which, I don't have to say anything to you until I've got my lawyer handy." She frowned toward the window. "Can't you give me the third degree somewhere else. This draft bothers my elbow."
Boosting himself up to sit on the table, Colma asked, "Know a guy called Sweeney Todd?"
"You must know I do," replied Nita. "I work for him part time, down in the Village."
"Did you also know we have him in custody?"
She rubbed harder at her arm. "Nope, thafs a new one on me. What'd he do?"
"For one thing, he's part of your gang."
A siren screamed out on the wet street and suddenly died.
Nita asked, "What about that guy out there?"
"He's still alive," said Colma. "Just barely."
"If he dies, that'll be a murder tag on all of us, won't it?"
"Yeah, it could work out that way."
More footsteps sounded in the space between buildings. "Maybe he won't die," said Nita.
"I'm hoping he doesn't," said the stocky lieutenant. "He's a good man. Got a wife and two kids, little kids."
"The sad stuff doesn't move me much," said Nita. "But I don't like the idea of a murder charge."
Colma said, "Maybe I could do something."
"Oh, sure." Nita nodded at the room. "Only just me and you in here, chief. You can make me an awful lot of promises. Then later, it'd only be my word."
Leaning out toward her, he said, "If I tell you I can do something, that's my word. It's good."
"Ha, sure. A cop's word and ten cents will buy you a paper."
Colma sat watching her. They both heard the wounded detective being loaded on a stretcher out in the alley.
"Okay," said Nita. "Suppose I told you a few things?"
"I might be able to get you detached from a murder charge," said Colma. "I already know something about you folks."
"From Sweeney Todd?"
"He was one of my sources of information, yes."
"That explains tonight," sighed Nita. "Well then, what is there left to tell?"
The ambulance siren howled as the vehicle roared
away.
"Todd claimed he didn't know where your loot is stashed," said Colma. "Or has it all been fenced?"
"Some of it" Nita crossed her long legs. "A lot of it we still got,"
"The take from the Steiner job out on Long Island, for instance?"
The black girl uncrossed her legs, stretched them out straight, crossed them the other way. "Yeah, chief. That's still in storage."
"Where?" Colma made lists of his hands, tapping them lightly together.
"We got a house, a big old house," Nita Said finally. "There's a special room down in the basement. It's all stored down there."
"Whereabouts is the house?"
"Out on Long Island, hanging over the Sound." Nita gave him specific information on how to get to the house.
"Thanks, Nita." Colma hopped down off the table.
"We still got a deal?"
He crossed to the doorway. "Don't worry."
VerPoorten said, "I'm glad I don't live out here anymore. The Long Island Expressway makes me nervous. And this isn't even the rush hour." He shot their car around a slow moving truck.
The lieutenant had been talking on the radio. He finished, then said to his partner, "It's all set with the local boys. They're going to surround the place, then wait for us. Unless the dames make a break before we get there."
"How many girls in the gang did Nita say?"
"Around forty."
"Yeah, that's what Connie said, too. That's a lot of women to try to keep under control." "They've done a pretty good job for a couple of years."
"Oh, reach into my pocket," said VerPoorten. '1 forgot to tell you about it."
Colma did as bidden. "What's this, a chocolate bar?"
"Keep digging around. I've got a note in there, something I got over the phone."
"Yeah, here it is." Colma unfolded the notebook page, holding it near the dash lights. " 'Fox Kennels'"
"Notice how some people go into professions which suit their names? That's the guy about fifty miles out of the city who may be boarding a wolf."
Colma read the full address to himself. He refolded the note. "I wonder if we'll run into Walker out here tonight."
"We might," said VerPoorten. "Oops, there's the turnoff ramp we want." He zigzagged their car through the traffic.
"What makes you think Walker is going to be there?"
"Didn't Nita mention it?"
"I didn't ask her about him."
"I asked Connie," said VerPoorten. "She tells me they've got him locked in the basement."
"Locked in the basement?"
"The general opinion among the girls is that Walker is a police spy," explained the big detective.
Colma sank back in his seat. "I thought this busi- nes was starting to make sense," he said. "But it's still crazy."
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


The Phantom fell straight down through the chill
air.
Before he even hit the water he was tugging at the ropes which bound his wrists. As Mara had promised, the cords were tied with breakaway knots. Giving a final pull, he got his hands free.
There was a great splash when his weighted sack smashed into the river. The Phantom had his hands free, but his feet were still securely tied and he was sewn tight inside his sack full of stones.
The icy river water began to force its way through the pores of the rough sacking. He held his breath as he was pulled down and down toward the rocky bottom of the river.
'Time to use Mara's gift," he thought to himself.
He made a powerful slashing movement upward with the small sharp knife the blonde girl had pressed into his hand during the few moments they had been alone in his cell.
The soggy burlap resisted. The Phantom jabbed and slashed again. He had less than a half minute of air left in his lungs.
The material gave. A rip formed and grew longer and wider.
He kicked his bound legs sending the weighted sack continuing on its downward journey.
Stroking strongly, the Phantom headed for the surface and air.
Just below his goal he became aware of a glowing square above him. He was still directly under the trapdoor.
Lungs straining, the urge to open his mouth and gasp in air growing ever stronger, the Phantom forced himself to swim away from the light It wouldn't do to have Beth notice him now.
A second passed, another. Finally he shot up into the air. He took a deep breath, treading water, eyes on the trapdoor opening several yards off.
After another satisfying intake of air, he doubled up in the dark waters to cut away the ropes around his ankles. The current carried him toward the sea.
The last of the encircling ropes fell away. He swam over to the side of the cavern.
The river had cut its way through earth and rock to form a long cavernous tunnel to the ocean.
"Bon voyage, Mimi," came Beth's voice from above.
Seconds later another human bundle came plummeting down.
The Phantom, gulping in air, dived beneath the surface. Determined strokes carried him against the current"
It was black and cold down here. But the Phantom's instincts were good. He judged exactly where Mimi had hit, and where the rapidly sinking sack would be.
He threw one arm around the heavy sack, kicking with his feet. Once again he swam away from the yellow glow of the opening.
He let the river carry him, at the same time swimming toward the surface.
He thrust his and Mimi's head up above the water at the moment the trapdoor closed.
Blackness and the roar of the river surrounded
them.
The Phantom pulled his burden over toward the side of the cavern. He'd noticed a narrow ledge there while there'd still been light from above.
Depositing the bound girl on the ledge, he pulled himself up beside her. "You're okay now, Mimi," he said while he gently cut the sacking away from her.
The girl lay as he had placed her. Not moving, not speaking.
"Mimi, are you all right?" He cut the ropes from her hands, then felt for a pulse.
"That was worse than the pool at the Steiners' place," she said in a small voice. "But I like your bedside manner, Dr. Walker."
'There, your feet are free," he said.
With his help she sat up. "Looks like another dress is ruined," she said. "Outside of that I'm in pretty good shape, I think, all things considered." She felt out in the dark and located him. Locking her arms around his neck, she kissed him. "How'd you work it? I thought we were both finished and done for."
Hhe tapped the knife against the rock wall. "Mara managed to slip me a knife."
"Good old Mara. She's getting positively saintly in her old age."
The Phantom asked, "About how far are we from the Sound?"
"The river runs straight from here on," replied Mimi. "So it can't be more than a few hundred yards."
"Is there any way to get back up into the house from here?"
"Back into the house? That's the last place I want to go. I'd rather swim all the way across to Bridgeport, Connecticut, than face another go-round with Beth and company." "I want to stop them from getting away," said the Phantom.
"Okay, so you can call the cops from a gas station or someplace," the girl told him. "After we get out. In fact, there's a pay phone at the little general store near the country club."
"Mimi, the police may not get here in time to catch Beth. I want to make sure she's caught."
Mimi said, after a pause, "Well, there is a ladder. It should be along here on this side. It takes you up into the back pantry. I've always thought the former owners must have been bootleggers or something."
"Do you know where they put my guns?"
"Probably in Beth's little office. That's right across from the kitchen."
With the Phantom in the lead and Mimi holding his hand they moved, single file, along the rocky ledge. After covering roughly twenty-five feet the Phantom's free hand struck metal. "Here it is," he said, 'Is the trapdoor likely to be locked?"
"No, there's not even a lock on it." Mimi tightened her grip on his hand. "Walker, you know just before they threw you down here and I figured you and I were going to be separated for good ... I told you I liked you very much?"
"Yes, I remember that."
"Well, I still feel that way," said Mimi. "But I really don't want to go up there with you."
He turned, placed both hands on her shoulders. "Can you get out to the beach by yourself?"
"Yes, this ledge goes right out to the sand."
"Then go on by yourself," the Phantom said. "Get to that little store you mentioned. "It'll be closed by now and no one will notice you waiting beside it for me."
"You'll come for me there?"
"Yes, when I finish what I have to do."
"And after that?"
"I'll talk to you about that," he said, letting go of her. He took hold of the sides of the ladder. "You really have to go up and face them again?" "Yes," he told her. He began climbing.
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


The Phantom lifted the trapdoor an inch. The back pantry was dark. He heard many feet hurrying through the halls, crossing and recrossing the floors above. "The moving out operation continues," he said to himself.
He eased up into the small closetlike room. Canned goods, packaged cake mixes and jars of jam stood on the shelves around him, along with six flat bottles of mineral water. Some light was coming in from the partially open door.
Out in the big kitchen a girl was hurriedly packing utensils into a cardboard carton. She had a pistol thrust in the waistband of her cocoa colored slacks. Her back was to him.
Without a sound the Phantom eased into the kitchen. He came up behind the girl, put one hand over her mouth and pressed the fingers of his other hand to her neck. In less than a half minute she passed out, and started to slip down toward the linoleum floor.
He caught her, withdrawing her gun as he did. Carrying the unconscious girl into the pantry, the Phantom tied and gagged her with two dish towels.
Another girl went rapidly by the kitchen, but she didn't look in. The Phantom waited until she'd scurried around a bend in the hall. He then sprinted to the door of Beth's office. He tapped three times.
"Yes, what is it?"
Pushing into the room, the Phantom said, "No outcry, please, Beth. Sit right there and keep both hands in view." He closed the door quietly behind him. His borrowed pistol pointed directly at the gaunt woman.
"You," she gasped. "You're . . . you're dead."
"In another country, far from here," he told her, "they call me the Ghost Who Walks."
Her eyes narrowed, her breath grew shallow as she watched him approach her desk. "You're not a ghost," she said, noticing his wet clothes. "You're simply damn clever. Very well, what do you want, Walker?"
"You."
'1 don't under...
"Not for myself. For the police."
"So you really are nothing but a cop?"
He scanned the room, the gun still covering Beth. "Those drapes should do." He reached over, tore one down. "Here, Beth, rip it into strips."
"What are you up to?"
"Rip," he repeated.
Obeying him, she said, 'If they get me I'll see to it they get Mara."
"Hands behind you." He took one of the lengths of strong cloth, tied her wrists together behind her back. 'Yes, I imagine they'll arrest Mara."
"You'd allow that to happen? I had the notion you were found of dear Mara."
Tightening the knots, he said, "It's much too late for Mara."
Beth laughed. "And too late for your little pet, Mimi, too."
"I don't think so."
"Ah, so you resc...."
He used another strip of drapery as gag.
In the second drawer on the left-hand side of the desk rested his twin .45 automatics, along with his wallet and money. He returned them to himself. "Now let's let the police know where they can find you." He reached for the phone which sat on a round table beside the desk.
Before he touched it, shooting began outside the house.
Moments earlier Mara had gone into the huge separate garage which stood to the left of the old Victorian house. She selected a green station wagon and drove it around the wide gravel driveway toward the front entrance. Two other girls had cars parked near the door and were loading them with household goods. This evacuation plan had been worked out, along with several alternatives, months ago. The inner circle of the golden arrow had leased two other properties on Long Island. The girls would now split up and head for these two spots. Until tonight no one but the ruling six had known the new locations. So there was no danger of Nita or Connie, or Beth's favorite, Helga, being able to betray them.
The blonde Mara honked her horn, waving the girls forward. She wanted to park the station wagon directly in front of the door. It was time for her and Beth to go into the basement storeroom and get their cache of stolen gems and valuables.
While Mara waited for the girls to start their respective cars her fingers drummed on the steering wheel. She felt an unpleasant coldness inside herself, pain clutched at her stomach for a moment. "He must have gotten away by now," she said aloud. "He couldn't have drowned. He must be all right."
The curving gravel driveway ahead was clear. She guided the wagon up to the entrance. "After all, I told him to get as far from here as he could," she continued. "There's no reason to expect him to come back at all."
She switched off the ignition, set the emergency brake. "And he probably had time to save Mimi, too. The two of them . . . the two of them went off together more than likely. Yet I had the feeling, I really did, he might come back. To see me, to say good-bye if nothing else."
She stepped out onto the gravel. A cold gust of wind swooped out of the forest and swirled rain and tatters of fog around her. Mara happened to look toward the misty wood. The wind had cleared a space in the mist. For an instant she saw a man standing there. A heavyset man in the uniform Of the local police.
Mara pulled her pistol from under her coat. She fired it three times in the air. Then ran into the big house, crying, "The cops! The cops are herel"
There should still be time to get down and save some of their loot. Then escape through the underground tunnel to the beach. The police probably weren't smart enough to have stationed men down by the ocean.
The keys to the storeroom were in Beth's little office. Mara ran there while girls ran and shouted throughout the house.
The two girls who'd been outside tumbled into the hall in her wake, slamming the big oak door shut
Mara hit Beth's door with one narrow shoulder. "Beth, we've got to "
She found Beth tied and gagged, sitting upright in her desk chair. There was no one else in the room.
The giant woman made angry mutterings behind her gag.
"Who did this?" said Mara. She glanced down at the rug. There were damp footprints there. "Was it
 
Walker?" She moved to Beth's side, worked at the gag and finally got it off. "Was it?"
"Who in hell else do you think it was?" asked Beth, after spitting flacks of cloth out. "Now get my hands undone. What was that shooting about?"
"The cops are in the woods. We're going to have to go out through the basement," Mara told her. "Either that or fight it out."
"Thanks to your dear friend, Walker, I've lost precious minutes."
"Where did he go?"
"Out the door when he heard the shots."
To herself Mara thought, "I want to see him again."
But she never did.
VerPoorten was halfway through his chocolate bar when the shooting began. He'd stationed himself in the woods toward the rear of the old house. The lieutenant was up front somewhere, going over the details of the raid with the local boys.
The big detective hurried through the rest of the candy before taking his .38 from its holster. "The lieutenant's right," he reflected. "This is a crazy one. A whole mansion full of girl jewel thieves. It's a lulu."
He hunched his wide shoulders, tugging the turned up collar of his plastic raincoat tighter around his neck. "These things are handy okay, but not very warm. I don't think I'd like to live this close to the Sound. Must get fog like this all the time I bet and . . . hey!"
A shadow had moved through the mist from the house to the wood. VerPoorten judged the person had entered the trees about twenty feet away from him. He began moving in that direction.
Twigs, leaves, and brush crackled as he stalked the shadowy figure. It was tough to keep from making noise out here.
Tut the gun away," ordered an even voice.
VerPoorten felt a gun at his back. "We've got the place surrounded." He holstered his own weapon.
"That's what I wanted to make sure of," said the Phantom. "You'll find one of the leaders of the group tied up in the office near the kitchen once you get inside. The stolen jewels are down in the basement."
Turning his head carefully for a second, the big detective got a glimpse of the man behind him. "Dark glasses at night, in a rainstorm," he said. "You must be Walker."
"And you must be VerPoorten," replied the Phantom. "I've heard the girls talk about you. So Lt Colma is in on this raid."
"He sure is," said VerPoorten. "Sooner or later he's going to catch. . .. He got an odd feeling on the back of his neck. Turning full around he discovered he was talking to no one.
Walker had vanished silently into the fog.
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Lt. Colma coughed. His mouth was near the bullhorn loudspeaker and the cough was amplified, echoing against the front of the looming old house. He lowered the bullhorn to cough again, "Damn fog," he muttered, "always makes me clog up." He waited a few seconds before raising the speaker to his lips again.
"Ladies," he began, "this is the police. We ask you to please vacate the house at once. Come out the front door in single file."
There was no immediate response. Then all the lights in the golden arrow headquarters went out.
Colma ducked down behind the car he'd been standing beside on the lawn. "All escape routes are checked and blocked," he announced. "Be sensible and give up."
The stocky lieutenant was close enough to the mist shrouded house to hear one girl call to another, "Where's Beth, where's Mara?"
"I don't know!"
"They've skipped. Deserted us!"
While this was going on a window on the second floor was suddenly smashed out. A police spotlight hit it before the last shards of glass had flickered down to the ground. A rifle cracked three tunes.
One of the shots thudded into the hood of the car which was shielding Colma, "Jim-dandy," he said.
The local policemen, planted behind other cars, returned the fire.
A girl screamed. Then a figure slumped forward over the windowsill. The rifle came spinning down through the beam of one of the police spots. The wind fluttered the slumped girl's dark hair.
Now the wide oak door of the big house began to open inward. Lt. Colma leveled his gun at it over the hood of the car.
A white cashmere sweater was waved. "No more shooting." called one of the golden arrow girls. "We want to give up!"
"Come on out then," ordered Colma through the bullhorn. "Hands high, no guns."
The dozen local men dotting the area began to close in on the house, watchful and cautious.
The door opened fully to allow the girls to begin their slow march out.
While Colma watched, VerPoorten came trotting up. "Hey, lieutenant," he said, catching his breath. "I saw him, just now."
"Who?"
"Walker."
"What? He was here after all."
"Yeah, only not locked in the cellar," explained VerPoorten. "He was out in the woods over there."
"Where is he now?"
"He got the drop on me. Before I could do anything he was gone like what you call a will-o'-the- wisp."
"Huh, that's jim-dandy." The lieutenant walked closer to the house.
"He told me he tied up one of the leaders of the gang and left her in there for us," said VerPoorten.
"He also mentioned the loot was stashed down in the basement someplace."
"You two had a nice friendly chat." Colma pushed by the girls as they filed out. "Where's this dame supposed to be tied up?"
"Office by the kitchen someplace," said VerPoorten, going in after the lieutenant.
Colma switched on his flashlight. "Kitchen's back there."
They looked into Beth's office. It was empty. Strips of torn drape were scattered on the floor. "She got loose."
"Apparently." Colma located a door to the basement. He shone his flash down the raw wood stairs.
A thin girl of about nineteen was huddled next to the switch box at the foot of the stairs. "Oh," she said.
"Come on up, miss. Everybody's surrendering up here."
"This is what they told me to do," she said. "My part of the plan. Turn off all the lights on signal."
"Okay, you can turn them back on." Colma started down.
"I only joined this thing two, or three, I guess, months ago."
"We'll take that into consideration." He patted her arm, removed the pistol from her hip pocket. "Go upstairs now, miss."
"Yes, sir."
Colma showed the girl's gun to his partner. "Saturday night special." He dropped it into a bulging overcoat pocket "Did Walker mention exactly where . . . quiet"
From some distance came a scraping sound. Door hinges creaked.
Colma crept cautiously across the stone cellar floor, 146
entered a long corridor. One bare lightbulb provided the illumination.
A lean woman in coveralls moved across the end of the hall, carrying a heavy black metal box.
"Stop right there," shouted Colma. This is the police."
Beth entered another hallway, one which forked off this one. She kept going.
When Colma and VerPoorten ran by the room she'd come out of they saw the blonde Mara sitting on the floor amidst a scatter of jewel cases and chamois bags.
"Don't try to use that gun," Colma told her.
"No," she said in a listless voice. She let the weapon slide from her hand. '1 won't."
"Where'd she go?" he asked.
To the underground river," replied Mara, pointing.
"Stay with this one," Colma told his partner.
He turned down the corridor Beth had taken. Down at the end a door hung open. He went toward it at a run.
Before he reached the doorway three shots sprayed out of the opening. "Get the hell away from me!" cried Beth from inside the door.
Colma threw himself to die ground. He was still a dozen feet from the open door. He heard a trapdoor being yanked up. The rushing sound of the hidden river came out to him.
After waiting ten seconds he made a crouching run past the doorway. He caught a glimpse of Beth poised at the lip of the opening in the floor. He got off two shots before he was past the door.
After another ten seconds he moved back toward the entrance.
There was no one in there now.
Colma went to the edge of the trap, with caution, and squinted down. He saw nothing but black water rushing by. Kneeling, he directed the beam of his
flashlight through the chill hole. There was no trace of Beth down there.
Resting on the planking beside him was the black metal box. Colma flipped the lid up. The box was crammed full of diamonds.
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


Mimi hesitated, then came running out, from under the shelter of the shingle porch roof of the little general store. She ran across the small neat front lawn, around the white metal flag pole and up to the idling Renault. "Where'd you get this?"
The Phantom had leaned across the seat to push the passenger side door open. "Found it in the woods. As I recall, from a torn: of the garage the other day, it's one of yours."
"Yes." Mimi climbed in. "Beth's favorite, in fact. I think they used it on the ill-fated caper tonight."
Pulling away from the general store, the Phantom said, "I noticed a raincoat in the back seat."
The dark girl shrugged. "I guess I'll stay in this wet stuff awhile longer," she said. "I wonder what the car was doing in the woods."
"It was parked in a cluster of pines some distance off the road and a good way from the house," he said. "Mara and Beth must have hidden it there when they got back from the job in New York. Mara told me they'd sneaked up on the house, in case the police were waiting for them."
'You wouldn't think they'd have left the keys in it."
"They didn't. There are other ways to start a car."
"You sure you're not a master criminal in disguise? You do seem to know a lot of underground stuff."
"The police have arrived, by the way."
The girl sat up. 'I thought I heard some kind of shooting. I guessed it was probably Beth taking pot shots at you," she said. "Are we safe? I mean, will there be roadblocks?"
"It's unlikely," the Phantom told her. "We'll stick to back roads, though."
"Where are you heading?"
"For Manhattan. And you?"
Mimi smiled. "I thought I'd ride along with you. If that's okay."
"Made up your mind what you're going to do?"
"Not exactly, no," she admitted. "I've been thinking maybe I ought to go in and give myself up to Lt. Colma and turn state's evidence, or whatever it is you do. Then I also get the feeling I'd like to go away entirely. Forget New York and everything about it for a while."
"Go away to where?"
She folded her arms. "You'll think I'm square and ail-American under my glittering fagade. I was thinking I'd go back home maybe."
He nodded, concentrating on driving through the Stormy night.
Mimi asked. "What do you think I ought to do?"
"What you feel you have to do."
"Thank you, Zen master," she said. "I mean, Walker, you saved my life. Besides which, you could have turned me over to the cops. Did you find Beth, by the way?"
"Yes, I did. I'd guess the police have her in custody by now."
"What about Mara?"
"Didn't see her," he said. "Once I knew the police had arrived, I left."
'I thought you might really be going back to see Mara, that you were intending to maybe ditch me," said Mimi. After a moment, she continued, "I'm a crook, too, you know. The same as Beth and Mara."
"No, not the same." He looked toward her for a few seconds before returning his gaze to the narrow road they were traveling. '1 made a judgment about you, Mimi. I think you can be... salvaged."
"By you?"
"By yourself," he said. "All I've done is give you a chance. If you want to talk to Colma and see what happens, or if you want to go back home, it's up to
"You're washing your hands of me?"
"I'm giving you a chance, not advice."
"Okay," she said. "Thanks." She closed her eyes, leaned against the side window. "I'm still puzzled somewhat about your motives, Walker. What's in this for you?"
"A man was killed," he told her. "I decided the people responsible should be brought to justice. That meant locating Beth and Mara. It also meant, though I didn't know it when I began, breaking up the whole golden arrow setup."
"But why did you get involved at all, you're not a cop or anything?"
The Phantom answered, "Because it's what I had to do."
Wearing a new gray suit, again known as Devlin, the Phantom sat in an easy chair in his rooms at the Woolrich Hotel and watched the morning news on television. On the coffee table were spread the morning papers. The headline on the front page of the New York News said: "Nab Girl Gang on LI." The Times did not mention him at all in its page-fifty-three account of the rounding up of the golden arrow organization. The News made one reference to "a certain mystery man" who might or might not be connected with the gang.
On the newscast, a black announcer with a very up- to-date mustache was giving a description of the apprehension of the golden arrow girls. He covered the same facts the Phantom had gleaned from the newspaper accounts. Beth had been killed, or was at least presumed dead. All in all, twenty-nine girls had been captured in the raid. It was believed several of them had escaped and they were being sought. The police also promised a crackdown on the fences and underworld figures who had been cooperating with the jewel thieves. So far, mainly through the efforts of Lt. Colma of the New York Police Department's robbery division, well over one million dollars in stolen gems and jewelry had been recovered.
The Phantom got one final glimpse of Mara. The image of the mustached newsman gave way to some blurred and badly lit footage of several of the girls being taken into a Long Island police station. Mara was one of them. She was still pretty, but she looked very frail and tired.
He crossed the sunlit room to turn off the set.
The Phantom stood before the coffee table for a moment, looking down at the newspapers. He picked up the phone and asked the switchboard to place a call for him.
"Good morning, Fox Kennels."
"Good morning, this is Mr. Devlin."
"Oh . . . yes. .. . Ah .. . hold on a minute, please."
Presently a new voice spoke to him "Uh . . . good morning, Mr. Devlin," said this new man in an overly loud voice. "Well, how are you?"
"I'm fine," the Phantom replied. "I'd like to pick up my .. . dog sometime this afternoon."
"Oh . . . this afternoon. Yes . . . uh. Yes, that's fine,
just fine," said the man. Ill have him all wrapped up ... all ready to go rather. And your bill ... I'll have your bill. This afternoon, you say? Uh . . . about what time exactly, Mr. Devlin, sir? So I can have Devil all shipshape."
The Phantom smiled to himself. "Three o'clock," he said. "Did you get that? Three this afternoon."
"Three. Good. We'll see you at three o'clock then, Mr. Devlin."
The Phantom hung up. "Something is not quite right at Fox Kennels," he said.
 
CHAPTER THIRTY


VerPoorten was stooped over, his head tilted to one side, looking into the wire cubicle in the back room of the Fox Kennels offices. "That's a wolf for sure," he said. "Don't you think?"
Colma was at the swinging door to the outer office, frowning through the small square of blue glass in the door. "It's eleven minutes after three."
"Mr. Walker said it was a rare type of African hunting dog," said Mr. Fox. He was a small round man, wearing a white medical-style jacket with a fox-head emblem on the breast pocket. He sat, bouncing nervously every few seconds, on a wooden chair in front of the row of animal cages. "An African hunting dog."
"Nope, that's a wolf," repeated VerPoorten. 'I remember seeing what you call a documentary film a couple years back about wolves. And this sure is one." He put his head nearer to the cage which held the Phantom's Devil. "Hello, boy. Pretty tame for a wolf, isn't he?"
"You sure he said three?" Colma asked Fox.
"Yes, here's the sheet of memo paper I wrote the time on as he spoke to me," said the little round man, waving a yellow slip of paper with the fox-head emblem in its left-hand corner. "As I told the local police, the minute I hung up I phoned them. They, I guess, notified you."
A loud many-voiced barking began outside. Then came much growling and yelping.
"What's doing that?" Fox left his chair and bounded to a back window. "Good Lord, the dogs are all running loose. I've got to go round them up before there's serious trouble."
"I'll give you a hand," offered VerPoorten. He looked toward the lieutenant. "Is that okay? I've got a way with animals."
"Go ahead," said Colma. "I'll wait here to see if our Mr. Devlin-Walker shows at all, which I'm starting to doubt."
"He did say three o'clock," insisted Fox as he rushed out the back door into the kennel yards.
VerPoorten trotted after him.
Lt. Colma turned his head suddenly to the left. A window had been opened. Down beyond the row of cages. He reached a hand inside his coat toward his gun.
"Leave it there," suggested the Phantom. He was still wearing the gray suit, and a pair of wraparound dark glasses. He grinned at the lieutenant, walked by him and locked first the door VerPoorten and Fox had used and then the door into the outer office. During all this, the barrel of his automatic never ceased pointing at Lt. Colma. "You wanted to talk to me?"
Colma pushed his tongue into his cheek, watching the big man. "Yeah, there are a few questions which have been running through my mind."
"Perhaps I can answer them here," said the Phantom. "A few of them anyway."
Taking a few steps toward the chair Fox had vacated, the police lieutenant said, "It would be better if you came back to Manhattan and we talked at Centre Street."
"That won't be possible."
Colma's stubby hands slapped the side of his wrinkled pants. "Why are you in this thing? You're not a private dick or an insurance cop. I checked all that out."
"The women on the train," said the Phantom, "brought me into this."
"You mean you wanted to clear your name, because I suspected you'd knocked off Pieters and swiped his gems?"
The Phantom laughed. "No, I wasn't worried about my reputation, lieutenant," he said. The look of amusement left his face as he added, "I felt the murder shouldn't go unpunished. Since I knew who'd actually done the killing, I made up my mind to track them down."
"That was your reason? You didn't, maybe, also want to try a little hijacking operation?"
"Do you really believe that's what I had in mind?"
The policeman's hand slapped his sides again. "No, I guess I don't. I guess when you come down to it, I can't figure you at all, Walker. I don't understand your motive."
"I've told you."
"A desire to see justice done? Huh," said Colma. "I haven't run into that for a long time." He rested a hand on the back of the chair. "Still, I would appreciate it if you'd come along and make a statement. I can guarantee. . . ." Colma shoved the chair straight at the Phantom. At the same time, he made a diving grab for the Phantom's gun. "I'm going to take you in."
The Phantom, dodging the chair, sidestepped out of the way of the charging Lt. Colma.
Colma slammed into an animal cage, causing a poodle to start yelping. One foot shuffling to the left, he swung on the Phantom.
Once again, his opponent wasn't there.
I'm sorry we can't continue our talk," said the Phantom. He gave the lieutenant two sharp blows to the side of the neck with the side of his hand.
Groaning, Colma took three wobbling steps. One knee went slamming into the floor, then the other. Then, he fell over onto his side, unconscious.
The Phantom tore a sheet of paper from a memo pad on a nearby desk. He pressed his skull ring on it, leaving a skull image printed on the page. Dropping this on the fallen policeman's chest, he turned his attention to Devil.
"Time to go, Devil," the Phantom said to the gray wolf. With a twist of his powerful wrist, he forced the locked cage door open.
Devil growled a friendly growl of appreciation at being free and with his master once more.
"It's the Deep Woods for us," the Phantom told the animal. With Devil at his heels, he went out through the front office and away.
When VerPoorten returned to the room, he found the lieutenant slumped in the wooden chair, looking very pale. "What's wrong, lieutenant?"
"Just had a talk with Walker."
"Where is he? I thought you wanted to persuade him to come back to New York City with us."
"He wasn't in the mood for that." Colma rubbed at his neck, then held out the slip of paper.
"Hey, that looks like a face of some kind." The big detective leaned closer. "No, you know what that mark looks like? It looks like a skull."
Tracing his fingertips over the sign of the skull, Colma said, "Yeah, it does."
"Is that what you would call a trademark of this Walker guy?"
Colma didn't immediately speak. "Let's go home," he said after a while.
CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


Some days later, and many thousands of miles distant from New York, the jungle drums beat out a message. "The Phantom is back!" they said. "The Ghost Who Walks has returned!"
The message went speeding across Bangalla, from the fringes of the capital city of Mawitaan, where the Bangalla Airways jet had set the Phantom down, deep into the most remote stretches of dense jungle.
Soon the word had penetrated to that part of the jungle where modern civilization has been unable, or perhaps unwilling to reach. To the untamed and mysterious area known as the Deep Woods. It was here, at the very heart of this strange and secret area, that the Phantom's Skull Cave lay.
The Bandar, the pygmy tribe who were the only people who dared to dwell in the Deep Woods, heard the message, the drums brought.
And so when the Phantom, dressed again in his tight-fitting costume and mask, set foot once more on the jungle paths of the Deep Woods, with Devil padding beside him, he was greeted by Guran, his longtime friend.
The little gray-brown man raised a hand in greeting, as did the dozen of his tribe who had accompanied him on this trek to meet the returning masked man.
"Welcome to your home again, Ghost Who Walks," said Guran.
"Hello, old friend," replied the Phantom.
Devil barked a greeting.
As they began the journey to the Skull Cave, Guran said, "You have been gone longer than I anticipated, Phantom. I feel it was because you have had even more adventures than you expected."
"That is so, Guran," the masked man said. "Tonight, round the fire,I'll tell you about them."
The procession continued on its way. When the hot jungle sun was at its highest, they reached the Phantom's cave home. The cave goes deep into the side of a high gray cliff. The jagged mouth of the cave resembles nothing so much as an enormous grinning skull.
The rest of the Bandar people remained outside, while Guran followed his friend inside.
For a moment or two, the Phantom paced the familiar cavern which held his skull throne. Then, nodding to himself, he announced to Guran, "I'm going to visit the treasure rooms for a few minutes, old friend."
Deep within the Skull Cave were the treasure rooms, a minor one and a major one. These rooms held precious stones, gold plates, silver trinkets, ropes of pearls and countless other treasures which had been gathered by the many generations of Phantoms.
'I will wait here, Phantom," said the little gray- brown man, squatting on the stone floor. "Have you brought back a great new treasure from far-off America?"
Reaching into his belt, the Phantom held out the golden arrow pin he had first found on the train. "Only this," he answered.
Guran narrowed his eyes to examine the pin. "Surely that cannot be worth much, Phantom."
The Phantom's gloved hand closed over the pin. "Several people's lives," he said, "were lost because of this."
"Is that why you wish to preserve it?"
"No, I'm keeping it as a memento, Guran. To remind me of some people."
"The ones who died?"
"No, two of the ones who lived." The Phantom turned and walked away.
THE END
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