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HOW IT ALL BEGAN


Over four hundred years ago, a large British merchant ship was attacked by Singg pirates off the remote shores of Bangalki. 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 merchant ship 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 way the Oath of the Skull that Kit and his 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 formed 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 world-wide 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, 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 immortality. Always working alone against tremendous—sometimes almost impossible—odds, he found the awe and fear that the legend inspired was a great help in his endless battle against evil. Only his friends, the pygmies, knew the truth. To compensate for their tiny stature, the pygmies mixed deadly poisons for use on their weapons, in hunting or defending themselves. 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. 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 eyrie on a high sheer mesa that was thought by the Indians to be haunted by evil spirits and became known as "Walker's Table"—for the Ghost Who Walks. In Europe, deep in the crumbling cellars of the ruins of an ancient castle, 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 recorded their 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, sea folk, 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 Mysterious Ambassador 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 centuries 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 hand—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 1973
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They went to bed happy that night, filled with satisfaction at what they had accomplished, and thrilled with the anticipation of what was ahead. As they blew out their kerosene lamps and tried to sleep under mosquito netting, none of them knew that a circle of death surrounded them scarcely a day's march away.
It had been an exciting week in many ways, the culmination of four long months of dangerous dirty work in the center of this hot Bangalla jungle. They were a United Nations medical team, four male doctors and one female paramedic aid, sent to battle fever of unknown cause that was killing and crippling hundreds of jungle people from the interior tribes.
The team, headed by the eminent Dr. Alec Kirk, had found more to fight than fever. There was the heat, day and night, persistent, draining, maddening. There were the insects, poisonous or merely painful, equally persistent and maddening. Then there were shortages of supplies and food, and the enmity of jungle people suspicious of strangers. Worst of all were the tribal witchmen who, seeing their power challenged, fed the hostility and tried to turn their people against the foreign "devils" who would poison them with their needles and unknown drugs.
The team persisted, but their task would have been hopeless without the presence on their staff of a brilliant black doctor, a native of Bangalla, Lamanda Luaga. Educated abroad, Dr. Luaga had returned to his native land to bring modern medicine to his people, and he was widely known and loved in the city as well as in the jungle.
Then came that glorious morning, a week ago, when Dr. Kirk announced to the team at breakfast that their work was finished, their mission accomplished. The cots in the makeshift hospital were empty, no new cases had developed for days, and the epidemic was ended. They cheered and exchanged handshakes, backslappings with each other, and none failed to kiss their radiant female paramedic aid, Diana Palmer, who had worked so faithfully at their side through the desperate months. Then champagne, a lone bottle that had somehow survived the months, was popped open and poured foaming, into wooden cups for a round of toasts. None minded it was warm, there being no ice for five hundred miles in any direction. And the Wam- besi people—warriors, women, and children in whose village the UN clinic had been set up—watched the antics of these foreign medicine men with happy smiles. Their suspicion and hostility had long since vanished together with the frightening fever that had brought the strangers.
Then Diana Palmer, this amazing girl with the tender hands of a ministering angel, and the face and body of a young goddess, sent the happy message via their short-wave radio transmitter to home base: epidemic ended—mission accomplished—please advise. Dr. Alec Kirk. Their radio operator had been stricken with the fever a month earlier and she had replaced him as she was the only staff member with a working knowledge of electronics. There seemed to be no end to the girl's talents.
All knew that she had been born to wealth, that she was an Olympic gold medal diver, a pilot, and an explorer. She had taken a crash course in paramedics and had come on this mission as a volunteer when no nurses in the UN pool were available.
The two young doctors, red-haired Chris Able and balding George Schwartz, as well as their chief, Alec Kirk, had fallen in love with this sparkling beauty, and each had made a secret resolve to make her his bride. In the beginning, all had been dubious about her value to the team, but she soon changed that. She worked hard, bandaging ugly wounds and emptying slop pails with equal energy, asking no favors, somehow maintaining her good humor and easy charm through the most trying times. The men also learned, quickly and firmly, that she was not a potential bride for any of them. It seems she was already spoken for. There was a man somewhere. And through all the steaming days and hot nights, they wondered who the man could be who was worthy of this glowing girl. Why wasn't she with him instead of slaving in this hell-hole of a clinic? Why had she given up her exciting life of jet-setting— the parties, the skiing, the theater and opera, and the rest—for this? They couldn't guess, and Diana didn't tell them.
Actually, she had wanted to be a part of the UN health team and had studied for it. She had volunteered for this particular mission for her own reasons, which they would all soon know.
That glorious day, Diana's radio message received a reply: Dr. Alec Kirk and UN medical team ... the UN and the entire world are proud of you ... my personal congratulations . . . the Secretary General, United Nations. That was good for another cheer, a round of handshakes, more backslapping, and heartfelt kisses for Diana, and more toasting, this time with fruit juice, for the champagne was gone.
Diana left the happy men and walked through the village to the great house of the Wambesi chief. Men and women in the windows and doorways of huts smiled and called to her. Children ran at her side as she chatted with them in the sparse Wambesi vocabulary she had learned. The girl had become loved by these proud people, the largest and most powerful of all jungle tribes. She was quickly ushered into the presence of the high chief, supreme ruler of the Wambesi. Wambato was a large calm man, with shrewd eyes and a kind face, possessed of vast dignity and noble bearing as befitted the seventh generation of his family to rule the tribe. He smiled at Diana as she curtsyed to him. Like all the other Wambesi he had learned to love this sparkling girl who had worked so hard to drive out the sickness from his people.
She had come to ask a favor.
"I have seen your talking drums that send messages to the far ends of the jungle," she said. "Could a message be sent for me on the talking drums?"
He was glad to grant such a simple favor, and sent
for the drummers. When the three drummers joined them at the throne, he told them her request, and they smiled and bowed their willingness to do a favor for this good friend from the strange outside world.
"Tell them the message," said high chief Wambato.
"The message is—my work is finished here. May I visit you?" said Diana. Having no writing, the drummers closed their eyes to let the meaning sink into their heads. After a moment of silence, the drummers opened their eyes and smiled. The message was registered.
"Now, tell them who the message is for," said Wambato.
"For the Phantom, in the Deep Woods," said Diana.
Wambato gasped with surprise. The drummers were startled. The warriors and women standing at the walls of the throne room showed their amazement with exclamations and gasps like their chief.
"The Phantom?" said Wambato after a moment. "Child, do you know what you are saying?"
"Yes, he is a friend of mine," said Diana, puzzled and surprised by this reaction to her simple request.
The Wambesi stared at her. A few of them had seen the Phantom with their own eyes on one of his rare appearances outside the Deep Woods. But they had heard about him all their lives, as had their fathers and grandfathers and their grandfathers before them. Even Wambato, a member of the council of chiefs who met frequently with the Phantom, knew him only as a remote figure.
"Child," said Wambato. "One does not send a message to the Deep Woods, save for dire emergencies. Otherwise it is forbidden. That is our custom."
"But I am a friend," said Diana helplessly. Without their help, how else could she ever reach him?
"The Phantom is the friend of all of us," said the high chief softly. And the Wambesi nodded together with a soft sigh. "But it is our custom to protect him from people, even of good intention, who only wish to see him."
All looked at her calmly now, no longer smiling, and Diana felt a slight edge of disapproval. Even in her desperation, she understood. They are protecting the Phantom from sightseers and tourists, she thought, almost laughing at the idea in spite of herself. She put her hands to her throat tensely. How can I make them understand, she thought as her fingers touched a medallion under her blouse. She sighed with relief. Of course! The gold medallion was on a light chain about her neck, but it had remained unseen until this moment. She pulled it from her blouse and held it up.
"He is my friend. He gave me this," she said softly.
The Wambesi stared. The medallion was a curious one. Round, with a motif of what appeared to be two crossed swords. A sign they all knew. The good mark of the Phantom.
The sign meant that the person or place that bore it was under the protection of the Phantom. Jt was a rare sign, known, loved, and sometimes feared by would-be evildoers, almost as feared as the mark of the Phantom, the Sign of the Skull. But that was another matter.
"He knows I'm here," continued Diana in the surprised silence. "I just wanted to tell him I've finished my work."
Wambato nodded to the three drummers. They rushed out of the great house.
"It will be done," said Wambato.
"Thank you," said Diana. She curtsyed and walked out as the high chief and the Wambesi watched with excitement in their eyes. It had been rumored for some time throughout the jungle that the Phantom—the Ghost Who Walks—had a loved one in some far place. Could this be Diana, their own angel of mercy?
The drums began to beat. As the code beats for Phantom and Deep Woods were heard—known to all, the Wambesi in their huts and in the fields listened alertly. Then they looked happily at each other and excitedly discussed the news. Their sweet beautiful Diana was a friend of the Phantom? Wonderful.
The talking drumbeats soared over fields and woods. The neighboring great tribe of Llongo, second only to the Wambesi in power and wealth, picked up the beat and passed on the message on their throbbing drums. Next were the smaller, proud Oogaan whose handsome
Prince Obiju was the champion in the recent jungle Olympics, a personal friend of the Phantom himself.
Next, were the Mori fishermen in their seaside village, these expert fisher folk who brought fish to the great cats of the Phantom's remote Isle of Eden (where all the animals of the jungle lived together in peace). And, finally, beyond a hidden waterfall in the feared and mysterious Deep Woods, land of the Bandar, the pygmy poison people, the message was received.
A reply was quickly forthcoming. Back it came, the same route—Mori to Oogaan to Llongo to Wambesi. The three smiling drummers brought the reply to Diana as she sat at lunch with Dr. Kirk and Dr. Luaga.
"Wait until I send for you," they said in unison.
Kirk and Luaga looked at Diana. Diana was shaking with excitement and delight.
"Please say it again," she demanded as the two doctors watched, Kirk puzzled, Luaga surprised.
"Wait until I send for you," repeated the three drummers, in unison. She leaped up and kissed each on the forehead. They laughed and darted away.
"What on earth was that?" asked Kirk.
"You actually know him?" said Luaga. Jungle-bred, Luaga had heard the drums and knew their meaning. Diana nodded.
"What are you two talking about?" said Kirk.
"I sent a message. I got a reply, Doctor," said Diana. But before Kirk could ask more questions, there was an interruption. A delegation arrived to see Dr. Lamanda Luaga. After the radio messages and the drumming, this was the third amazing thing that happened that eventful day, just a week ago.
The three-man delegation was an unusual sight in this deep jungle village. They were dignified black meti, carefully dressed in tophats, cutaway coats, ascot ties, striped trousers, white waistcoats and shining leather shoes. It turned out that the three had come the long distance from the capital of Bangalla, Mawitaan, by car and mule pack, wearing work clothes. They had stopped to change into their finery near the Wambesi village.
Dr. Luaga greeted them with surprise and pleasure.
They were evidently friends. He introduced them to Diana and the doctors and asked them to join in the midday meal, still surprised at their unexpected appearance. The tallest man, a lawyer named Onata Omu, sharp-faced with an impressive deep voice, faced Luaga formally.
"It is our pleasure to officially inform you, Dr. La- manda Luaga, that you have been elected as first President of the free and independent nation of Bangalla."
Luaga staring at them speechless for a moment, then sat down. He was a tall, handsome man in his late thirties, with a slim athletic body and a keenly trained mind. He had visited the capitals of Europe, Asia, and the Western hemisphere, knew books, music, and sports. But with all his knowledge and experience, he was unable to speak at this moment. The, surprise had taken his breath away.
The medical team had been aware when they arrived in Bangalla that there had been many years of fighting before the people had thrown off the colonial yoke. Neighboring states had hired mercenary troops in an attempt to loot and divide Bangalla. Luaga and his friends, who were soldiers as well as politicians, had been leaders in these battles. With the wars finished, Luaga had seized the chance to return to his profession by joining the UN medical team sent from the United States. Remote from the capital during the past months, he was barely aware that an election was taking place as the young nation struggled to achieve democracy.
"President?" Luaga finally gasped. The three laughed.
"You remember, before you left, you agreed to put your name on the ballot," said the tall man.
"I didn't think there was a chance in the world for me," said Luaga. "I thought General Bababu would win easily with all the military supporting him."
The three laughed, not pleasantly. Evidently, Bababu was not a friend of theirs.
"So did Bababu think he'd win," said the tall lawyer. "But the people remembered your hospital and devotion to them, and they voted for you."
"Bababu won't like it," said Luaga thoughtfully.
"What does it matter? The election's over. You've won. What can Bababu do about it? The first congress is convening now, and will await your arrival for the inauguration."
Diana and the white doctors listened misty-eyed. They knew they were watching a young nation struggling to get on its feet and take its first few steps. Diana was the first to reach Luaga.
"Mr. President!" she said, bowing to him. The three white doctors sprang to their feet, standing at attention.
Luaga smiled.
"Please," he said. "I'm Lamanda here. Let's finish lunch; I'm starved."
Luaga was right about General Bababu. He didn't like it. And the tall lawyer was wrong. General Bababu could "do something about it," and was doing it at that very moment. That news was to land on the team like a bombshell within the week.
Now the team began to pack their equipment and prepare for the long trek through the jungle to the seacoast capital of Bangalla, Mawitaan. Most of the trip would be on foot with donkeys and bearers to carry their luggage. More radio news came from UN headquarters. An epidemic similar to the jungle fever had broken out on a Caribbean island. Because of the Kirk team's familiarity with this disease, they were needed as soon as possible for consultation in New York. After a two weeks' rest, they would go to the island. The team accepted it philosophically. Kirk was secretly delighted. He still had hopes about Diana and had been afraid she'd leave them, once at home. Now, with two weeks in New York and another stretch in the Caribbean, perhaps he'd have a chance with her.
But Diana was dismayed by the news. She faced Alec Kirk firmly.
"I'm not going back with the team. I'm staying here," she told him.
"You're leaving the team, Diana?" asked Kirk. George Schwartz and Chris Able listened quietly in the background as they packed.
"Not leaving," said Diana. "But I'm taking my two weeks' vacation here. I'll join you in the Caribbean."
Kirk looked around at the Wambesi village and the dark jungle beyond.
"Staying here?" he asked, unable to believe her words.
"Not here. I have a good friend who lives not too far away. I'm visiting him."
The doctors looked at each other. A friend in the jungle? Was this Diana's unknown attachment, and the meaning behind those mysterious drum messages? What kind of jungle man could this be? But Diana said no more. They were destined to find out for themselves, destined to be amazed.
During the last days, Luaga and his friends were busy planning the return to the capital. The men in the delegation would form an important part of Luaga's first cabinet, and they spent long hours discussing and arguing the make-up of their new government.
But all the plans and preparations came to a sharp halt with the stunning news that came over the shortwave radio. The newly elected government, only a month old, had fallen. General Bababu, the defeated candidate, had taken over, declared himself dictator and there was fighting in the streets and throughout the countryside. The three delegates swore violent Bangal- lan oaths, angry with themselves for not having anticipated Bababu's move. They looked to Luaga.
"We must leave at once for the capital. We can't let Bababu get away with this," he said firmly. However, scouting reports were not encouraging. The fighting had spilled over into the jungle. There were deserters looting and killing. It was too dangerous to travel and it seemed wiser to remain in safety with the Wambesi. But Luaga was adamant.
"We must leave. Every day I am away gives Bababu more time to kill our friends and destroy our victory. We must go at once," he added, indicating the delegation. "The medical team can remain with the Wambesi until the jungle is safer."
"We must go also," said Alec Kirk. "We are needed in the Caribbean."
So it was decided. The team and the delegation would go, taking their chances. Diana would remain with the Wambesi and wait for the Phantom. As it turned out, none of them got beyond the village gates.
Strange tiny men of fierce appearance had come to the village gates. They had small arrows in their little bows and carried short spears. The medical team and the delegation stood with high chief Wambato and a group of warriors in the open gateway. The women and children had fled into their huts. There was an awkward silence as the two groups stared at each other. The Wambesi and the delegation appeared paralyzed by the sight of the little warriors who had materialized so suddenly out of nowhere.
"Who are they?" asked Alec Kirk, almost in a whisper.
"The Bandar. The pygmies," replied Luaga in the same tone.
"Why are they here? Where are they from?" continued Alec in a slightly louder tone. The rest looked at him to quiet him, as if the small arrows held in the small taut bows might be released by a loud sound.
"From the Deep Woods," said Luaga softly.
One of the little men took a step forward. The people in the gateway tensed, all eyes on that small arrow. The little man looked at the medical team and spoke. He had come with a message.
"You will wait here," he said speaking the words flatly as if he had learned them by rote.
These were the Bandar, the pygmy people of the Deep Woods, and all the jungle knew that their arrows and spears were tipped with poison that caused instant death. Everyone in Bangalla knew about the Bandar, but they were rarely seen, a shy people who remained in their shadowy forests behind hidden entrances—a place feared and avoided by all normal-sized jungle people. Approach to this place was forbidden. The pygmies would have it so. But there was another thing that guarded its secrecy—an ancient taboo.
Diana stared at the little men excitedly. From the Deep Woods! That meant—from the Phantom! Had they come for her? She stepped forward.
"You wait here," said the little man.
Luaga took her arm and pulled her back. Then Luaga and Kirk took a few steps toward the spokesman. Arrows were pointed at them. They stood quietly for a moment, then tried to explain their need to leave at once. Luaga tried all the jungle dialects he knew. If the little man understood, he showed no sign.
"You wait here. The Phantom orders," he said.
Kirk and Luaga returned to the gateway with the others.
"Pygmies? Why are they here?" asked Kirk.
"I believe they want to protect us," said Luaga.
The spokesman gestured to high chief Wambato, who approached him calmly and without fear. The little man spoke to him in his odd click-clack language. Wambato nodded, and whispered briefly to several of his warriors. Then he walked rapidly into the jungle with two pygmies trotting behind him. The other little men remained as they were, arrows in their bows.
"What is this? Did I hear him right? The Phantom's orders? Who or what is the Phantom?" asked Kirk, bewildered by the strangeness of it all.
"That's a long story, difficult to explain," said Luaga. "Perhaps Diana can try."
The men looked at the smiling girl.
"The Phantom is my friend," she said.
Someone (who didn't like him) described General Bababu as "half gorilla, half rhino, and all monster." Perhaps this was not completely fair to Bababu. He could be suave and charming. He had been known to make light, witty remarks while watching an enemy being slowly tortured to death. Picture him sitting at a desk in his command tent, neatly combed, shaved and powdered, all two hundred forty pounds of muscle and hard fat beneath a smartly tailored uniform glittering with a dozen medals, as he puffed elegantly on a long cigarette holder and confidently awaited the outcome of the elections.
He was confident because he didn't dream he could lose. He never had. He had come up the hard way, a young tough brawler and street fighter fresh out of the jungle—out because his Byangi tribe had thrown him out with orders never to return—a little matter of theft, assault, and rape. After battling his way in and out of a dozen saloons in Mawitaan and escaping jail only because the arresting officer was found strangled—by whom no one knew—he joined the army of the colonial power that ruled Bangalla. He was trained and rose rapidly in the ranks. The abilities that made him a menace in civilian life served him well in the rough and tumble of a colonial army. When the colonial power withdrew, he was one of three ranking native officers left. The other two died shortly ... some said suicide ... leaving Bababu at the top.
Then came the invaders, mercenaries, to cut up the helpless former colony. Bababu played with the idea of joining them.They were his breed of men, adventurers, killers. But he had a deep streak of common sense, and he felt they would lose. And they did. The Bangalla people, having rid themselves of foreign rulers, were in no mood to accept new ones.
There was an interim government, headed by an uneasy triumvirate: Bababu, "a weak-kneed skinny lawyer" (Bababu's description) named Onato Omu, and a doctor named Lamanda Luaga, "a dandified pill- pusher" (again Bababu's description).
Then the election. There were several candidates, Bababu, Luaga, and a rich native landowner and shipping magnate, Manago. Bababu respected Manago's money and made quiet plans to seize it as soon as he was elected. He had no doubt about victory. He was constantly surrounded by his officers, all of whom assured him he could not lose. The army would vote for him. The people would vote for their national hero. But the people voted for Dr. Luaga.
Seated at his desk in the command tent when the final returns came in, Bababu turned purple with rage. ("Actually purple," reported an astounded aide.) He had never lost before. He would not lose now. The results had just become known and the street celebrations barely started when he began to formulate his plans. His officers gathered around him, shaken by their faulty forecasts and fearful of his wrath. But he needed them now.
Within a week, while the newly arrived legislators were unpacking and finding their desks and while government heads were waiting for the first President, Lamanda Luaga, to return from the jungle, Bababu made his move. In classic fashion, his soldiers seized newspapers and radio stations, government buildings, and even the old armory which housed the new congress.
The city people of Mawitaan did not accept this easily. They were proud of their new freedom, their first election, and the plaudits from all over the world that had come to them for their achievement. So they fought back. Many had fought in the war, and had retained their weapons. They fought in the streets and alleys and from rooftops, against Bababu's machine guns and tanks and, for a short while, held their own.
The fighting raged in the main streets, in the suburbs, and spilled over into the farms, villages, and the jungle. There were bands of deserters and irregulars who left the brutal fighting for the easier life of looting poorly armed or defenseless people in the countryside.
From a high hill overlooking the capital city, a somber figure sat mounted on a magnificent white stallion. He was dressed in strange garb—a tight bodysuit, boots, hood, and mask. Next to the white horse sat a large animal that could be taken for a dog, but was in fact a mountain wolf. Man, horse, and wolf looked through the darkness of the night into the valley. There were fires burning, explosions, gunfire; even at this distance, faint shouts, shrieks, and cries could be heard—• all the agony of a country at war.
"War," he said bitterly. "Bababu's stolen the election, cheated the people. This will spill over into the jungle. We must be prepared."
He turned from the cliff's edge and galloped through the woods, soon reaching a small hut where lamplight shone from a window. A man inside, hearing the thunder of hooves, came to the door holding a lamp. He was a short black man wearing trousers and sneakers. He smiled as he looked at his huge mounted visitor.
"Torda," said the masked man in his deep voice. "A message for the talking drum."
Torda listened attentively.
"Council of Chiefs, come to the Deep Woods'' repeated Torda carefully. He nodded. "It will be done, Ghost Who Walks."
The masked man briefly smiled his thanks. Then the great white stallion wheeled about, and horse, rider, and mountain wolf thundered off into the dark. Torda hurriedly brought a large tomtom from the hut and began to pound out the message. The area throbbed with the deep tones. He repeated the message a dozen times, then paused and listened. In the distance, another drum was repeating the message. He had been heard. The message would be repeated, passed on, from village to village, over woods, pools, hills, and fields. And it would be heeded. For at the end of the message were the two rapid beats, the code used for only one word—Phantom.
The masked man heard the drums as he raced along the jungle path. The night was alive with drums now, of all pitches and timbres—some deep, some high, some rapid, some slow, a medley of drums from all sides. For this was the Phantom, the Ghost Who Walks, called by some, the Man Who Cannot Die.
The ancient taboo that guarded the secrecy of the Deep Woods was the tradition of the Phantom, the Ghost Who Walks—the Sign of the Skull. For it was known that somewhere in the shadowy vastness of this almost impenetrable jungle, hidden behind concealed entrances, was the fabulous Skull Cave, the home of the Phantom. Good jungle folk respected the taboo, evildoers feared it. In addition, all knew that the Bandar were there; one scratch of their arrows or spears meant instant death. It is no wonder that the Deep Woods were as completely shut off from the rest of the jungle as if surrounded by a mile-high wall of solid steel.
The Bangalla jungle, along with portions of the upper Amazon, parts of the Himalayas, and much of the Arctic and Antartic, was one of the few large land areas still wild and largely unexplored. On the west was the seacoast with the sleepy seaport capital of Mawitaan, now reverberating to the violent eruptions of revolution and counter-revolution. After several miles of villages and farms, the jungle began and stretched almost a thousand miles east to the Misty Mountain range, remote land of the feudal mountain princes. This jungle was peopled by many large and powerful tribes: the Wambesi with their broad fields, the Llongo with their vast herds, the Oogaan with their crafts of weaving and carving, the Mori, skilled fishermen of the Great Bay area. These were peaceful people with rich traditions and solid social structures. A few other tribes were less peaceful and less social, such as the Tirangi, fierce fighters living on the lower slopes of the Misty Mountains, only a generation away from head-hunting (and still dreaming of returning to it), and the roving Mussanga, said to revert to their outlawed ceremony of cannibalism when the mood seized them.
Somewhere east of the center in the wildest and thickest part of this vast jungle were the Deep. Woods. liven the would-be headhunters and the moody cannibals gave it wide berth. They wanted no part of the Bandar, much less the Ghost Who Walks. But on occasion, jungle folk did enter the Deep Woods by invitation.
This was one of those times. The tomtoms were throbbing, "Council of Chiefs, come to the Deep Woods." And the chiefs were on the way. It was rare for the Council to meet in the Deep Woods, but these chiefs were wise men and they could guess the reason for the gathering. The jungle was full of trouble, new danger, for the city war was spilling over.
The Phantom saw some of it as he raced along jungle paths toward the Deep Woods. Outlying villages and farms had been terrorized and burned down, their owners robbed, killed, or fled from the bands of terrorists. He heard gunfire, savage laughter, screams of grief as he sped on. He did not stop to intervene. The menace was widespread and needed unified jungle action.
Pygmy sentries rose from the thickets to greet him as he reached the edge of the Deep Woods. He waved to them and raced on through the waterfall, one of the secret entrances, and reached the clearing before the Skull Cave where some chiefs and a message from Diana awaited him. Guran, the pygmy chief and the Phantom's life-long friend gave him the message—"My work is finished. May I visit you?" His face softened at the thought of Diana. He had known she was with the UN team, and had waited for this moment. He gave Guran the reply, to be sent by talking drums at once . . . "Wait until I send for you." Then guessing at the impatience of the team to leave the jungle, and knowing danger now threatened every jungle path, he sent six of the Bandar to the Wambesi village.
Then he sat on the ground before the skull throne with the chiefs. The Bandar served a feast of meat, fish, nuts, berries, and spring water, and the conference began. The chiefs were all aware of the criminal bands who were looting and pillaging the countryside.
"How can we fight them?" they asked each other
anxiously. "The deserters are armed with rifles, submachine guns, and grenades. They are vicious people, and without pity."
"They are animals. We will fight them as we fight animals," said the Phantom.
"We have only arrows and spears against their guns," said the chiefs, worried and uncertain.
"Yes," said the Phantom, "our spears and arrows against their bullets and grenades. But they will never see our spearmen or bowmen, even as the hunted animal does not see them until it is too late. And we will use tiie traps and snares and pits that we use to catch large animals. And if all else fails—which it will not— then we will use the deadliest weapon of the jungle." And he gestured toward the silent watching Bandar, the pygmy poison people.
Now the chiefs smiled and lost their anxiety. For these were strong, bold men, and they saw this plan and liked it. During the talks, Wambato, high chief of the Wambesi arrived, winded and weary from his hurried trip. He spoke softly to the Phantom.
"The lady Diana is much loved by my people," he said.
"Thank you," said the Phantom, taking his hand. "Is she well? Is she happy?" he asked, almost anxiously.
"She is well. I believe she could be happier," said Wambato.
"Happier?" asked the Phantom.
"If she were here," said Wambato.
The Phantom was lost in thought for a moment, the Council of Chiefs and the dangers of the jungle far from his mind. The other chiefs looked curiously at him and Wambato, and all sat quietly, waiting. Then the Phantom shook himself, pulling himself out of reverie.
"Let's get on with it," he said, and the Council began to buzz with plans. Wambato smiled as he joined them. For a moment, he had seen the man behind the mask, a man in love.
Newspaper headlines around the world told the story of the military coup by General Bababu and the civil war raging in Bangalla. Equal prominence was given the United Nations medical team trapped in the jungle, because of the presence of the elected President La- manda Luaga and the glamorous socialite Olympic star, Diana Palmer. The capitals of the world turned to the United Nations to settle the strife in Bangalla. The Sccretary-General's office acted quickly. From its headquarters atop the tall polished slab on the bank of New York's East River, one of their most skillful trou- bleshooters, Ambassador Cari, was immediately flown to Bangalla. With him went a rescue crew complete with helicopter, and a large group of newspaper reporters and television and radio people.
In the Wambesi village, Diana received word of the rescue mission as the team crowded around the radio. All cheered loudly. The pygmies still waited outside the village gates, and by now everyone knew about the roving bands in the jungles. Help was on its way and the delegation was jubilant, but Luaga was less confident.
"They'll have to deal with Bababu," he said. "There is no other authority."
Only the previous day, they'd received word of the general's latest move. His soldiers surrounded the armory housing the new congress which had met in its first session despite the street fighting. Bababu strode in with his retinue, brushed the presiding officer off the speaker's podium, and faced the legislators, a cigarette in the long holder jutting from his lips.
"Until further notice from me, this congress is adjourned," he said casually, flicking his cigarette ash on the secretary sitting at the table below him. One man, a party leader named Towanda, faithful to Luaga and braver than most, stood up.
"General Bababu," he said tensely, "we are the legally elected representatives of the people of Bangalla. You cannot adjourn us. We are protected by the law."
Bababu laughed so hard that his cigarette fell from the holder and his medals jangled. Then he pounded the podium with his big fist.
"I am the law," he roared, pointing at the speaker, as two soldiers grabbed the angry man and took him away. The legislators sat silently. The soldiers dragged the man just outside the big chamber into the corridor, then shot him. The gunfire echoed through the hall. The body dropped on the marble floor.
"You are adjourned," roared Bababu.
The legislators filed out without another word as the armed soldiers lining the walls watched them without expression.
"Now, this news of the UN rescue mission!"
"But Lamanda, I mean President Luaga—they're sending Ambassador Cari. He's a marvelous man. I am sure he will do something," said Diana.
Luaga smiled sadly and patted her hand.
"I want you and the doctors to get to your homes safely. As for us," he added looking at his delegation, "it is not so simple."
"I don't understand," persisted Diana. "Won't General Bababu listen to Ambassador Cari?"
"Dear girl, you don't know Bababu. I hope you never will," replied Luaga.
Diana remembered those words, later on.
In the jungle, the plans made at the Council of Chiefs in the Deep Woods were put into action. Bowmen and spearmen fanned out through the jungle, covering the main trails. They remained hidden behind bushes and in trees, firing their arrows, throwing their spears, then disappearing into the brush. Deep pits were dug, with sharpened stakes at the bottom concealed by a light covering of twigs and leaves. Tree- snares were rigged. Here, strong saplings were bent to the ground and tied. A loop of rope or vine was fastened to the bent tree, and it was so arranged that when anyone stepped into the concealed loop, the bent tree would spring up dragging the trapped man by the ankle into the air. He would hang there helplessly until a spearman or bowman reached him. Thus, using these old jungle tactics, the jungle fighters avoided open confrontation with the modern arms of the looters and killers. And the plan was working. Unfortunately, there were many small bands of invaders, hundreds of desperate, vicious men, and it would take time to defeat them. And all too often, the enemy bullets would find their targets.
The Phantom moved among the guerilla fighters, helping them, urging them on. Before leaving the Deep Woods, he'd heard the news of the rescue mission being sent to fly the medical team out of the jungle. He thought of Diana. It would be best if she left with them, he told himself, and get out of this warring country. That meant not seeing her for a long time—who knew when? He visualized her beautiful face—"May I visit you?"—oh, Diana, if only you could, he said almost aloud as he worked with several Llongo to set a bent tree-snare.
The rescue plane with UN Ambassador Cari, the helicopter crew, and the press people arrived at Mawitaan's airport. Soldiers circled the field. The press corps was confined there. Cari, the crewmen, and a few UN guards were escorted to the palace.
Ambassador Cari and the two crewmen waited in the anteroom of Bababu's office. Bababu had moved from his command post in the army camp to the palatial presidential palace. They sat patiently, waiting. After three hours, Cari was less patient. He was a distinguished-looking man—white hair, coffee-colored skin, elegant in dress and manner, a diplomat of international reputation and experience. He questioned the armed orderly several times. He was told the general was at lunch. They waited. Loud snores came through the heavy wooden doors. Evidently, the general had finished lunch and was having his nap. Cari became exasperated.
"The general knows I am here. This is absurd," he
said tensely. The orderly shrugged and shifted his rifle. The two crewmen, young ex-navy flyers wearing bush jackets, sat alertly, ready to jump the orderly if it became necessary. Cari paced in annoyance on the polished floors. After five hours, a young officer covered with braid and medals opened the door and grinned at the angry Cari.
"The general will see you now," he said. The crewmen started to follow. The officer held up his hand. "Not you," he said.
"Better do what he says," said Cari worriedly, pausing at the door.
"No, we want to see the general too," said one of the fliers, Tom Lanston, a husky redhead. The officer shrugged and stepped aside.
Bababu sat at a huge carved table that served as his desk. The table had once belonged to a king of Spain. A tray with Bababu's lunch still rested there, and as they entered, Bababu belched loudly and stretched and yawned. He'd evidently been asleep in a big leather chair. The men stood before him. He looked at them and said nothing, picking his teeth with a fork.
"I'm Ambassador Cari. I bring credentials from the Secretary-General of the United Nations," he said, taking some papers from a small briefcase. He put them before the general, who swept them onto the floor.
"I know who you are," he said. "What do you want?"
Years of diplomacy in high places had taught Cari to remain calm.
"I believe the Secretariat sent you a full memorandum on the subject of my visit," said Cari.
The general glanced at his officer-aide who stood at the side, idly playing with a revolver he'd taken from a belt holster. The officer shrugged.
"So?" said the general.
"It is the expressed wish of the Security Council and the General Assembly that the rebellion be ended and that the elected government take power," said Cari evenly.
"The rebellion, as you call it, is over," said Bababu.
"And the government is in power. I am the government."
He belched again and, picking up a large chicken leg, began to munch on it as he watched Cari sarcastically.
"The General Assembly is composed of one hundred Iwenty-eight nations. Some are your neighbors," said Cari evenly.
Tom Lanston watched Cari with admiration. The quiet little man was standing up to this pig-eyed bully.
"Meaning what?" said the general, spitting out gristle onto the deep rug near Cari's polished shoes.
"We ask for sanctions only as a last resort," said Cari softly.
"Sanctions?" roared Bababu, slamming the table with his huge fist. "Are you threatening me?"
Cari stood his ground. f
"I am merely conveying our attitude, sir," he said quietly. "Imports and exports can be blocked, an airline boycott installed, various other measures."
Bababu's eyes narrowed. All this was new to him.
"We will talk more about this," he said. "Who are (hose two?" he added, looking at the crewmen.
"There is a UN medical team stranded in the jungle. They are here to fly them out," said Cari.
Bababu began to swell up as though he would pop. Then, with a visible effort, he controlled himself.
"No," he said.
"These doctors came to help your people. The world press is at the airport. Are you going to tell them you refuse to let these doctors go?"
Bababu took a deep breath.
"I know what the doctors did. They did well. But"—he glanced at his aide—"it is too dangerous to fly in there. The woods are filled with guerilla fighters, deserters. Is that not true?" he said, glancing at his aide. The aide nodded.
"We're aware of that, General," said Lanston. "That's why they can't get out. That's why we're here."
Bababu shrugged.
"Then you take your own chances," he said.
"We have your permission?" said Cari.
"Yes," said Bababu, yawning. But his eyes narrowed.
Cari turned to the two crewmen.
"Wait outside for me, please," he said.
The two left the room. Cari faced the general.
"It is well known that Dr. Lamanda Luaga is with the medical team," he said. Bababu stiffened at the mention of his enemy.
"He was," said Bababu.
"Is," said Cari. Then, without invitation, Cari sat in a chair near the table. Bababu scowled, but the valiant little ambassador ^continued.
"We are aware that you have approached several of our members for large loans," he said. Bababu's eyes blazed.
"Go on," he said.
"Lamanda Luaga is the elected president of this country," said Cari. "He received a huge majority. To us, and to the member nations in question, that means some degree of stability here."
"Meaning what?" said the general.
"Unless Lamanda Luaga returns to his electoral position with the government, it is possible those loans will not be forthcoming," said Cari calmly.
Bababu twisted his big hands together. This cool slim diplomat irritated him. He could crush him with one blow of his fist. He could wring that thin throat like a chicken's neck. His hands tightened at the thought. Cari watched him tensely, reading the big man's thoughts as easily as if they were written on his forehead, so obvious were Bababu's reactions. Then Bababu smiled, a slow crafty grin.
"Lamanda Luaga is dead," he said.
Cari was startled.
"That can't be true," he said. "We've been in touch with our team by radio."
"Did you talk to him?" asked Bababu carefully.
"No, but to our other doctors. They certainly would have reported it."
"And when did you last talk to your other doctors?" asked Bababu, smiling now, sure of himself.
"Several days ago, before I left New York," said Cari, troubled.
"Much can happen in several days," said Bababu. "Luaga is dead."
Cari sat quietly for a moment.
"We must have evidence of that," he said at last.
"Are you calling me a liar?" said Bababu, almost casually. He was not angry. Plans were developing rapidly in his mind.
"Of course not, sir," said Cari. "The Secretariat and the world press will need evidence."
"Will his head be enough?" said Bababu, and laughed at Cari's shocked reaction. "Very well, we will bring his head so the world press and the Secretariat can see it."
He waved his hand in a curt dismissal of Oari. The Ambassador left the room hearing the rumbling laughter as Bababu shouted to his aide.
"They want his head—get it!"
In the Wambesi village, news came via short-wave radio that the rescue helicopter would leave Mawitaan at noon. It would reach the village at approximately three o'clock and the team was asked to be ready for an immediate departure.
The team, most of it, was jubilant. Alec Kirk expressed their enthusiasm.
"Here we are, trapped in the middle of this jungle, and suddenly, we'll be out, in a matter of hours. The miracle of science! Thank you, Orville and Wilbur Wright!"
George Schwartz explained to Onato Omu that the Wright Brothers invented the airplane. "How about thanking Ambassador Cari? I knew that great man would manage it!" he added.
Diana was depressed. She didn't know what to do. Fly out with the team, or wait as the Phantom's message had requested? A second Phantom message, via tomtoms, solved her dilemma. "Go with the team, Diana," was all it said. So their reunion was to be delayed after all. She hid her disappointment as best she could so as not to spoil the happiness of the doctors.
"Can you believe it?" cried Chris Able, grasping her hands. "We're getting out!"
"It's marvelous, Chris, but it is hard to believe. It seems too simple," she said.
Luaga, standing near her with his delegation, nodded. "Much too simple. I don't trust Bababu," he said.
"Trust Bababu?" said Alec Kirk. "What does it matter about him? Cari's there—he arranged it for all of us."
"Not all of us," said Luaga glancing at his delegation.
"What do you mean?"
"We cannot return with you. Bababu will be looking
for me—for all of us. We must find another way to return," said Luaga.
"That's impossible," said Kirk. "The helicopter'll have us out of here in no time—but you have to stay in this terrible place?"
Luaga smiled briefly.
"Not terrible to us, Kirk. We came from here."
Kirk stammered his confusion.
"I didn't mean that. I mean—the deserters—and the pygmies . . ."
Luaga took his hand.
"I know. And you are right. It would be simpler for us to fly out with you, but that would endanger your lives as well as ours. Sometimes the simplest way is not the best way." So it was decided. The team would go. The delegation would remain. The team hurriedly packed belongings, leaving only the radio uncrated for any last-minute instructions. Then they waited for the helicopter. It would be a long wait.
The rescue helicopter took off promptly at noon with red-haired Tom Lanston at the controls, co-pilot Jim Osborne handling the navigation and radio. Ambassador Cari and the press with cameras and microphones saw them off at the airport. Cari sighed with relief, then went inside to phone the good news to his New York headquarters. A few miles away, on a balcony overlooking the broad gardens of the palace, General Bababu and his aide, Colonel Mokata, also watched the helicopter as it slowly lifted over the city and moved east to the jungle. Bababu grinned and waved a silk handkerchief at the distant craft.
"Bon voyage," he called in a mock falsetto voice.
"Bon voyage?" sputtered the colonel, laughing so hard he almost lost his balance. Bababu joined in. The two men laughed until the craft was out of sight.
As the rescue craft left Mawitaan behind and slowly passed over the fields surrounding the capital, co-pilot Jim Osborne made radio contact with the airport tower.
"All systems go here," he reported, using the space- age rocket term for his slow craft. The tower replied with a chuckle. "Happy landings on the moon." Now, as the helicopter sailed over the first line of trees fringing the jungle, Osborne attempted to reach the team at the Wambesi village.
"Calling Dr. Kirk ... calling Dr. Kirk ... do you read me? Lanston and Osborne here ... come in Dr. Kirk . . . over . . ." The receiver crackled and they heard a feminine voice.
"Hello Lanston and Osborne. We hear you. This is Diana Palmer with the team. Where are you? Over."
"Diana Palmer—that's the girl everybody was talking about," said Lanston.
"Hello, Diana Palmer, we are ten minutes out of Mawitaan, over the jungle ... on schedule ... should arrive at 1500 as planned ... over."
"Hello men, Kirk here ... we are delighted to hear you ... we are ready and waiting ... over."
"We'll be there—Jim Osborne signing off—over and out."
"Man, I'll bet they're ready and waiting. They were in a tough spot there," said Lanston.
"Wonder if that Diana Palmer is as pretty as they say," said Jim Osborne dreamily.
"Watch your map, Mr. Navigator," said Lanston.
Riding near the jungle's edge while inspecting his guerilla fighters' defenses, the Phantom heard the distant muffled roar of the helicopter as it approached. Farmers and herdsmen in the fields paused to look at the unusual sight, which looked like some prehistoric flying monster. Planes of any kind were still not seen too often in Bangalla, and this strange flying machine was unique as it flew slowly only a few hundred feet above the treetops. The Phantom, mounted on Hero, watched it wistfully. It would be taking Diana away. So near, and yet so far. There would be no chance to see her now. There was work to do, and with a last glance at the craft he turned away and started to ride off.
Suddenly there was rapid gunfire, not the familiar rifle nor even mortar sounds, but the ack-ack of anti-aircraft! He watched in amazement as the craft rose and
 
swerved, gaining altitude, changing direction, trying to avoid the attack.
In the helicopter, the two men were startled as something crashed through the thin metal of the craft and went out the other side. Then the air was full of metal, smoke puffs, and a popping sound.
"Hey, somebody's throwing stuff up at us!" yelled Osborne.
Neither man had had war experience, but they instinctively knew what was happening. Lanston looked down, but could see nothing among the trees. He began living the standard anti-aircraft avoidance flight pattern, as Osborne hurriedly turned on his radio to contact Mawitaan airport.
"Mayday, Mayday, calling Mawitaan—;UN 'copter 7z34n calling—they're shooting at us—repeating—UN 'copter 7z34n calling-—they're shooting at us—do you receive us? Over."
The radio crackled a reply.
"Mawitaan airport calling. We receive you. Message garbled. Please repeat . .. over."
"They're shooting at us—shooting at us—from the trees—shooting " That was the end of the message.
Watching, the Phantom saw smoke trailing from the helicopter, then plumes of flame. Then the tiny figures of two men leaping from the craft. White parachutes opened above them, and a moment later the craft exploded with a blast and blaze of light. But the men seemed to have fallen clear of it as they slowly sank out of sight into the treetops.
The Phantom made two clicking sounds and the great white stallion leaped forward as though shot from a cannon, with Devil the mountain wolf at his side. They raced between the trees, leaping bushes, fallen limber, stumps and boulders, racing in the direction of the fallen men.
In a small clearing surrounded by trees and bushes, four men kneeling by an anti-aircraft gun smiled at each other. A hit! A dozen other gun emplacements
 
like theirs had been waiting for the helicopter, but they had the luck to get it. They were outfitted in the uniform of Bababu's own crack private regiment, the only army unit completely uniformed and equipped in Bangalla. One of the men reached for a field telephone, and cranked a call to the presidential palace. There the aide, Colonel Mokata, picked up the telephone anxiously. He and Bababu had been waiting ever since the helicopter's take-off.
"We've got them!" said the excited soldier on the other end.
"Sir," corrected Colonel Mokata.
"Sir," said the field soldier.
"Well, well?" said Bababu impatiently.
"They got them, sir," said the colonel.
Bababu showed his delight, clapping his hands together.
"Are they dead?"
"I don't know, sir," said the colonel.
"Of course you don't know, you idiot!" roared Bababu. "Ask them!"
"Yes, sir. Are they dead?" asked the colonel sharply into the phone.
"We don't know, sir. They came down in parachutes," replied the soldier in the field.
"They don't know. They came down in parachutes," said the colonel.
At that moment, a second phone on the desk rang. Bababu had six phones on his desk. Since Mokata was busy with the field phone, Bababu picked it up impatiently. It was a direct line to his secret police chief.
"Yes, yes?" said Bababu impatiently. "What is it?"
As he listened, his face hardened. He slammed the receiver onto the hook.
"Those damn pilots got a radio message through before they fell—saying they were shot at!" he roared. "They were supposed to be lost, missing. Now everyone knows they were shot at. Tell him," he shouted at Mokata who was still holding the phone to the field, "I want those pilots dead."
"Dead?" said Mokata.
"Those pilots know the difference between rifle bullets and antiaircraft shells. I want them dead. Tell them to make sure those two pilots are dead. Understand?" shouted Bababu.
The colonel nodded, and repeated the orders into the phone. "Make sure to inform us when it's done," he added, about to hang up the receiver. Bababu touched his shoulder.
"Wait," he said. "I want to be sure. I want no lies. I want their heads. Bring me the heads of the two pilots, here to this table. Tell them!"
The colonel was used to his leader's abrupt and brutal ways, but he stammered as he delivered this order. That done, he replaced the receiver and turned away to regain his composure. Bababu watched him narrowly.
"Do you understand why this is necessary, Mokata," he said.
"You—er—want to be sure," said Mokata.
"Yes, but why?" roared Bababu. "Because we will tell that gukaka Cari and the United Nations and the world that the guerillas shot down the helicopter," he said. (The Bangalla epithet gukaka—if translated— would not be printable.) "Now, no one would believe that guerillas have anti-aircraft guns. So the pilots must not live to tell their story. Is it clear now?"
Mokata smiled at his chief.
"You are truly brilliant, sir," he said, meaning it. "I never would have thought of that."
Bababu nodded and lighted a cigarette. "That's why I am sitting here, and you are standing there," he said, and slapped the desk and roared with laughter at his own wit.
In the clearing, the soldier received the colonel's orders and passed them on to the others.
"Their heads?" they asked, almost in unison.
"That's what he said "
The soldiers jumped to their feet and grabbed their rifles. All had long knives at their belts, and one drew his from the scabbard and held it up so that it glinted in the sun. Taking heads was a novel order, but this crack regiment had done worse for their leader. Then they moved quietly through the woods toward the place where they had seen the parachutes descending.
The Phantom left Hero behind high bushes, with Devil to guard the stallion. Then he moved swiftly but quietly. As it happened, the soldiers and the Phantom were approaching the fallen pilots from opposite directions. He got there first. When he saw the cloth in the treetops not far ahead, he left the ground and moved through the trees. Tom Lanston and Jim Osborne were still tangled in their shroud lines, trying to cut themselves free. They were hampered by a dislocated shoulder (Tom's) and a broken wrist (Jim's), and their colorful language—not suitable for a Sunday school picnic—was suddenly silenced by a loud shhh, a sound understood in all languages. They looked about, mystified. Then another shhh coming out of thick leafy boughs above them. Then a strange masked face peered down at them.
"Did you—?" began Tom angrily.
"Shhh," said the stranger. Then softly, "I'm with you." A long powerful body dropped lightly to a branch near them. They stared at this strange hooded figure, clad in an odd skintight suit, two guns at his hips on a broad gunbelt bearing a death's head insignia at its center.
"Who are ?" began Jim.
"Shhsh" repeated the stranger, almost angrily this time, and he pointed down to the ground. Below, a short distance away, they saw a few men moving among the bushes. One of them started to look up at the tree.
"Be quiet," whispered the stranger, and then he was gone. He had dropped directly upon the man below, a uniformed soldier with a rifle, who fell to the ground without a sound. The pilots, watching from above, could not see how this had been accomplished, but in a split second the masked man had disappeared into the thicket. There was a short yelp, and the body of a second soldier flew out of the thicket, landing heavily on the ground, where he remained. Two other soldiers, carrying rifles and long knives burst out of the bushes and ran toward the fallen pair. They exclaimed excitedly, then one looked up into the tree and saw the two pilots. He raised his rifle toward them, but at that moment, the masked figure leaped out of the thicket upon them. The force of his leap carried both soldiers to the ground. They scrambled to their feet, clutching their knives but had no chance to use them. A fist moving as fast as a hummingbird landed like a piledriver against both their jaws. The pilots watching from above could hear crunches, and they winced. One soldier dropped to the ground like a stone, the other one wavered, knife raised. Another crunch, and he flew off his feet, landing in a heap ten feet away.
The masked man stood quietly, listening for a moment. Then satisfied, he looked up at the pilots.
"It's safe. You can come down now," he said. In telling about this later, Tom remarked, "I never saw such power in a man. He hit so hard I thought their heads would fly off their necks. And when he called to us, he wasn't even breathing hard."
When the Phantom saw that the men, because of their injuries, were having a hard time descending, he climbed up to help them. Two big hands closed around Tom's waist and he was lightly placed, feet-first, on the ground. Jim followed the same way. "I weigh one hundred ninety pounds," said Tom later. "Jim's about the same. But that guy plucked us out of the tree like we were a couple of apples."
On the ground, they looked at the evidences of the recent mayhem around them. The four soldiers hadn't moved.
"Are they dead?" asked Tom.
"No," said the masked man. "I don't kill. Besides, we need them, for witnesses."
"Witnesses? Who are they?" asked Jim.
"Bababu's men, with orders to shoot you down. I heard them talking. They were coming to get your heads."
"Our heads?" gasped Jim.
The masked man nodded. "Those were their orders."
"Bababu did this? Why the low-down cheating "
said Jim using a few choice expressions.
"But we saw him. He gave us permission to make this flight," said Jim. "Why did he do this?"
"Probably has to do with Luaga," said the Phantom.
"Whatever the reasons, we have to move. These woods are full of deserters, as well as Bababu's men. I believe he sent out a dozen anti-aircraft teams to stop you."
"To get our heads!" said Jim. "He means business."
"Yes he does. So do we," said the Phantom.
"Mind telling us who you are?" said Tom.
"Later," said the Phantom. He picked up two rifles and examined them briefly.
"Loaded," he said. "You two know how to use them?" he added, handing each a rifle.
The men chuckled.
"We both had basic training," they said.
"Wait here. We need some help to move these soldiers. I don't think they'll be moving without help for a few hours."
"Wait here? Where are you going?" said Tom.
"To get help. Keep an eye on these soldiers. Watch out for any others. If anyone in uniform shows up, shoot. This is war. Understand?"
The two men nodded. The masked man whistled, a sharp blast. A few moments later, there was a sound of hooves and a magnificent white stallion raced toward them with a large animal at its side. It looked like a dog; it was a wolf. The masked man swung easily into the saddle.
"I won't be long. Stay alert," he said, and galloped away.
"How about that?" said Jim.
"Wow," said Tom. "He said this is war. He's a one- man army. Did you ever see anything like what he did here?"
"These guys are no creampuffs. Tough, all of them, with guns and knives."
"Those knives were for our necks," said Jim, shuddering.
"Yes. I think that's why he hit them so hard. He got sore."
"He didn't say who he is."
"I'm glad he's on our side," said Tom.
"Yes," said Jim.
General Bababu sat at his table, puffing impatiently on a cigarette. Butts littered the table and the floor around his chair. He paid no attention to ashtrays. Colonel Mokata was holding the field phone nervously.
"Tell the switchboard to ring!" shouted Bababu.
"They are ringing, sir. No answer," said Mokata.
A junior officer was at the door.
"The reporters from the airport are outside with Ambassador Cari," he said. "They wish to interview you, sir, about the missing helicopter."
"They got the news at the airport," said Mokata.
"Obviously, idiot. Where else?" said Bababu. "Are you ringing?"
"Yes sir, ringing, but no answer."
"They should have those heads by now! What's taking them so long?"
"The press corps, sir?"
"Tell them to wait. I want the word first. Keep trying, Mokata!"
The persistent shrill ringing from the field phone on the ground vibrated through the trees. It was an incongruous sound in this place and the birds and monkeys watched it curiously from a safe distance. Several hundred yards away, Lanston and Osborne heard it too.
"A phone here?" said Osborne. "Can't we ever get away from the blasted things?"
"The telephone company, telling you your bill is perdue," said Lanston.
One of the fallen soldiers lifted his head weakly at the sound. He sat up, looking around in a daze. Then his eyes focused on the two men and he stiffened in surprise.
"Sit still, buster," said Lanston.
"Think he understands?" said Osborne.
"He understands this," said Lanston pointing the rifle at him. "Probably his rifle."
The phone continued, persistent and tinny, an alien sound from another world.
"Maybe I should go and take it off the hook. It might attract more of these guys," said Osborne.
"I'm not sure what's best to do," said Lanston.
As they looked at each other uncertainly, a figure suddenly joined them. The masked man. He had come from behind them without a sound. He looked quickly at the scene, the two pilots with rifles, the four soldiers, one sitting up, the other three still unconscious. The sitting soldier half-arose in obvious terror at the sight of the Phantom, then settled back on his heels when the rifle was pointed at him.
"I heard that ringing from a distance. Must be from their headquarters, asking for a report. They'll get it."
He beckoned to the seated soldier to get up. The man sat as though paralyzed, unable to move. The pilots saw that the sight of the masked man had literally stunned him. The masked man spoke sharply to him, then took him by the collar and pulled him to his feet.
"Watch the others. We're answering the phone," he said and marched off holding the soldier's arm.
They reached the ringing phone. The Phantom instructed the frightened soldier briefly, then took the receiver from its cradle and handed it to him. The man was sweating and nervous, licking his dry lips as a voice bellowed out of the receiver. The Phantom bent close to the receiver so he could hear the voice.
"Got him, at last!" said the voice. There were excited exclamations from the background. Then the voice said, "Where have you been, you gukaka schuck!' (the lowest and most vulgar expression in Bangallan.)
"On the mission," said the soldier, his voice quavering as the Phantom pressed his arm.
"Did you get them?" shouted the voice.
The Phantom pressed his arm hard.
"Yes," said the soldier into the phone.
"Are they dead?" asked the voice.
"Yes," said the soldier.
There was a pause on the phone, with excited voices in the background. Then the voice returned.
"Did you get the heads?"
The soldier trembled, staring at the Phantom. The Phantom nodded, grasping his arm so firmly that his biceps ached.
"Yes," said the soldier.
More muttering at the other end. Then the voice.
"You will bring them here, carefully wrapped. Is that clear?"
"Yes," said the soldier.
"You and your squad will receive extra pay and promotions," said the voice. "Now, you have your orders. Proceed quickly." And the receiver at the other end clicked.
The soldier looked at his masked captor and sighed.
"Extra pay, promotions," he said.
The Phantom tore the phone from the box, then marched the soldier back to rejoin the others.
"The deed is done," the Phantom told them. "You are now officially dead."
"Great," said Jim Osborne. "Now what do we do?"
"Get to a safe place so you won't be actually dead," said the Phantom.
"How about Kirk—and Diana Palmer and the others," said Osborne.
"I went to the Oogaan Village to send messages. They will join us at the safe place," said the Phantom. As he spoke, they heard distant drums.
"How about them?" said Lanston, looking at the soldiers. The other three were beginning to show signs of life.
"They go with us. We want them for witnesses."
"You said that before," said Osborne. "Witnesses for what?"
| "They're Bababu's men. At his orders, they shot you down, tried to kill you. You're UN pilots, on a mercy mission, to rescue doctors who wiped out an epidemic among Bababu's people. When we bring him to trial, this testimony will count heavily against him."
"You're going to bring General Bababu to trial?" said Lanston.
"Yes, he's an usurper, and a criminal besides," said the Phantom.
"He's an absolute dictator. He's got the army, fifty thousand men they told us, and you're going to bring him to trial? In the name of God, how?"
"There are details to clear up before that, but it will come. Let's move," he said.
He spoke sharply to the other soldiers who staggered to their feet. He quickly tore vines from a nearby tree, cutting them to short lengths with a sharp hunting knife, then bound the soldiers' hands behind their backs. They all started off, the Phantom leading, the two pilots with rifles bringing up the rear. A few yards away, the white stallion and wolf came out of the bushes and joined them. The pilots noticed that as each soldier came out of his daze, he stiffened at the sight of the masked man. The soldiers muttered to each other, until a sharp word from the masked man quieted them.
"There are more of Bababu's troops in the area— also some roving bands of deserters. We must go quietly until we reach the stream," he explained.
"How about that?" said Jim Osborne. "Bababu has most of the army and half the country—and he's going to try him!"
"Somehow, I think he will!" said Lanston.
The Phantom turned and put his finger to his lips.
"Shhsh," he said.
In Bababu's palatial office—a former colonial governor's bedroom, Ambassador Cari, a crowd of newspaper, TV, and radio reporters were throwing questions at the general. Bababu sat back in his big leather chair, puffing slowly on the long ivory holder, relaxed and confident now.
"What happened to the UN rescue helicopter?"
"Shot down, by miserable rebels, guerillas hiding in the woods," said Bababu.
"Are you sure?" asked Cari.
"Established, without question," said Bababu. "Who else? There are no regular troops in the jungle. Is that not true, Colonel?"
Mokata nodded solemnly. "Yes, sir," he said.
"We are searching for those miserable guerillas now. When we find them, they will be executed."
"How can you be searching for them if there are no regular troops in the jungle, sir?" asked a reporter.
Bababu scowled.
"There were none, at the time. Any more questions?"
"The pilots had parachutes. Perhaps they are alive," said Cari.
"Let us hope so, gentlemen, let us hope so," said Bababu, folding his hands together fervently.
"What about the medical team in the jungle?"
Bababu shrugged.
"That is not my responsibility," he said.
"A second helicopter is on the way," said Ambassador Cari. 
Bababu looked at him thoughtfully for a moment.
"Indeed," he said. "That is good."
"Good? You approve?" asked a reporter.
"Why not?"
"Lamanda Luaga is with them. There were wagers you wouldn't permit the first crew to leave," said an English reporter.
"The medical team performed a good service for my people," said Bababu. "We hope for their safe return to their homes."
"What about Luaga?" persisted the Englishman.
"That is another matter, a political matter," said Bababu.
"Will you let him return?"
Bababu glanced at Colonel Mokata.
"This press conference was arranged for Ambassador Cari on behalf of the United Nations. It is not concerned with the internal affairs of this country. The conference is concluded," said Mokata.
A dozen voices protested, wanting to ask more questions.
General Bababu smiled and shook his head, and soldiers with rifles moved slowly toward the group.
"This way out," said Mokata.
When the doors were closed and Bababu was alone with Mokata, the two men laughed.
"Another crew?" said Mokata.
"We can shoot them down as fast as they send them," said Bababu, bellowing with laughter.
"Faster!" said Mokata, as the two men howled.
In the Wambesi village, the team had spent the last hours saying their farewells to the people. During the four-month stay, they'd made many friends among all the jungle tribes, but the Wambesi were their special friends since the field hospital was here. The people brought them armloads of gifts, ornaments, furs, and food. For Diana in particular, the only woman, the gifts were impressive—jewelry decorated with gems of unknown value, beautiful wood carvings, and other artifacts.
"But there won't be room on the helicopter for all this," said Chris Able.
"We must find room," said Diana. "We can't disappoint them."
High chief Wambato came forward with a special gift for Diana, a long necklace, encrusted with jewels, and wrought of a dull metal in a curious intricate design. As he hung it about her neck, the villagers watched quietly, as though it was an event of great importance. He explained to Luaga who translated for Diana.
"It is an heirloom," explained Luaga. "From his ancestors, worn by queens of olden times, said by tradition to have been a gift of King Solomon to the Queen of Sheba."
"The Queen of Sheba?" gasped Diana. "But he shouldn't give that to me."
"He has given it to you, Diana," said Luaga.
"How am I able to thank you?" she asked.
The old chief took her hands in his.
"He thanks you for what you did for us."
There was general cheering, and wooden cups were passed containing the local equivalent of beer, a fermented squash and melon drink which, they'd long since discovered, had a hidden kick that sneaked up on you like a robber in the night. Then they waited patiently for the rescue craft.
One hour after the scheduled arrival, they began to worry. Diana connected the radio, which was partially packed, and called the helicopter. No answer. The others crowded about her. She called the Mawitaan airport. After several attempts, she got through. They got the news. The pilots had been shot down by guerillas. They were missing, probably dead. But a second crew would arrive in a few days. They stared at each other, stunned by the news.
"Guerillas?" said Luaga. "Bababu."
"You think he did it?" asked Kirk.
"Of course," said Onato Omu.
"But he gave permission for the crew to pick us up," said Kirk.
"That also sounds like him," said Omu.
"But Lanston and Osborne?" said Diana, her eyes filling with tears. "Shot down—dead?"
Kirk put his arm around her. "That is not known, Diana," he said. "Let's hope they got away. They're clever men."
It was a faint hope.
"What now? We can't just wait here forever," said Diana tearfully. They looked through the open village gates. In the background, the pygmies remained. No exit. It was then that they heard the drumbeats. Luaga listening alertly, then looked puzzled. The pygmies moved nearer the village and beckoned to them.
"What is it?"
The drums continued, coming from two directions.
"The talking drums. What are they saying?" asked Diana.
"They are saying—bring them to the grove," said Luaga.
High chief Wambato walked to them, and looked at the team.
"The message is for you, all of you," he said including Luaga and the delegation as well. "You are to go now. With them." And he pointed to the pygmies.
"But we must wait here, for the second crew," said Kirk.
"No, you must go. He has sent for you," said Wam-
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"They are saying—bring them to the grove," said Luaga.
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Kirk.
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"Who?" she said, almost afraid to ask. "Your good friend," said high chief Wambato.
The Wambesi crowded outside the village walls to watch the departure of their visitors. High chief Wam- bato himself stood at the gates to wave good-bye. Like all his people, he remained silent and seemed apprehensive. The departing party, consisting of the team and the delegation, had four horses and two mules. Diana and Luaga rode; the other animals were loaded with packs of paraphernalia, supplies, and gifts. The walking men all carried rifles. So they left in the eerie silence. Soon the village was out of sight, and they traveled on a narrow jungle path.
"Why were they so quiet, so—odd?" asked Diana of Luaga who rode next to her.
"Because we are going east," he said.
"What does that mean?"
He explained. The Wambesi people lived on the borders of the familiar western jungle, which most of the jungle folk knew, where they lived and hunted and worked. Beyond the border, toward the east, the jungle became less familiar. And the farther east they went, the less known it would become.
"Is it dangerous?" she asked.
"I don't want to alarm you, Diana, but the fact is— yes, it might be," he replied hesitantly.
"Why?"
"The farther east we go, the more off the beaten track we are," he replied, as if that explained it.
"Why?" she repeated. He sighed.
"There are certain people, less advanced, in this area," he replied.
"Such as?" she said, prodding him.
"Such as the Mussanga, or even the Tirangi from the Misty Mountains."
"You mean they're savage?"
He nodded.
"How, Lamanda?"
"Diana you're most insistent. I said I didn't wish to alarm you, but since you won't be satisfied, here it is. The Mussanga have been known to indulge in—cannibalism. The Tirangi, until recently, were headhunters. May still be," he said.
"Oh," said Diana. "Thank you."
He laughed ruefully.
"Add to that the new danger of guerilla bands, and the old dangers of animals and insects, and you can see why the Wambesi were so quiet, and, as you said, seemed odd."
Diana was quiet for a time. A random thought came to her—why had her "good friend" exposed them to such multiple and horrible dangers?
"But chances are, unless there is an ambush, we'll be safe," he added.
"How can you say that, after all you've told me?" asked Diana.
"The Bandar. I doubt if anything in the jungle will bother us as long as they're with us. Guerillas with rifles might not fear them, but all other two-legged predators will."
Diana looked with new eyes at the little men walking just ahead of them. They had seemed such a threat, such an obstacle during those days at the village. Now, suddenly, they were protectors.
They marched until dark, then made camp by a pool of fresh water, lit small fires and had a simple dinner. All were exhausted and went quickly to sleep. The pygmies took turns as sentries, and the team and delegation each served an hour's watch during the night. Diana insisted on taking her turn at watch. She sat by the fire, staring into the black jungle night, hearing the strange symphony of insect, bird, and animal sounds, and thinking of the man she would soon meet.
How long since she had seen him? A year? Her mother had been constantly critical of her attachment. Mrs. Palmer could not approve of a masked man who lived in a cave among savages ("pygmies at that") and more. . . . "How can you stay in love with a man you hardly ever see?" her mother would exclaim. Her mother was warm and loving, but she could hardly understand the excitement Diana felt merely in anticipating a meeting with him—and when she was actually with him, her excitement was almost too much to bear. Millions believed her man to be immortal . . . the Man Who Cannot Die. Beyond his immense strength and .pedal talents, she knew him to be an otherwise normal, warm human being. Yet he was different from all oilier men she had ever known or could imagine. The mysterious aura about him almost placed him in another dimension. She smiled to herself thinking—in another age, the age of myths, girls had loved gods and perhaps they had known the same kind of almost unbearable excitement when their god approached them. And so she daydreamed in the jungle night, until Kirk touched her shoulder and took over her watch. She slept on the hard ground, dreaming of the Phantom.
They marched another day, always to the east, and encountered no problems. There were scurrying sounds in the bushes, familiar to the pygmy ears but alien to the others. Only once did a pygmy suddenly dash off into the brush while the column halted. There was a sudden animal shriek—a big cat?—the pygmy returned and the column moved on. Between the poison arrows and the rifles, they carried a lot of firepower that would frighten off any but a large, well-armed enemy. The path broke out of the jungle for a time into an open meadow. Ahead were wooded hills. In the far distance, a hardly discernible high mountain range, the Misty Mountains, land of the powerful mountain princes.
"Visitors are forbidden there," Luaga explained to them at the coffee-tea break alongside the path. "The princes are absolute rulers dwelling as they did in the fifteenth century, and they want no one to smuggle in the subversive twentieth century to break their slumber." Everyone laughed.
As they moved on toward the hills, they noticed a crag, the first high elevation. It was a geological oddity, a fairly high peak rising abruptly from the jungle beyond the plain. Kirk remarked that the summit looked like a man's head. From this angle, they all agreed that it did. Diana stared at it, suddenly amazed.
 
"It looks like " she began, and stopped, realizing
none of the others had ever seen him.
"It looks like who?" asked Luaga.
"Please ask them the name of the peak," she said, indicating the pygmies. Luaga called to one who walked back to them. He answered in his click-clack language. Luaga looked at Diana, startled.
"It's called Phantom Head," he said.
"It had to be," she replied softly. The massive head was a hundred feet high, a natural formation carved by the wind and the rain of centuries. She stared back at it until they were once more surrounded by trees.
At twilight, they camped in a large grove of unfamiliar trees, with strange white bark, curved and gnarled trunks. Nearby, they could hear the roar of a mountain stream. They were told by the pygmies they would spend the night here.
As they sat about their campfire in the deepening shadows, George Schwartz looked wonderingly at the grove behind them.
"Something strange about that. Notice it, Chris?" he asked.
"Yes," said Chris Able. "Are we seeing the same thing?"
Alec Kirk turned, with his can of pork and beans, to look.
"It looks like a skull, a human skull," he said.
His words sounded strange by this feeble campfire in the twilight. All turned to look. It was true. The twisted trunks and curved branches produced the effect. Luaga called to a pygmy squatting near him. The pygmy answered him.
"They call it the Whispering Grove," he said.
"Why?" Diana wanted to know.
"I suppose, because it whispers." Luaga smiled.
"Whispers what?"
That night as they slept or took their turn at watch, all heard the eerie sounds in the grove.
"Phan-tom—Phan-tom" it seemed to say.
It was the wind blowing through the branches, making this sound. "Phan-tom—Phan-tom".
"How weird," said Luaga to Diana as he took his
turn to watch at the fire, relieving her. "First that peak, Phantom Head, now this. Or am I imagining the
words?"
"No, that's what it sounds like," she said, crawling under her netting.
Weird, perhaps, imagination, perhaps. They were now in Phantom country.
A glass of wine spilled, dishes and silverware clat- Icred as General Bababu's big fist slammed the ta- bletop.
"Where are those heads?" he roared. "Where is that
squad?"
"No word yet, General," said Mokata in a quavering voice.
"I know there's no word, you idiot.; What's being done about it?"
"An entire company is out searching that area, sir. We know where their gun was placed, where they should be."
Bababu glared at his aide.
"Mokata, they should have been back last night. If they're not there, where are they?"
Mokata shrugged, his face desperate. When Bababu was angry, he could be brutal.
"What happened to them?" insisted Bababu.
"I've talked to the company commander and his officers. Only four in the squad. They could have met a guerilla band or rebels, and been wiped out."
Bababu thought about that for a moment and lit another cigarette.
"Not guerillas, not deserters—rebels! Luaga's men. That would be good, that would be perfect. Then if we can catch them with the heads—Luaga's men with the pilots' heads!" He roared with laughter and slapped his leg. "Wouldn't that be perfect, Mokata?"
Mokata agreed, laughing as heartily as he could, hoping his leader's mood would not change. Keep him laughing. The phone rang. Mokata seized it. News maybe. He listened, then hung up.
"Well?" said Bababu, waiting tensely. "Was that it?"
"The new rescue crew for the medical team has arrived at the airport. Waiting to see you."
Bababu jerked the cigarette holder from his mouth and cracked it in half in his big hand.
"Damn those interferring gukaka!' he roared. "Alert the gun crews. I want them shot down, like the first crew—and I want their heads!"
Mokata reached for the phone. Bababu held up a warning finger.
"I don't give a gukaka for the medical team. Yes, they helped us, but they are friends of Luaga. I want to keep Luaga in the jungle, keep him out of Mawitaan, until my hold is firm here."
He reached into a drawer for another plastic holder—he broke several every day, and lighted another cigarette.
"They're fighting me in the streets and alleys. Still fighting in the fields and villages. Not as many, but still fighting. They love that pill-pusher, Luaga."
"When your regiment brings in his head, they will stop fighting," said Mokata.
"I want every village searched, every hut. I want his head here," said Bababu, slamming the table.
"They are so instructed," said Mokata. "And the second rescue crew. Will you see them?" Then he gulped, that was a mistake, to bring up that subject again.
"Where are the heads? Where is that squad?" roared Bababu, breaking another cigarette holder.
At dawn, the party had a hasty breakfast—then, with a backward glance at the Whispering Grove that had them wondering all through the night, they marched on a short distance to a foaming mountain stream. It was about one hundred feet wide here, shallow, filled with rapids. Tied at the bank was a huge raft, large enough for all of them, and waiting on the raft, two tall men in loincloths, slim and strongly built. They were Mori fishermen, expert boatsmen, wise in all the skills of sea and waterways. Luaga greeted them and spoke to them briefly.
"Where are we going on that thing?" asked Kirk.
"A fast trip, downstream," said Luaga.
"To where?"
"They haven't said," replied Luaga.
All the people, including the pygmies, came aboard the raft. Two other Mori, waiting in the bushes, were to follow on land, leading the animals. Without further ceremony, the Mori pushed the raft into the stream, then took their positions with long poles, one at the bow, one at the stern. From time to time, they ran from side to side, shoving away from the bank or avoiding a boulder in the stream. The heavy raft gradually accelerated, and soon was moving at breakneck speed. It was a ride they would never forget.
The cold water came from the Misty Mountains and at this point was a wide roaring torrent. It would seem that no one in his right mind would attempt to navigate this stream. There were endless rapids, small waterfalls. The pygmies were stolid, apparently secure and unafraid. But the others clung to ropes tied to the raft, and to each other as the raft bounced and veered and leaped and plunged. The roar of the stream was deafening. The spray was icy. They could barely hear each other even if they shouted. At one point, the raft sailed into empty air, open space. They gasped as they dropped a full thirty feet over the waterfall and crashed into the roaring rapids below. The logs of the raft shook and splintered under them, but they held. Then more rapids, then another waterfall—a leap into space, a crash ... on and on. Their bodies were beaten and bruised, their heads ached, their stomachs turned, their arms and legs were exhausted, as they fought every inch of the way to stay aboard this wild vehicle. The men watched Diana anxiously and tried to help her, but she shook them off. She was determined to help herself, knowing that each man needed all his strength to hang on. Her face was tense, her hair soaked as she clung to her rope. Everyone was soaked to the skin. They'd lost all track of time. Minutes became hours, days, weeks, eternities. This would go on forever. There was no escape from this bucking, bouncing, plunging, crashing, soaking, exhausting nightmare. The shore was a blur. Their eyes could no longer focus, their minds no longer think. They could only survive. And when it seemed that they had used the last ounce of strength they possessed, when another moment meant the end—then there was another crash, another plunge, then another moment that was the very last ... and another ... and another ... and suddenly it was over.
The raft moved out of the stream, which had slowed now into a broad calm area. The group sat on the raft, bodies sagging, and breathed deeply. We made it, but just barely, was the common thought. Made it, to where? Ahead was the dull, heavy roar of thunder.
As they staggered off the raft, which was held at the bank by the grinning fishermen, they realized the trip had taken only three hours—and not three months. And they had traveled a distance that would have taken many days on foot through the thick brush. As they climbed a slope above the bank, they saw what caused the dull thunder. The broad pondlike portion of the stream moved slowly to a crest a hundred yards ahead, then fell several hundred feet in a roaring, foaming, great waterfall. They gazed. If they had gone over that on the raft—but they hadn't. They followed the pygmies toward the very lip of the falls, and stared at the magnificent cascade. Then, single file, they followed their little guides down a path alongside the falls. It was steep and rocky, and mist and foam from the falls shrouded them. But it was exhilarating. As they climbed down, they noticed that steps were cut in the stone, moss-covered steps that had the look of antiquity. It was an ancient staircase. Down they went, to the very bottom of the falls and looked in wonder at the mighty force of the water as it landed in great waves and explosions of spray.

Then to their complete amazement, their guides led the way to a wet slippery path behind the waterfall. They followed. The path was a rocky ledge cut into the sheer cliff. On the other side of them was the mighty curtain of the waterfall. The roar here was deafening. By now, each one was silently asking the same amazed, baffled, question—where are we going? All except Diana, who was not amazed, not baffled, but so excited—as she later admitted—that she was ready to pop! For this was a secret entrance to the mysterious Deep Woods, land of the Bandar, the pygmy poison people, and the home of the Phantom, the Ghost Who Walks.
As they emerged from the waterfall, dripping wet and chilled by the cold spray, they halted, astounded by what they saw. There was a large clearing. On one side, a huge cave mouth that on first glance resembled a giant skull. Near it on a dais was a stone throne with curious carvings on the back and both arms that, on closer inspection, proved to be stone skulls. On the other side of the clearing, a group of pygmies stood quietly watching. Next to them was a magnificent white stallion. The two groups, the pygmies and the arrivals, looked at each other silently. There was. no sound beyond the roar of the waterfall. A large animal ran out of the cave—a dog? No, a wolf with pale-blue eyes. It ran directly to Diana. The doctors next to her stepped forward to protect her, but she patted the beast's head.
"Devil!" she cried happily as the animal licked her hand. Then the animal turned and ran back to the cave and paused there, as though waiting for another to appear. And another did. This was the most surprising of all.
A big man ran from the cave. Powerful muscles rippled under a costume that was skintight. He wore a hood and his eyes were masked in some fashion so that they could not be seen. The men had time only to notice that he wore two guns in holsters on a gunbelt that bore the same skull insignia. Then he had reached Diana and swept her off the ground in his arms. And they kissed as though they were alone in the wilderness. The doctors and the delegation looked at each other in surprise, then smiled. This, obviously, was Diana's mysterious "good friend." The doctors were only puzzled. Somehow, they felt this strange appearance and place would somehow be explained ... as soon as the kissing stopped.
Luaga and the delegation had a different sensation.
They knew where they were. Jungle-bred, they were seeing for the first time a legend they'd heard about since earliest childhood. They were in a place forbidden by the jungle's most rigid taboo—the Deep Woods. Tales had filtered out occasionally through the years from the rare visitor who had actually seen it, or had pretended to—the Skull Cave, the skull throne, all sounding like a dream. Now, here it was, solid and real. And here he was—bigger than imagined, vigorous, and young. Such were the first impressions in this amazing place. The pygmies watched the warm greeting Diana received with some amazement. They'd never seen the Phantom like this. His anticipation and anxiety about Diana had been equal to hers. Their meeting was bound to be electric.
When their greeting was over and Diana's feet once more touched the ground, the Phantom met the others while she clung dizzily to his arm. He complimented Luaga on his election and the doctors on their work in ending the epidemic. They all stared at this masked man with astonishment. In this remote place, he seemed to know everything that had happened to them and to everyone else in the jungle and out of the jungle. The jungle folk have an old saying—the Phantom's eyes and ears are everywhere.
There was another surprise. The two pilots, Lanston and Osborne, came out of the cave and introduced themselves. And in a hut near the cave, Luaga was shown the four soldiers, now prisoners, who had shot down the helicopter. Then the recent arrivals sat in the sun on the ground before the skull throne to dry out. A feast was placed before them—fruit and nuts and berries from the woods, smoked meats, spring water and fruit juice. The pilots had already learned, to their annoyance, that no alcoholic drinks were served here.
As they ate, they talked and exchanged experiences. The pilots had also had the mad raft ride down the mountain stream. They told how they had been shot down, how they'd met the masked man in the woods, and how he had handled Bababu's gun crew. The medical team answered the Phantom's questions about their work in the village, and Luaga and the delegation spoke of Bababu and the civil war. And among the questions and answers, all noticed that the masked man said not one word about himself, nor did he offer any explanation about this place. After several hours of talking and feasting with him, though he was pleasant and friendly, he remained as unknown as the first moment they'd seen him.
What was to be done now? Word had come via radio that a second rescue team had arrived in Mawitaan and would come for the delegation.
"They must not come," said the Phantom. "Bababu will shoot them down as he did the first team."
All agreed on this. But then how would they get out of this dangerous jungle swarming with guerillas? Not only guerillas, the Phantom told them. Now, heavily armed companies of Bababu's army were entering the jungle to search for Luaga. What should be done? Luaga was anxious to return to Mawitaan to lead his people; the team was in a hurry to return to New York, and then to the Caribbean where another epidemic crisis awaited them.
Before any decisions were reached, a pygmy sentry ran to the Phantom and whispered to him.
"Excuse me now," he said. "The Council of Chiefs is arriving. You will all want to rest after your exhausting journey."
The team members and the delegation were led to huts where clean straw pallets awaited their tired bodies. Luaga wanted to join the conference, since it concerned him. But the Phantom asked him to stay out of sight. He wanted Luaga's presence here to remain unknown. Luaga went inside the Skull Cave, to the shadows where he could not be seen, and listened. Diana forced herself to stay awake and peered from her hut window to watch the arrival of the chiefs. They were an impressive group of men with their jewels, furs, crowns, and scepters. Each had come with his armed escort of tall warriors. But the escorts were not permitted to enter the Deep Woods, and waited outside, beyond the waterfall. The chiefs sat on the ground in a circle with their masked host.
What were the jungle folk to do? Bababu's men were |
not mere ruffians like the deserters. They came with heavy weapons and with tanks. Could they be fought with snares and spears and arrows? No, the army would massacre them. The army was searching for I ,uaga, whom some of the chiefs knew about, but only vaguely. Some said this was not their fight. It was a matter between the city people.
"It is our fight," said the Phantom. "This Bababu is nn usurper—he has replaced the legitimate chief, Luaga, and intends to rule city and jungle as well."
"But how can we fight this army?" asked Llionto, high chief of the Llongo.
"We cannot," replied the Phantom, and all nodded iigreement. "My advice is this. Greet the army of Bababu with flowers, food, and wine."
"Flowers, food, and wine?" said the chief, Surprised.
"Yes, and with songs and dancing," said the Phantom. "Let them search wherever they wish. They will not find Luaga."
"Where is this Luaga?" asked Wambato, high chief of Wambesi.
"It is best that no one knows. Then no one can tell, nor be forced to tell," said the Phantom.
And so it was agreed. The chiefs were pleased by the wisdom of their decision. Then they ate and drank— non-alcoholic liquids, to their disappointment—exchanged gifts and left the Deep Woods with their tall warrior escorts.
The Phantom led Luaga deeper into the Skull Cave. Luaga had only a quick glance at the rocky chambers on either side of the long natural corridor. Burning torches set in the walls lighted the way. He saw one chamber containing chests brimming with glittering stones and metal that might have been (and were) precious jewels and gold. Another chamber with large ancient folio volumes on shelves (The Phantom Chronicles—the written records of the Phanton line for four centuries); another chamber like a museum with many strange unknown objects that had an air of great antiquity. He couldn't guess that among them were the diamond drinking cup of Alexander the Great, and Ex- calibur called Cal-ed-voch, the sword of King Arthur. Then, beyond the rooms, they came to a small cave with a modern radio transmitter. Here the Phantom kept in touch with the outside world.
The news from the capital was grim. Bababu had declared martial law, and his control over the city was almost complete. Some sporadic fighting continued on the outskirts by people loyal to Luaga. Bababu had also called back the congress for reasons that were not made clear in the controlled broadcasts. The delegation puzzled over this.
"Is it possible he'll reinstate the legislature?" asked the lawyer, Onata Omu.
"It's a trap," suggested the second delegate. "Once in the hall, he'll execute them all."
Luaga shook his head.
"Bababu yearns for legitimacy. He'll ask them to vote him into the presidency."
As the Phantom listened on his skull throne, the others discussed and argued.
"What does he care about being legitimate? He's taken power. He holds it," said the lawyer.
"Do you recall those foreign loans we were negotiating?" said Luaga. "The World Bank might withhold them for a country divided in civil war. He knows that. He wants the money."
"But you're the elected president. How can he force the congress to make him president?" asked the lawyer.
"He can declare me dead. Here, I might as well be," said Luaga bitterly.
"Declare you dead?" said Diana, who was seated at the side listening. "Impossible. He can't do that. I mean, he wouldn't."
"He can. My guess is that he will," said Luaga, "and then do everything possible to make it a fact—as he is trying to do."
"But it's not right," said Diana indignantly.
"To coin a phrase, Diana, might makes right," said Luaga.
The Phantom nodded. He liked this kind of clarity. "You will make a good president, Lamanda Luaga," he said. 
 
"A good president? How?" said Luaga bitterly. "He has the army, he has everything now. I'm a doctor with a stethoscope."
"It's not over. It has only begun," said the Phantom. "Your time will come. For now, we must ask Kirk to cancel that second rescue team before Bababu shoots them down. And we must remain here for a time until the army clears out of the jungle."
They all looked at him hopefully, inspired by his confidence.
"Our time will come? When?" asked the lawyer, Onata Omu.
"Soon. There's an old Wambesi saying—where there's life there's hope."
"Wambesi?" said Luaga, smiling.
"Universal," said the Phantom.
In Bababu's palace, the two new pilots, Davis and Fredericks, waited in the ornate reception room with Ambassador Cari. The second rescue crew had arrived at Mawitaan airport only an hour earlier.
"What's the scoop on this general?" asked Davis, a tall lean man.
Ambassador Cari shrugged and rolled his eyes to the ceiling as if he'd seen something vile.
"A reporter at the airport said he was a butcher with the manners of a hungry tiger," said Fredericks, a burly ex-marine.
"Shhsh," said Cari. "The walls have ears."
"Do the walls understand English?"
"The walls have translators."
Almost on cue, the inner door opened and Colonel Mokata stepped out. They looked at him, startled. Had lie heard? But he smiled coldly. Evidently, he hadn't.
"The general will see you now," he said.
Bababu sat back in his leather chair, his familiar cigarette holder in one hand, a beaker of beer in the other hand. He nodded to Cari and looked pleasantly at the two pilots.
"We're the new crew," said Davis. "Here to get the UN medical team out of the jungle."
Bababu nodded and belched.
"We were told we needed your personal permission to make the flight," continued Davis.
Bababu nodded again, enjoying himself.
"Do we have it?" asked Davis.
"You do," said Bababu. "Why not? Your brave doctors have helped my people, is it not true, Cari? Yours is an errand of mercy. Go, with my blessing."
"Thank you, sir," said Davis, surprised.
"I'm glad you are here, Cari," said Bababu. "I wish to apply for membership in your United Nations."
"That is not in my hands," said Cari, with no expression on his face.
"I understand you do not decide such matters. However, your recommendations would be weighty, true?" said Bababu.
Cari shrugged. "Mine would be one voice among many."
"One highly respected voice," said Bababu, determined to present himself as statesman as well as conqueror.
"Thank you," said Cari.
"Will you speak for me, for us?" said Bababu.
Cari looked at him silently for a moment.
"There is the matter of the elected congress and the elected President, Luaga," he said.
Bababu started to swell with rage, then controlled himself.
"The congress is returning," he said, ignoring the mention of Luaga. "They will make me President. It will be announced."
"How can they? The people who elected them also elected Lamanda Luaga as President," said Cari quietly.
Bababu exploded with anger. He smashed the glass beaker on his desk, beer spilling over the polished top and on his own fancy uniform.
"Are you an ambassador or an idiot?" he roared. "I told you in this very room that Luaga"—he pronounced the name through clenched teeth as though hating the sound—"that Luaga is dead. Dead, Dead, Dead!"
The pilots stared at the enraged dictator, then at the neat, calm Cari.
"So you did. You promised evidence. We have seen no evidence," he said in a quiet voice.
He knew it was an easy matter for Bababu to end the matter with a simple statement that he now ruled. But like Luaga, he also knew why Bababu wanted some show of legitimacy—the promised loans of many millions intended to establish industry in the new nation—money that Bababu would doubtless put in his own pocket, or, more likely, into a. numbered Swiss bank account.
Bababu glowered at Cari like an enraged bull. The little man met his angry stare unflinchingly. The two pilots watched Cari in admiration. Then, to bridge the moment, Mokata hurriedly mopped the beer puddle on the desk with a lace handkerchief, as his chief breathed heavily.
"Answer them, Mokata," snapped Bababu, as if disdaining the task himself. Mokata coughed and stammered, obviously taken by surprise. The pilots could barely repress a grin.
"As his excellency has said, Lamanda Luaga is dead—dead in the jungle."
"Exactly," said Bababu.
"His people have hidden his body," said Mokata, warming to the subject.
"Yes, hidden him," said Bababu.
"But our army is searching. We will find the body as we promised," said Mokata, triumphantly, as though it was an accomplished fact.
"You will see his head on this table," said Bababu grinning and slamming the desk with his palm. "As I promised."
The pilots repressed a shudder. Nothing could be as repulsive as Bababu grinning at that moment.
"And to you brave flying gentlemen, good luck."
"Thank you, sir," said Davis, and the three men gladly left the room.
Once the door was shut, Bababu's mask was gone. He pounded the desk with the massive fist.
"Find Luaga! Bring me his head!" he roared.
"An entire battalion is searching the jungle now," said Mokata.
"I know that. Tell the regiment and company commanders, I want daily reports and every village searched. I want the head of the gukaka pill-pusher."
Mokata gulped at the word "head." He knew what was coming.
"Where are the heads of that first helicopter crew? Where are the soldiers who shot them down?"
"We're searching, sir," said Mokata, pale and trembling.
Bababu's eyes narrowed.
"Something about this I don't understand. What could have happened to those soldiers?"
"Remember, we told the press Luaga rebels shot down the 'copter."
"Yes, we told them. But what do we tell ourselves? I tell you something is wrong, Mokata."
"What could be wrong. You rule this town. You will rule this country, sir."
Bababu nodded.
"Are the orders clear to our gun crews about this second rescue team?"
"They are, sir."
"No slip-ups this time. I want their stupid heads— here!"
Davis and Fredericks left the place with Cari and headed for the airport.
"What a monster!" said Fredericks.
"A street bully come to power. I tremble for this poor country," said Cari.
"What about that Luaga?"
"A fine, decent man."
"Dead?"
"Of course not. He's with the medical team. If he were dead, we'd know about it."
"When did you last hear from them?"
"Two weeks ago."
"Lots can happen in two weeks."
"True. You'll soon know, when you see them."
When they reached the airport, their helicopter was ready. The press was on hand,/with cameras and microphones, to observe the take-off. "Second Mercy
Flight into Jungle to Rescue UN Medical Team." But as the big overhead propellor began to rotate, a messenger raced to them from the control tower. A radio message had arrived from Dr. Kirk. The rescue craft was not needed and not wanted. The control tower was still in touch with the doctor. Cari and the pilots, plus the press corps rushed into the control tower. Cari spoke into the microphone.
"Ambassador Cari here. Can you hear me, Dr. Kirk?"
"I hear you, sir," came the voice through crackling static. "This is Alec Kirk. We're no longer at the Wambesi village. We don't need the helicopter. Is that clear? Come in, Cari."
"That is clear, Kirk. Where are you?" .
"In the jungle somewhere."
"Can you be more definite."
"No, all the trees look alike."
The tower men and the press corps laughed.
"Shhsh," said Cari. "Why are you cancelling the rescue craft?"
"Not needed. Still have some work to do here. Back in a week or so."
"What kind of work? Where?" asked Cari.
"Not getting you clearly," said the voice through static. "Will sign off now, as they say."
"Dr. Kirk, what about Dr. Luaga?" said Cari hurriedly, and everyone in the room tensed at the name. Bababu's announcement that Luaga was dead had not yet been made public.
"What? Having trouble hearing you," replied the voice of Kirk through the static.
"Lamanda Luaga—President Luaga—is he with you—is he all right?" shouted Cari frantically into the microphone.
"Not receiving you clearly—can't hear you at all now—signing off," and the transmission sputtered into static.
Cari looked at Davis and Fredericks and the press corps.
"Could any of you understand him?" he asked.
"He said they didn't need us," said Davis.
"No, about Dr. Luaga," said Cari.
"What about him?" asked one of the reporters, sensing something.
"You all heard what I heard—nothing," said Ambassador Cari.
The news reached Bababu moments later.
"Canceled the flight? Why?"
"No good reason. Just said, they weren't needed," said Mokata reading from his notes.
"And Luaga?" asked Bababu tensely.
"Nothing," said Mokata.
Bababu drank more beer, this time from a bottle.
"Something about this I don't understand and I don't like it," he said. "Makes no sense."
Then, something else happened that made no sense, that he didn't understand or didn't want to. The missing gun crew were not found, but the field phone near their gun emplacement was found and brought to Bababu's desk. The connecting wire had been torn. An odd mark was clearly visible on the side of the phone. Bababu stared at it, then recoiled from it as though from a poisonous spider. Then he slowly approached it, and stared at it, his body swelling as he filled with anger. He whirled on the watching Mokata.
"Is this a joke? Who put that mark there?"
"The sergeant said he found it like that in the field," said Mokata, uncertain and tense.
"Where is he?"
"Outside."
"Get him."
The sergeant entered. He was a brutal, heavy set man, a less intelligent version of Bababu.
"That?" roared Bababu.
"It was there, on the phone," said the sergeant, his eyes popping as though he'd seen a ghost.
The three men stared at the phone, ancient jungle memories stirring.
The mark on the phone was the skull—the Phantom's mark. -
The skull, with or without crossbones, is an ancient (and logical) symbol of death. In modern times, it is a familiar danger warning, used on poisons, explosives, or other lethal objects. But throughout Bangalla and in the underworld of many nations, it means one thing— the Phantom. The mere sight of it has been known to turn brutal criminals into trembling cowards. It is ironic, and not accidental, that the first Phantom, after seeing his father killed by pirates, took *part of the time-dishonored insignia of piracy for his own mark.
For centuries, evildoers have been haunted by a shadowy nemesis working outside the law, a nemesis that strikes swiftly and silently, then vanishes into the mystery from which it had come. Evildoers could understand police, sheriffs, marshals, soldiers, deputies, vigilantes. They were the protectors of society, the natural enemy of the criminal. But why was this Phantom their enemy? Who was he? What was he?
A man who could not die? Many had laughed scornfully at this legend of immortality as nonsense. Some had had the chance to test it. But the attempts to kill this masked man had always failed; he had always come back, guns blazing, iron fists smashing. Such tales were told and retold, around jungle campfires, at tavern tables, or in ships' cabins. And men who heard these tales and had reason to fear the Phantom looked nervously into the darkness around them, and walked carefully on jungle paths or city streets. For like a goblin or a ghost, this nemesis might strike at any time. It was this superstitious dread that inspired such terror in men even as tough and brutal as Bababu. An unreasoning fear, a fear without logic or explanation, the fear of the unknown.
For Bababu and all Bangallans, the Phantom tradition was especially strong and real. From childhood, they'd heard the tales from their fathers and grandfathers. And so on, back beyond the memory of living men. All this was behind the shock Bababu felt when he saw the skull mark on the telephone.
"Who put that there?" he roared.
"It was there, when we found it, sir," repeated the sergeant.
"The gun crew put it there, for a joke," suggested Colonel Mokata hopefully.
"Bring them here!" shouted Bababu.
"Remember, sir? They're gone. We can't find them," said Mokata.
"You found the phone. What else did you find?" said Bababu, glaring at the trembling sergeant.
"Their gun had been fired, sir. We found the wreck of the flying machine, and the parachutes. The pilots were gone. Our men were gone," he said.
"Gone? Was there a fight? Any signs of a fight?"
"No sir," said the sergeant. "No sign of a fight. Just gone."
The general, the colonel, and the sergeant brooded on those words for a moment, then Bababu shook himself like a bull throwing off a tormenting dart. He picked up the phone and threw it against the wall where it shattered an eighteenth-century Venetian mirror.
"One of the men drew that thing. After they robbed and killed the pilots, they deserted into the jungle, like all the others. Send out this order, Mokata."
The colonel ouickly pulled a notebook and gold pencil from his pocket.
"To our units who are searching for Luaga: find the missing gun crew as well. Bring them to me. I will find which one plays jokes. I will finish him myself."
Mokata wrote rapidly. He knew what that meant. Bababu frequently replaced his firing squad or hangman by personally strangling a condemned man. He had once explained to his officers that it kept him in touch with things.
"Now get out!" Bababu roared^
Mokata and the sergeant left gratefully, both asking themselves the same question. If the missing gun crew had killed and robbed the pilots and fled into the jungle, where were the bodies of the pilots? Would the deserters burden themselves with two corpses? But neither attempted to question Bababu's logic. That would be suicide. Bababu returned to his desk, lit a cigarette, and stared at the phone on the floor. Something was wrong, something that made no sense.
Of the guests in the Deep Woods, only Diana was not impatient and anxious to leave. Luaga and his three-man delegation spent most of their waking hours listening unhappily to news from the capital on the team's radio. Though Luaga remained dressed in the team's outfit—t-shirt and khaki trousers—the three delegates had put away their formal clothes to save wear and tear, and had donned loincloths. This amused them since all three were graduates of European universities. Alec Kirk and the other two doctors, George Schwartz and Chris Able, were aware of the Caribbean epidemic awaiting their arrival and they were irritated by the delay. The two pilots, Lanston and Osborne, were tormented by the thought that their wives and children thought them dead, and wanted desperately to send the truth to them. But all agreed it was best to keep their isurvival a secret for the time being.
As far as Diana was concerned, this forced stay in the Deep Woods could last forever. After a long separation, she was with her sweetheart, and, despite war and epidemics, she was happy. When the Phantom was free, they spent hours walking or riding in the Deep Woods, swimming in quiet pools, picnicking in hidden glades, and hunting game to provide for the daily feasts served the visitors by the Bandar near the skull throne.
But these happy hours with the Phantom were infrequent, for he was usually busy. Bababu's army was searching the jungle villages for Luaga, and the tactics agreed upon by the Council of Chiefs were being used. The soldiers, expecting hostile jungle folk, were amazed and pleased to be greeted by a singing, dancing welcome. Flowers were strewn upon them as they marched into the villages; rich feasts were waiting, all the varied foods of the jungle offered. But none of the usual native beers or spirits were served. The chiefs did not want to contend with drunken soldiers in their midst. Also, the soldiers might have noticed—and some did—all the dancing and singing and serving was done by children and warriors and old people. Pretty maids and attractive matrons were nowhere to be seen in the village during each search. They were sent to the fields until the search was completed, then returned in a body as the soldiers left. If the chiefs didn't trust Bababu's soldiers with alcohol, neither did they trust them with their pretty women. So trouble was avoided.
To Bababu's soldiers, the search was a joke. Trying to find one man, Luaga, in the entire jungle was like searching for a flea in a swamp—the local version of needle in a haystack. But they followed orders, dutifully entering each village, looking into every hut, and reporting back to headquarters each night. When they found they were welcomed everywhere, they left the tanks and heavy equipment behind and raced through the jungle in motorized columns. Within a few weeks, they had been through all the tribes and villages. All except one. The captain and lieutenant of the unit making the farthest eastern penetration into the jungle considered the matter. There was still the Bandar, in the Deep Woods, somewhere ahead.
Would Luaga hide in such a place? Among the poison people, who shot strangers on sight, so it was said? Not likely, unless he was crazy, and Luaga was known to be completely sane. Also, there was something else beside pygmies in the Deep Woods—someone else—so it was said.
It followed that no sane man would go anywhere near the Deep Woods and the captain and lieutenant being sane men, made out their report accordingly, following the ancient precept of wisdom that is not peculiar to armies, "Let's don't and say we did."
News filtered into the Deep Woods that Bababu's army units were leaving the jungle, and the guests became insistent about leaving. All except Diana, who was in no hurry to go. The Phantom agreed; some could go, some could not. Luaga and his delegates must remain in the Deep Woods as they were men marked for death. They would be safe only here. Luaga agreed reluctantly that this was true. The two pilots must also remain, as they would be needed as witnesses against Bababu at some future time. This sounded impossible to all of them. Bababu held the country in an iron grip and even now held the congress captive. But the Phantom was firm. The pilots must stay. However, the team, who would leave, could inform the pilots' families about their safety.
The team packed their few things and made ready to leave the Deep Woods. The Phantom warned them that the way was dangerous; the jungle was still filled with roving bands of guerillas and deserters who had become Bandits. With that unhappy thought, they said their good-byes to Luaga, the pilots and the pygmies, and followed the Phantom on his white stallion. Diana turned for one last look at the Skull Cave and sighed, then plunged through the cold water of the waterfall, exiting from the safety of the Deep Woods to the dangers of the outside jungle.
Diana and the three doctors were on horseback, followed by three pack mules. The Phantom led the way on Hero, with the wolf, Devil, trotting at his side. Part of the way a file of pygmies accompanied them, but stopped when the waterfall became a distant whisper. The little people were happy only in their shadowy woods and became fearful when out of earshot of the falls. They turned back and the team continued, the doctors and Diana each carrying a rifle over the saddle. The Phantom explained that they had a four-day trek ahead, leading to the trading post of Trader Joe on the banks of the Mawitaan river where a motor launch was waiting to take them to the capital. But those four days could be long ones, filled with trouble.
There was no trouble, the first day and night. They camped in a clearing and took turns watching through the night, Diana insisting on taking her turn as before.
On the second day, as they rode on a narrow jungle path, Devil suddenly darted ahead and out of sight. The Phantom halted the column, and they waited, puzzled, watching him. After a few moments, Devil returned and stood on his hindlegs, his forepaws against the white stallion Hero's side. The Phantom petted him, then dismounted. He spoke softly now and a shiver of anxiety shook the group.
"There's something ahead. I'm not certain what." He told them all to dismount, to take themselves and their horses into the bushes and to conceal themselves. Also, to cock their rifles and be ready for anything.
"I'm going ahead. Wait here," he told them.
Apprehensive, since they were doctors, not warriors, they obeyed. Leaving Hero with Diana, the Phantom disappeared into the brush with Devil.
The "something ahead" was a small band of deserters, a half-dozen former soldiers of Bababu who had tired of the war and sought easier pickings among the unarmed jungle folk. Their sentry had spotted the medical team from a distance, rich foreigners, easy pickings. Though he hadn't been close enough to see them clearly, he thought there was a woman among them. A foreign woman. That made it even better. They had rifles and hand grenades and they quickly planned their strategy: kill the men, keep the woman and horses.
As they discussed their plans, the Phantom listened in a nearby tree. When he heard their decision, his muscles tensed. If they had been ordinary deserters, they were no longer that—they had become coldblooded killers. It was obvious from their quick agreement that they'd done similar things before. He watched as they prepared their weapons, and considered quickly. There might be other such bands in the vicinity. This one should be handled quickly, and as quietly as possible. That decided, he measured the distance, watched as the group went into a final huddle, then leaped.
As the team waited nervously in the bushes, they heard a gunshot. Then screaming and cursing and yelling. It was all going on only a few hundred yards away. There was no other sound. It was as if all the jungle were listening. More screaming, then loud thumps and sounds of branches cracking.
"He's fighting—he's in trouble," said Kirk, clutching his rifle and standing up. "He needs help."
"He said to wait here," said Diana tensely.
"But listen to that; it's a big fight!" said George Schwartz, also standing up with his rifle.
"He said wait," repeated Diana firmly. "Shhsh, get down."
The men obeyed, and she stared anxiously ahead. But there was nothing to see and nothing to hear except the confused sounds of the conflict.
When the Phantom landed on the deserters, they couldn't have been more surprised if a thunderbolt had hit them from the cloudless blue sky. Three went down under the heavy body; three stumbled to the ground. The masked man was on his feet before any of them, his fists striking as he leaped up. His fist crunched on jawbone like a sledgehammer. One man stumbled to the side and raised his rifle. The Phantom's hand moved in a blur, so fast was his draw as he shot the rifle from the man's hand. A split second later, the gun- butt cracked another head, as a knife cut into his leg. He stopped the knifer with another lightning blow to the jaw that knocked him head over heels, then dove at two others who were racing for their stacked rifles. The action had been so fast the men had barely had time to have a good look at their attacker. Now one saw him clearly, saw the mask, the skull on the belt. His eyes popped, and he screamed as he lashed out with his long knife.
Back in the bushes, the team crouched, waiting, listening. Another round of screaming, cursing, cracking and thumping, then silence. They strained their ears. Nothing. Then began a jungle chorus of birds, monkeys, other unidentified animals, and insects, as though commenting on and discussing the event.
"What happened?" said Chris Able.
"Shhsh," said Diana, tense and anxious. What had happened? Was everybody ahead—dead?
Suddenly, Devil came out of the bushes, and a moment later the Phantom followed. As they started out of the bushes with a happy greeting, he signaled for quiet by placing his finger to his lips. He walked easily to them, then sat on a log and they saw that he was bleeding from wounds in his shoulder and thigh. The doctors hurriedly applied antiseptics and small bandages on the knife wounds, as he explained quietly. There had been an ambush ahead, deserters. They were now "inactive," the word he used, but quiet was necessary, he said, because other bands might be nearby and may have heard the fight. All remained quiet while the Phantom and Devil tested the wind for any suspicious sounds. There were none. After the bandaging was complete, they moved on slowly with their horses and mules to the scene of the battle ahead.
What a sight greeted them! Six muscular men in raggedy uniforms sprawled over the ground, over bushes, one hanging over a tree bough. Rifles and handguns littered the ground, along with open knapsacks with hand grenades spilling out. They stared in amazement at this, then at their masked guide. Had he done all this to six armed men? Were they dead? No, all were breathing, but unconscious. Some exhibited fractures, as though struck with iron bars (by the Phantom's fists) and all 1 bore a strange mark on various parts of their jaws. The skull mark. Some sort of regimental insignia, or perhaps a tribal mark? The Phantom offered no explanation, though Alec Kirk had noticed the heavy skull ring on his right hand. The masked man explained that the two gunshots they'd heard were from his gun. This puzzled the doctors. There were no gunshot wounds on the unconscious men. No, the Phantom told them, he'd shot none of them; he'd shot two- rifles out of their hands.
"You could have shot them instead," said Alec Kirk.
"Only if there's no other way," said the Phantom. "I do not kill, and there is always a chance of that with a bullet."
Alec Kirk shook his head, baffled.
"These vicious killers, ready to blow us up with hand grenades and take our horse and Diana—so you told us—yet you won't shoot them?" he said, echoing the thoughts of the other men.
"Vicious killers, yes. Also, frightened, desperate men, exiled from home and family, m a strange, dangerous place. They must be punished, of course," he replied.
As he spoke, he was kneeling by the fallen men, tying them securely with heavy vines.
"Punished, but not by me," he added. "The city and the jungle are full of killing. It is my desire to end this, to bring peace. You as doctors understand why."
"What can you do—one man? This whole country's torn by civil war," said George Schwartz.
"That's a good question, George," said the Phantom. (I didn't know he knew my name, thought George in surprise.) "But we must do what we can."
He finished tying the deserters.
"There is an Oogaan village near here. I must ride there to get jailers for these men. You will stay here with your rifles ready, on guard, until I come back."
"May I come with you?" asked Diana. ,
"You may," said the Phantom, smiling as he mounted his white stallion.
Diana happily mounted her little brown mare and they rode off, with Devil, the wolf, racing after them.
"With those wounds he should be in a hospital bed for a week," said Chris Able.
"Didn't seem to bother him," said George Schwartz. "Can you imagine one man doing what he did?" They looked at the bound deserters, still in their deep sleep. He bent over one of them. "This skull mark—I tried several solutions on it—doesn't come off. It's like a tattoo."
"Know something—I think he made that mark with that ring he wears."
"You mean he brands them?" asked Chris, wide- eyed.
"Not at all. It goes with the fist. Note the coincidence of the mark and the fractures," said George.
"I didn't know any bare fist could hit that hard without breaking," said Chris.
Alec Kirk looked at the fallen men, at the skull marks, at the jungle.
"I don't know anything any more," he said. "Especially about the one called the Phantom."
"If it wasn't for Diana, I wouldn't take him for real," said Chris.
"If I ever saw a girl in love, she's it," said George.
"Lucky dog," said Alec.
"Think he's in love with her?" said Chris.
"Who wouldn't be?"
"But him?" persisted Chris.
George laughed. "To these people be may be the Mighty Magoo, but to her, he's the boyfriend."
"To me, he's also the Mighty Magoo, whatever that is," said Alec.
"Me too," said George. He looked at his watch, then at the sleeping men. "These beauties have been out for over an hour. I believe I could perform an appendectomy without disturbing them. If we ever run out of anaesthetic, our masked friend is better than ether."
"Wonder if there are any side-effects?" said Chris solemnly.
"A slight headache, I should think," said Alec, picking up the game.
"Also, an allergic reaction to masks," said George. "They'd be no good at a masquerade."
"Imagine, if one of them has to have surgery," laughed Alec. "All those medical masks in the operating room."
They watched with professional interest as their charges regained consciousness. This came with a start, a growl, testing the tight vines, a surprised stare at the armed doctors, then a retreat into a sullen pout.
A few hours later, they heard sounds in the jungle and raised their rifles anxiously. To their relief, Diana and the Phantom came into view, followed by a column of natives in loincloths who were carrying spears. At the head of the column was a handsome muscular young man.
"My friend, Prince Obiju of the Oogaan," said the Phantom, introducing him. "This year's champion of the jungle Olympics."
The young man nodded modestly.
"Jungle Olympics?" asked George, puzzled, but the Phantom did not explain.
The warriors marched to the bound men and spoke harshly to them. The prisoners got to their feet and were led away by the column. Obiju smiled at the team,
shook hands with the Phantom, and trotted off after the
others.
"The Oogaan will take care of them," said the Phantom.
"Kill them?" asked Alec.
"They've been looking for this band. They've caused a lot of trouble. They've stolen and killed. The Oogaan council will try and sentence them. Life imprisonment at hard labor, I imagine," he said.
"With parole after five years?" asked George.
"In the jungle, life imprisonment means for life—until death. They may not last five years. The hard labor is very hard," said the Phantom softly, with pity in his voice.
George flushed, embarrassed by his own brashness.
"Let's move on," said the Phantom.
The next part of the three days' journey to Trader Joe's took a week. They spent one anxious day and night hidden in a cave near a company of Bababu's army. The soldiers were bivouacked in the pass through which the team had to pass to reach the river. So they waited, rifles at the ready every time a soldier came near them. Fortunately there was no confrontation, and the company finally moved on. The Oogaan had told them about several other bands of deserters in the neighborhood, and the Phantom led the team off the route to avoid meeting them. There was no way to avoid one small band of three bandits. Once more the team waited while the Phantom went ahead. That encounter only lasted thirty seconds. The bandits were eating at their campfire when the Phantom landed on them. Three sledgehammer blows ended the meal. The bandits were left for the Oogaan to pick up, and the team moved on.
By now, the doctors were in complete awe of their masked guide who cleared the way ahead like a tornado. And Diana rode with him in ecstasy, almost dreading each hour and mile that brought her closer to Trader Joe's and the end of their journey. He made her happy by saying he would take the river ride to town with them, to be certain they arrived safely. That only delayed the inevitable parting. This was a trip that neither Diana nor the doctors would ever forget, this steady trek through danger-filled, war-torn jungle, guided and defended by the powerful masked man who was revered by the people of the jungle as a living legend.
Suddenly, the sound of rippling water, the grassy banks of a wide river, and ahead a group of wooden shacks near a dock where a white launch was anchored: Waiting on a verandah was a slight man with a scruffy beard and broad straw sombrero hat—Trader Joe. The dangerous jungle trek was over. Unbelieveably, they'd come through in one piece, unharmed. They relaxed, laughing happily, relieved as they shook hands with the jovial Trader Joe, not knowing that greater danger was ahead.
The newly elected first Congress, which had not yet functioned, returned reluctantly and suspiciously to the capital at Bababu's command. They had no other choice, as soldiers found them and escorted them from their towns, villages, and farms. This first Congress of one hundred five men (no Women's Lib yet in Bangalla) was a mixed group: some professional men, some ex-cadre of the former colonial power, some illiterate leaders from the jungle villages. Now they waited anxiously for four hours in their makeshift hall until Colonel Mokata arrived with a squad of armed soldiers. Surrounding the hall, as the delegates could see through the open windows, was a circle of tanks and machine guns. Mokata walked quickly to the podium and looked at the anxious faces for a few moments, enjoying the suspense and his own sense of power. Then he made a brief announcement in staccato tones.
The congress had twenty-four hours in which to declare Bababu the new president. No one would leave until the decision was reached. No food, no water, no sleep.
One brave man, Oulatto of Oogaan and a follower of Luaga, stood up.
"How can we do this? Lamanda Luaga is president."
"Lamanda Luaga is dead," said the Colonel.
There was a stir among the delegates, and a hiss of disbelief. The soldiers at the wall tightened their grips on their rifles.
"We don't know that," said Oulatto.
"My word is enough," snapped Mokata. "I speak for the general." He started to leave, then paused. "Any more questions?"
"Yes," said Oulatto, who had remained standing.
"What if we do not reach a decision in twenty-four hours?"
No one stirred, waiting in anxious silence for the answer which came quickly.
"You have no choice. Bababu rules now. You have his order."
"Then why is our decision necessary?" persisted Oulatto.
"Because General Bababu has so ordered," was the curt answer. Mokata snapped his fingers. Two soldiers with pistols in hand came down the aisle and took the brave man's arms.
"We remember before when your men took Towanda from this hall and shot him dead in the corridor!" shouted Oulatto. "Is this what we can expect from would-be president Bababu?"
The husky jungle man shook himself loose and raced up the aisle toward the doors. The soldiers pointed their pistols and fired. Oulatto stumbled, half-turned, tumbled onto the laps of two horrified delegates, then collapsed into the aisle. No one moved. All stared at Mokata who was enjoying his role.
"Some of you may not get as far as the corridor. You have twenty-four hours," he said.
And he strode briskly out of the hall. Bangalla's first elected congress in its two-thousand-year history sat in confused silence. The body remained in the aisle.
The medical team spent several hours resting and refreshing themselves at the trading post of the eccentric Trader Joe. Joe, a former London banker, inspired by Gauguin, had left family, career, and civilization for the wilderness to become an artist. As he explained later, the only difference between him and Gauguin was a slight matter of talent; so he gave up painting and started a jungle store. Joe drank half a case of warm beer daily and was always inebriated. His capable Wambesi wife managed the store and their half-dozen happy children. Appearing in Joe's alcoholic haze from time to time was a friendly masked figure who became his friend. Joe was never completely certain whether this figure was real or part of the beer fog he lived in.
This visit, the masked man seemed reassuringly real, accompanied as he was by apparently normal people.
The normal people used Joe's shower, a bucket with holes in the bottom hanging from a tree, had a bottle or so of his warm beer, then went to Joe's little motor- launch, The Belch, docked on the riverbank. Ahead was a six-hour boat trip to Mawitaan. They waited patiently in the boat for their masked friend who was inside die post with Joe. Joe came to the dock, at length with someone who appeared to be a stranger. A tall man, wearing a felt hat, a top coat (in this jungle heat), sunglasses, trousers. Devil the wolf-dog trotted at his side. It took them (except Diana) a moment to realize this was their masked friend, dressed for travel. If he still wore his strange costume beneath the outer clothes, it was not visible. Joe's handyman and boatman, a young nephew of Joe's, would go with them. His wife, and six children waved good-bye to them, Joe with the inevitable bottle of beer tilted to his lips. In their short visit, all had quickly learned to love this lazy, smiling ex-banker.
"What a character," commented Alec Kirk, expressing what all the group felt. "I'm sorry we didn't have more time with him."
"There are many such characters in the jungle," said the Phantom. "Refugees from the tensions of the outside world that they can no longer cope with."
The doctors looked at their protector with a new interest. It seemed surprising that a man who could hit so hard could speak with such insight.
For the first four hours, the trip down the river was uneventful. This was a wide, deep river, no rapids or falls. The current was strong, as was their motor, and they sped along at a good pace. They passed women washing their laundry at the shore, pounding the colorful cloth on rocks and hanging it on bushes and trees. An occasional fisherman, knee-deep in the shallows with a hand net, waved to them. The shores were alive with birds, fish leaped in the wake of the boat, and now and then, the beady eyes of a crocodile peered at them, then sank into the muddy water.
It was a pleasant trip after the tensions of the jungle.
Sitting in the stern of the boat with the Phantom's arm around her, Diana was in Nirvana. Trader Joe had assured them the river was free of guerillas and Bababu's army, and there was nothing to worry about. The doctors felt Bababu's army no longer concerned them since they'd accomplished their mission for Bangalla and would leave Mawitaan at once upon arrival there. If the Phantom had any qualms he didn't express them. As it turned out, both Trader Joe and the doctors were wrong. There was something to worry about.
Two hours from Mawitaan, a loud voice suddenly roared at them from the banks. The voice was coming through an amplified bullhorn, the voice of an army officer standing on the bank with a squad of soldiers. Two machine guns were pointed at the boat, and the big voice ordered them to come into shore at once. All on the boat looked at the Phantom. There was an unmistakable threat in this order. What to do? Make a run for it? No, the Phantom told them. They had no chance against the machine guns. There was no alternative. They went into shore.
The squad was one of the hundreds of teams sent out by Bababu to find Lamanda Luaga. With the guns of the squad pointed at them, the doctors looked anxiously at the disguised Phantom. He remained silent. The doctors identified themselves, and the officer shouted with delight. He knew he'd made a big catch. He grabbed the field phone at his feet and reported excitedly to his headquarters. The message was relayed at once to Bababu at the palace. They'd caught the medical team. Was Luaga with them? No. Where was he? They said they didn't know. Bring them in the fastest way possible. The fastest way was by boat. Then bring them in by boat to the army dock just outside Mawitaan. Done! The officer and three armed soldiers leaped into the boat, one of them took the wheel, and they continued downstream with their prisoners. The soldiers were happy. This meant a handsome reward from their general—cash, medals, promotions.
If the soldiers were happy^Bababu was jubilant. After all the frustrations—the missing pilots, the lost gun crew, the disappearing medical team—at least here was the answer to the maddening will-o'-the-wisp, his enemy Lamanda Luaga. True, the report said he was not with the team. But they would know where he was. And Bababu meant to find out. Aware of the dignity of his position, he restrained his impulse to rush to the dock to meet the captured team. Instead, he sent his faithful Colonel Mokata to await their arrival.
On the launch, the doctors pondered their dilemma. They believed they had nothing to fear from General Bababu. But they knew he searched for their former colleague, Luaga. They knew they would be asked about him. How far would the questioning go? They asked the Phantom, who remained unperturbed behind his sunglasses. He did not answer but sat quietly, watching the water.
After all the narrow escapes and dangers in the jungle, their heroic guide had unhappily led them into this trap.
"Why did we have to come by river?" ventured Alec Kirk. "It seemed faster, simpler, safer," said the Phantom. "But as it turned out, it wasn't," he added, looking at the armed soldiers. Then he turned back to look at the passing river. Disappointed and nervous, the team settled back in silence. Diana looked at them unhappily. They avoided her glance. The boat sped on. The soldiers smoked, chatted and laughed, their rifles in their hands as they watched their prisoners. They looked at Diana, made obvious ribald comments, and roared with laughter. The doctors did not understand, but the Phantom's fist tightened on the gunwale. He said nothing.
They were nearing the capital now. The jungle on either side was replaced by open fields and huts, small farms on the outskirts, with occasional stands of trees. People could be seen plowing and planting in the fields. Tension mounted among the doctors. Whatever would happen to them was now only an hour away. The soldiers were in a happy mood, already visualizing their rewards. They relaxed their vigil. The doctors and the girl seemed a harmless cowardly group, nothing to worry about. It was at this moment that the Phantom struck.
One moment he was seated at the stern, one hand idly playing in the passing stream. In the next split-second he was among the soldiers, his fist crashing on their jaws so fast that his movements were a blur. The seated soldiers had no time to move their rifles or get to their feet. They collapsed like rag dolls where they were. The officer was near the bow, the only one of them standing. He turned at the first crunching sound and yelled, reaching for the pistol in his belt holster. But his hand never touched the gunbutt. The hard fist caught him square in the face and he collapsed over the side of the boat. The soldier at the wheel threw up his hands to protect himself. The fist slammed into his jaw, knocking him sideways. With his other hand, the Phantom grabbed the wheel and steered the boat into the nearby bank. He shut off the motor, and jumped ashore taking the bow rope with him. Devil leaped after him. The team stared at him, at the boat. There was a moment of stunned silence.
It had all happened so fast. One moment, quietly, worriedly moving downstream with the happy chatter of the soldiers. Then, as if a whirlwind had hit the little boat, the scene changed. Changed like magic. Four men lying at the bottom of the boat, unconscious or dead. No, they weren't dead. They breathed as if in a deep sleep. And on the shore, the Phantom stood, his hat and sunglasses undisturbed, holding the tope tied to the boat. There is an old jungle saying: the Phantom strikes quicker than the lightning from the sky.
"All ashore," he said.
Dazed and amazed, Diana and the team and the young Wambesi boatsman leaped onto the bank. Then the Phantom threw the rope onto the boat, and shoved the craft away from the bank with his feet. The boat moved out into the stream where the current caught it, and it floated down the river, with the four soldiers lying in the bottom. As Alec Kirk leaped from the boat, he noticed something in a fleeting glance. On each jaw of the fallen soldiers, there was a mark he had seen before, a skull mark. ^
They followed the Phantom and Devil across a plowed field, walking rapidly.
"That was wonderful," said Diana, almost running at his side to keep up.
"Did you plan it that way?" asked Kirk, on the other side.
"No. I waited for the chance. I couldn't have waited much longer. The army dock is only a short distance away," he said.
"Where now?" asked George Schwartz.
"A friend lives near here. We're going there."
The friend was a middle-aged farmer who owned the field they were walking on, and who lived in a neat farmhouse. He greeted the Phantom with mixed pleasure and awe. The Phantom introduced him to the team as Jotando, a follower of Lamanda Luaga. He was dark-skinned with a bright humorous face, the most prosperous farmer in the region. They went inside the farmhouse, which was furnished simply, but which had a wooden floor, rare for this district. In the center of the floor, a large hand-woven rug. The Phantom nodded. The team watched, puzzled. The farmer Jotando lifted a board, revealing a small handle. With this, he raised a whole section of the floor, a trapdoor. Beneath it was a wooden ladder leading into a dark cellar. The Phantom explained that during the war of liberation against the colonial power, this had been used as a hideout by the freedom fighters. Lamanda Luaga himself had once hidden here.
"I can't trust you to Bababu," said the Phantom to Diana and the team. Jotando, the farmer, scowled at the name. "I'm going to find Ambassador Cari. I believe he can give you a safe escort to the airport. You will all wait here."
"Down there?" said Diana, looking down into the dark cellar.
"Down there. This area will be swarming with soldiers after they find the boat."
Diana shuddered, looking down into the darkness. "Spiders?" she asked.
The Phantom translated to Jotando and he grinned. He took a crude broom and a lantern and went down the ladder.
"Do we have to wait down there?" asked Chris Able.
 
"Yes."
"For how long?" asked George Schwartz.
"Until I come back for you," said the Phantom. After a few moments, Jotando climbed back into the room and smiled at Diana.
"Ho-kay," he said.
"Where on earth did he learn that?" Diana laughed.
"You're not the first Americans in Bangalla," said the Phantom. He kissed Diana quickly, then waited at the door.
"Now," he said.
Resigned, the team climbed down the ladder into the cellar, taking the lantern with them. In case of trouble, no lights, the Phantom told them. When they were in the cellar, Jotando closed the trapdoor and covered it with the rug. The Phantom hurried away, assured that his charges were safe. In the past, the hideout had never been found. He had planned well, but strange things can happen that alter the best-laid plans, as Scottish poet Bobby Burns mentioned long ago.
Five miles down the river, Colonel Mokata waited on the army dock with a squad of soldiers. Befitting his position as second in importance only to Bababu in this new nation, he wanted to take an entire company with armored cars to meet the captive medical team. Bababu had squashed that with a roaring oath. Didn't the idiotic gukaka realize this must be kept secret? Otherwise the entire news corps from the airport would be at the dock with him. And Bababu had a few matters to discuss with the team before anyone, including that gukaka Ambassador Cari, knew they were back. And the team was to be taken from the dock, not to the palace, but to Bababu's command tent in the army camp at the edge of town. Bababu emphasized all this with a well-aimed kick at Colonel Mokata's rear end. Mokata stumbled out of his leader's office as the sentries watched in astonishment, then gathered up his dignity and strode to his waiting limousine.
Mokata rode through the streets of Mawitaan with two trucks of soldiers following him. On his limousine, pennants flew, proclaiming his status. The few citizens who were on the streets glared at him as he passed. He shared the general hatred felt toward Bababu. Mokata arrived at the dock where several officers awaited him. They saluted him smartly and handed him field glasses. A motorboat was coming down the river. From earlier reports, this would be the boat they were waiting for. As it came closer, moving strangely slowly in the stream—drifting, one officer commented—they could see the name of the craft at the bow through the field glasses, an odd foreign title lettered in gold, The Belch.
The boat was obviously drifting, with no sound of a motor, and no one visible on the deck. Maybe they were in the boat's small cabin. Two soldiers jumped into a speedboat and raced out to the launch. One grasped the bow rope, and they brought The Belch to the dock. As the soldiers tied the boat to the dock, they stared at it in confusion. Mokata walked quickly to the boat, prepared to receive the distinguished team, the prisoners. Instead, he and his fellow officers saw bodies lying on the floorboards of the boat. Soldiers in uniform. Their soldiers. One was an officer. All were lying in a heap. Two of Mokata's men turned them over so that all could see their faces. They were known to the men on the dock. An officer pointed at the unconscious men, then looked at Mokata with wide eyes. Mokata stared. Sweat broke out on his forehead. The image of that field phone flashed in his mind. The same mark was on the jaws of all three soldiers and the officer: the skull.
 
Colonel Mokata reported the arrival of The Belch and its cargo to Bababu in his command tent. The general cracked another cigarette holder, this time between his teeth. The four men from The Belch had finally been revived in the camp clinic. They were still groggy. It would be some time before they could return to active duty. Their reports of what happened on the boat were still confused. Evidently, the male captives twelve or twenty of them—the number was uncertain ("There were only five!" roared Bababu)—had mounted a surprise attack with concealed weapons, coming from all sides, from the rear, from the water, from overhanging tree boughs. The soldiers had fought bravely, killing twenty-two and wounding thirty before succumbing to overwhelming odds and superior fire power. Such were the facts obtained by Bababu's intelligence officers who interviewed the soldiers in the clinic.
Bababu sat down heavily in his big leather chair, inserted another cigarette in another holder, put it between his teeth, lighted the cigarette, then cracked the holder as he glared at Mokata.
"And that mark on each one?" he asked.
"They didn't know about it. We held up a mirror so they could see. They still didn't know," said Mokata.
Bababu thought for a moment, then slammed his fist on the table so that phones, a clock, pens, and dishes bounced and clattered. If something couldn't be answered, if something was disturbing and couldn't be solved, put it away. Handle what could be handled. That was Bababu's way. He bounded up, quick for a heavyweight and went to a wall map.
"We stopped that boat here," he said, pointing to the map. "About ten miles up the river. Somewhere between there and our dock, the doctors got away. Send out every soldier. Search every house. Set up road
blocks. Find those doctors. Now!" he finished with a
roar.
Mokata hastily picked up a phone.
"And the skull marks?" he asked.
"I don't want to hear any more about that. Not a word! Is that clear?"
"Yes sir."
Army trucks bounced over the country roads. Lines of soldiers moved across the fields. Others walked along the river, beating among the bushes on the banks. Road blocks were set up. Every farmhouse and barn was searched. Chickens and eggs were stolen. Trinkets were taken. Girls were chased. It was a vast manhunt. Also, woman-hunt—one of the medical teams was a foreign girl. Pretty, too. That made it more interesting. The general was anxious to get these prisoners. Anxious. That was the word that came down. That meant rewards, medals, promotions. By the time the hunt was under way, the man with the sunglasses and a dog that looked like a wolf had reached the town and was lost in the busy market.
In Jotando's concealed cellar, the team waited unhappily. The place was dark and damp, lit only by the feeble lamp. Diana watched anxiously in the flickering shadows for spiders, but had seen none so far. She didn't mind snakes and she had faced shark, barracuda, and big cats without terror, but spiders bothered her. She couldn't bear to look at pictures of the many-legged beasts. Even the idea of spiders bothered her. So far so good. The men watched her anxious glances. Chris Able ran his fingers up her back. She leaped and screamed. The team looked to the ceiling, startled. Maybe someone had heard.
"If you ever do that again," said Diana, shuddering.
"I'll kill you," finished George Schwartz. "Damn fool."
"Sorry, Diana," said Chris. "Couldn't resist."
"Stop playing games. Get serious," said Alec Kirk. "We're in a jam."
"Ridiculous," said George. "We've done nothing ex-
cept stop their lousy epidemic. Instead of giving us medals, were fugitives."
"No, we're not. Luaga is," said Diana.
"No? Look at us, hiding in this creepy place. If we're not fugitives, what are we doing here?" said George.
"After the way your good friend, the Mighty Magoo, handled those soldiers, I guess they want us, too," said Chris.
"He knows what he's doing," snapped Diana. "He didn't want Bababu to get hold of us. Let's hope we never find out why."
"Shh-shh," said Alec.
They heard the faint sound of voices coming from outside, then the heavier sound of footsteps above them. Alec hurriedly blew out the lantern. They sat in the darkness. The voices were louder now, just above them. They sat tensely.
A squad of soldiers had reached Jotando's farmhouse. They knew it. It was the most prosperous farm in the district. Also, they remembered when they had come for grain collection in the fall, Jotando had nothing to give them, nor could they find any. (It had been successfully hidden in the cellar.) They also knew him as a sturdy supporter of Luaga. So they handled the little man roughly, and knocked over furniture and emptied cupboards in their search, pilfering whatever looked salable. Jotando protested, calling them bandits. They threw him onto the floor, then arrested him and pulled him out of the house. The hidden team heard all this commotion as they sat tense and miserable in the darkness. The soldiers had not found their hiding place but they had not finished with Jotando's farm. Bandits, were they? Resisting arrest! No grain for the army, with the richest farm in the district? A friend of Luaga's, eh? The fearless little Jotando shouted angrily at them, which only goaded them further. As two of them held hijp., the others splashed oil from Jotando's barn on the walls and floor of the farmhouse and set fire to it. Then they stood back to enjoy Jotando's horrified reaction as well as the exciting spectacle of the blaze.
In the cellar, the team heard the raucous laughter, heard the splashing (water?), smelled the smoke, saw the flames. There was nothing else to do but get up the ladder fast and get out. Which they did.
The watching soldiers were amazed to see the figures dash out of the flaming house. Three foreigners—the doctors, a jungle man—the Wambesi boatsman, and a foreign girl. Pretty, too! The doctors! The object of the great search. What pure dumb luck! They shouted with laughter as they grabbed the team who were gasping and choking, half-blinded by smoke as they stumbled into the open air. The captors flagged a command car that carried a two-way radio and hurriedly made their report to headquarters. The general himself replied. And even through the fading crackling reception on the radio, he was exultant. Bring the doctors and the girl to him. Tell no one. No one! The farmer Jotando? Take him to the execution wall. The squad piled into a truck with their captives. Jotando was put in a smaller car. The team stared at the little man, seated with the soldiers. He had tried to help them. He was going to his death. The car moved away. The truck bounced onto the military camp where Bababu was waiting. Also, waiting were cash, medals, promotions. Pure, dumb luck!
Ambassador Cari had a suite of rooms in an old colonial hotel that was situated in a large tropical garden. Once, this hotel had been famed for its cuisine and service. Colonial officials and officers with their ladies had attended brilliant balls here. Visiting heads of state, world travelers, writers, and film stars had known the gracious hospitality of this beautiful hotel with its famed gardens, fountains, wide verandas, and obsequious servants. Now, with the war of liberation followed by civil war, it had all changed. A skeleton staff barely kept the place open. Most of the large dining rooms, ballrooms, salons, and corridors were closed off. Only a small dining room, formerly used for chauffeurs, ladies' maids and the like, and a few bedrooms and suites remained in use.
Cari stood in the French doors opening onto the
wide second-floor veranda and noted vaguely that a tall man with a large dog was walking through the garden. Then he turned back into his room, glancing out a side window that overlooked a street below. As usual, the street was almost empty. Since the terror of Bababu's dictatorship had begun, people stayed behind locked doors and shuttered windows. Cari nervously drank a cup of tea. He had just made a phone call to New York headquarters. His report had been completely negative. Item one: attempt to restore the legal government—hopeless. Item two: the medical team? No news. Item three: the missing pilots? No news. Over the hissing crackling radio-telephone which he thought might be monitored by Bababu's men (and was) he was as noncommittal as he could be and he hoped headquarters got the message. The situation was tight. And, so far, hopeless. What to do? Hang on, as long as you can. He sighed at the memory of the unsatisfactory conversation, then turned from the window to pour another cup of tea. He was startled and almost dropped the cup. A man was standing in the open doorway that led onto the veranda.
"Ambassador Cari," he said.
He was a big man wearing a hat and topcoat, and sunglasses that concealed his eyes.
"Who are you? Where did you come from?" stammered Cari. His room was on the second floor. This was the man he'd seen in the garden.
"I came with the medical team," he said.
"Where are they?" said Cari excitedly.
"Hidden," said the man. "That's why I am here. They need your help to get to the airport. Bababu is hunting them."
The words came out clear, sharp, and fast. This stranger was evidently not a man for small talk. He got right to the point. Cari stared at him, confused.
"Hidden? But why? Where?" he began.
As the stranger spoke, he had been looking from side to side, tssfCk into the garden, through the window, evidently on constant guard. He was about to answer Cari's question, but something outside caught his attention. He raced to the window, paused, then to Cari's
Titter astonishment, leaped out of the window. Cari rushed to the window after him. This is what he saw. ' I here was a small military car in the deserted street, an open car, with a soldier driving, an armed soldier seated next to him, and another soldier with a civilian in the rear. The stranger had leaped from Cari's second-story window directly into the vehicle, landing feet-first on the soldiers in the front seat. The vehicle wobbled violently, and zigzagged across the street, crashing into a wall. This took a few moments. In the meantime, the stranger had immobilized the three surprised soldiers—"immobilized" was the word that flashed into Cari's mind as he almost automatically began writing a report of the event for headquarters, (in triplicate). Whatever the word, the stranger had moved so fast, his actions were hard to follow.* "They were blurred—like a film going too fast," Cari commented later. By the time the vehicle crashed into the wall, the stranger had pulled the civilian out of it, and had raced into the hotel garden, where they disappeared into the overgrown bushes.
Cari stared in disbelief. Had it all really happened? One moment, the stranger had been talking to him, the next moment, gone. There was the vehicle, steam shooting from its radiator, jammed against the wall. The three soldiers were lying loosely about the car, as though asleep. Incredibly, there was no one on the street to observe this. A few doors slammed, a few window shutters tightened. There had been watchers, but no one wished to be a witness in the city of terror.
Cari walked in little circles, trying to collect his thoughts. The stranger said he had the medical team hidden. Hidden from General Bababu? Why from him? And who was this stranger, and who was the civilian in the vehicle? Who? Why?
Cari stared out the window. The vehicle was still there; the soldiers sprawled as they had been. In the distance, a military truck was approaching. There was a creaking sound from the veranda behind him. Cari turned, as the stranger and another man stepped into the room. It was the other man who made the creaking sound as he stepped on a loose board. The stranger seemed to walk on cat's paws, soundlessly. Now, after a backward glance, the stranger hurriedly shut the French doors, then stepped across the room and pulled down the window shade. The other man watched him silently. From his dress and appearances, he was a middle-aged local farmer.
"This is Jotando. The medical team was hiding in his house. Through bad luck, they were found by Bababu's men, who were taking Jotando to kill him. I left them all only two hours ago, and thought they were safe until I saw him in the car."
Cari sat in a chair, dizzy with the fast-moving events.
"Will you have some tea?" he said.
The stranger shook his head and translated for Jotando, who also refused.
"You won't mind if I do," said the elegant little ambassador.
"There is no time for tea," said the stranger tersely. "We must go to Bababu's camp at once."
"But why?" said Cari, exasperated by the mystery, the action, the speed of the stranger. "What does Bababu want with the UN medical team? To decorate them for their good work? And who are you, sir? I must know," he demanded.
"Of course you must, Ambassador Cari," said the stranger, not telling him. "The facts are these. Bababu is tearing up the entire country looking for Lamanda Luaga. He believes, with good reason, that the medical team knows where he is. He will question them. If they refuse to answer, he will torture them."
"Torture them? That's fantastic. He won't!" cried Cari.
"He will. If necessary, he will kill one or two to make his point."
"I can't believe this," said Cari.
The big strangjf loomed over him "like the side of a mountain," said Cari later on. And his deep voice boomed like distant thunder.
"I have told you the truth. This may happen. It can happen. I believe it will happen. We must not let it happen, Ambassador Cari."
"No," said Cari staring up at the unsmiling lips, the face like carved granite, the eyes unseen and fathomless behind the dark glasses. "What can we do?"
"You have a UN military detail. They will go with us. Jotando must remain here in your room, for safety," said the stranger quickly.
"All right. Whatever you say," said Cari, leaping to his feet. In this swamp of frustration, here suddenly was a solid rock to stand on.
Confidence flowed from this stranger. Cari reached for the phone.
"Send my detail, with two cars please," he said.
"At once," said the stranger.
"At once."
"And leave word with your office and the press corps where you will be—at Bababu's camp." 
"Yes," said Ambassador Cari.
In Bababu's command tent, Diana and the three doctors faced the general angrily. He sat in a leather folding chair puffing on his usual cigarette holder. After a brief questioning, the Wambesi boatsman had been taken away.
"I repeat," said Bababu pleasantly, "I am grateful for the wonderful work you have done for my country. My country," he repeated. "But I want to know two things. Where are the pilots who came to rescue you? And where is Lamanda Luaga?"
"And I repeat, for all of us, we do not know," said Alec Kirk. "This is monstrous. You have no right to hold us here."
"Right, Dr. Kirk? Whatever I do is "right." My word is the law, Dr. Kirk."
"We respect your authority, General," said Diana. "But we are here only as a medical unit. We have no interest, no part, in your politics here. We did our job. We want to go home now."
"Well said," said Bababu glancing at Mokata who stood at the side. Mokata nodded appreciatively. "And so you shall. When you have answered my questions. First, where are the pilots?"
"We don't know," snapped George Schwartz.
"That is possible," said Bababu thoughtfully. "Where is Lamanda Luaga?" and he repeated the name with distaste.
"We don't know that either," said Chris Able.
"That, however, is not possible. That, Doctor, is a lie," said Bababu pleasantly. He smiled at them, and at Mokata who smiled in return. A phrase from Nietzsche, "Beware the smiler with a knife."
The word "lie" hung over them, like the sound of a big bell. "A lie, gentlemen, and lady," said Bababu. "You will not leave this tent until you have told me the truth."
"We have told you the truth," snapped Alec Kirk. "I speak for all of them. We don't know where he is." They were speaking the truth. None of them had the slightest notion of how to get to the Deep Woods.
Bababu stared at them. He began to swell with rage, and cracked a cigarette holder. The doctors, used to violent types, watched warily. This man could be capable of almost anything. They were right, as they were about to learn. Bababu slammed the little table with his fist and nodded at Mokata who called out a sharp command to four soldiers at the side. Two stepped forward and grabbed Alec Kirk. He was pulled violently to a tent pole, his hands raised over his head. Then his wrists were lashed to the pole. A soldier ripped off his shirt, so that he was bare above the waist. Then Mokata stepped forward with a cat-o'-nine-tails, a multi-thonged whip, he had been holding behind him. It was a cruel-looking whip. At the end of each thong was a small metal star.
"Answer the general's question. Where is Luaga?" said Mokata.
"I don't know," said Alec. "This is insane. We are here under the auspices of the United—"
Mokata swung the whip lightly. It barely touched Kirk's skin. *
"No speech, Doctor. Only the truth. Or we will make you talk."
Alec tightened his lips. Mokata scowled, looked at Bababu, who nodded. Mokata raised the cruel whip high in the air. His face tensed. He was about to swing hard. Diana ran forward, between him and the tethered Kirk.
"No," she cried. "Stop this awful horrible thing."
"Miss Palmer, you can tell us where Luaga is," said Bababu.
"No, I cannot," said Diana.
Bababu pounded the table with his fists, and pointed at Diana. To the horror of the doctors, the soldiers grabbed Diana, and tied her wrists above her head to another tent pole. George and Chris started toward her. Rifles pointed at them. They stopped, tense, their fists clenched. One of the soldiers at Diana's side glanced at Bababu. The general nodded grimly. In one motion, the soldier grasped the collar of Diana's thin white shirt and tore it from her back. George and Chris uttered short cries of protest and started toward her. Once again, rifles pointed at them, halted them. Mokata handed the whip to the soldier, then looked at Bababu for further instruction.
"If you do not wish to see the lady whipped, you will answer my question. Where is Luaga?" said Bababu.
"Diana, we've got to stop things right now!" shouted George.
"Keep quiet, George. Tell him nothing," snapped Diana, her hands tied above her head.
Bababu caught this muttered reply and almost smiled. It wouldn't take much more, he told himself. He nodded at the soldier who raised the whip to strike Diana. His arm froze in mid-air. A glittering gold necklace on her neck caught his eye. He stared at it. At the end of the thin gold chain, there was a curious round medallion. The sight of it seemed to paralyze the soldier.
Mokata questioned him shortly and muttered in return. Mokata stared at the necklace. His eyes widened and he turned to Bababu, who sat waiting impatiently.
"Why are you waiting?" he shouted. "Make her talk!"
Mokata crossed rapidly to him, and said something quickly that the team could not understand. Bababu glared at Diana, whose wrists were tied so high on the pole she had to stand on her tiptoes. His eyes popped, his face blazed red as he shouted at the soldier. Though his words were not understandable to the team, the meaning was clear': "Get on with it!" Still the soldier hesitated, caught between his fear of Bababu and something he saw on that gold necklace.
There was a commotion outside the tent. Angry voices, then the unmistakable crunch of a fist on a jaw, a falling body. All turned toward the sounds. A soldier fell through the entrance of the tent, landing on his back and not moving. A tall man wearing sunglasses pushed in, stepping over the soldier, followed by Ambassador Cari and six United Nations guards in neat uniforms, wearing white helmets, carrying rifles.
In the tent, Bababu's soldiers started to raise their rifles, but the guards covered them. The masked man rushed to Diana's side. His fist crashed against the jaw of the soldier holding the whip. The man fell through the canvas wall, tearing it. Then the stranger reached up, jerked the rope loose, and freed Diana. There was a jacket, Bababu's, lying on a camp stool. He put it around Diana's shoulders, then faced Bababu. All this had happened in a split second. As one soldier later wrote to his wife, "The stranger moved like a deer-fly, the fastest creature on earth."
"We've come for the medical team," said the stranger to Bababu. The general settled back in his chair, trying to catch up with the action. George Schwartz went to Alec, quickly opened a pocket knife, and cut the ropes that held his wrists. Ambassador Cari stepped forward in front of the masked man.
"I can hardly believe what I've seen," he said to Bababu. "These people came four thousand miles to help your people. They faced disease and danger in the jungle. What is the meaning of this horrible thing?"
"These peopl^are hiding my enemy. They know where he is," said Bababu awkwardly.
"Did you ask them?" said Cari.
"He asked us," said Alec Kirk. "We told him, not once but a dozen times. We don't know."
"I say they lie!" shouted Bababu.
"They're leaving with me now. I don't expect you
will try to stop us. I have informed my office and the press corps we are here," said Cari.
Bababu's eyes blazed.
"Get out. Get out—all of you." He looked at his soldiers. "You are all witnesses. I told them to get out. They are going out."
The stranger nodded and Cari, the team, and the guards hurried out. At the flap of the tent, the tall stranger paused, looked back at Bababu, then left.
Bababu was breathing hard, angry, frustrated— shamed by the little ambassador.
"Who was that one with him?" he asked.
Mokata shrugged.
Bababu slammed the desk with his fist, his familiar gesture. Then he grabbed his phone.
"Ambassador Cari or no Ambassador Cari, I won't let them out that fast. I rule this country. This is not the United Nations. I don't give a gukaka for the United Nations. I'll stop them at the gate. Bring them back."
He took the receiver from its cradle and started to bark his order into the phone, when the tall stranger returned. He reached the desk in one giant stride. His fist landed on the phone, smashing it into bits.
"I thought you might try that. Listen to me, tub of lard. These people are leaving with the ambassador. If you try to stop them, I'll take you apart, piece by piece. Is that clear?" To emphasize his words, his fist smashed the tabletop so hard it broke in half, the table faffing apart in two pieces. Then he turned and paused at the tent flap.
"I'll see you again, Bababu," he said, pronouncing the name as if it was a curse. And he was gone.
Bababu sat stunned by the violence. He looked helplessly at Mokata. It took him a few moments to find his voice.
"Who was that?"
Mokata shook his head. He, too, was shaken by the unexpected violence. It had been a shattering experience, like looking into the jaw of an angry lion. Without knowing exactly why, and despite a camp of soldiers all around them, both men knew they had faced sudden death. Their feeling was justified and accurate. When the Phantom had entered to see Diana lashed to a tent pole, the killer in him, long under iron control, had welled up. He had let off some of the steam when he smashed the phone and table. But it might have been their heads, instead.
"Get me a brandy," muttered Bababu.
Mokata filled two glasses. Both men drank hurriedly. Then as courage returned, Bababu leaped to his feet. His phone was smashed, useless. He rushed out of the tent.
"Stop them at the gates! Bring them back!"
It was too late. The two cars had swept out of the camp and were on their way to the airport. Bababu barked orders. "Send motorcycles, armored cars, planes. Bring them back."
The two cars raced along the dirt highway. The Phantom warned that Bababu might try to bring them back. So they moved at top speed. They would be safe, once they were in the international compound at the airport. Even Bababu wouldn't try to breech that, with its press corps, UN troops, and the temporary quarters for embassies and consulates of a score of nations. As they neared the airport, they saw the dust clouds on the road behind as Bababu's men pursued them. It was a race for safety, a race, they realized, for life. A half mile from the airport gates, the vanguard of Bababu's men drew close—soldiers on three motorcycles, each with a side car bearing a soldier with a machine gun. As they closed in, the Phantom leaned out of the car window and fired his gun three times. Each shot blew out a front tire of one of the motorcycles. The speeding machines turned over and over off the road, flinging their riders onto the ground. Once again, the team gazed in amazement at their guide and protector. "The Phantom is rough with roughnecks" is the equivalent translation of an old jungle saying which none of them had ever heard but could understand now.
The two cars swept into the airport gates, safe at last. The missing medical team! The news flashed around the world almost before they got out of their cars. They were surrounded by newsmen, but obeyed Cari's request and said nothing about Bababu. In the crowd, Diana held the Phantom's arm. He bent down, kissed her quickly, then he was gone. She tried to see his tall figure in the crowd, but he had disappeared. She turned to the others, tears in her eyes. She was still wearing General Bababu's jacket.
The team's departure was swift. A plane had been waiting on the field for a week. Cari was taking no more chances. The angry Bababu might decide to bomb the airport, press corps, embassies and all. Indeed, the plane was moving on the runway when the first of Bababu's armored cars raced into the airport. They got into the air just in time, and no one breathed a sigh of relief until they were well past the shoreline and over the ocean. Then they relaxed into' happy, excited chatter. Only Diana remained quiet, alone by a window. Her thoughts were far behind in Bangalla.
Mokata and two officers waited outside Bababu's tent, hesitant to enter and tell him the team had escaped. Bababu waited alone in his tent, a beaker of brandy in his hand. He sat in his leather chair, brooding, staring at the broken table and phone, at the soldier still lying on the floor. More than anything else, that violent stranger troubled him. Bababu had been a fighter and brawler all his life. He was used to ordinary violence, but this had been something out of the ordinary. Maybe it had been the skull marks on The Belch that upset him, or that sight of the gold insignia around the girl's neck, a familiar sign all jungle folk knew. It meant the protection of the Phantom. Perhaps it wasn't that at all. He'd imagined it. But why had the soldier with the whip hesitated? And Mokata had seen it too. Bababu shook himself and growled. All this was making him nervous. Bababu was not used to being nervous. When he got hold of that violent stranger, he'd have the satisfaction of killing him personally, with proper precautions of course—tying the hands first. Bababu almost smiled as he visualized the scene. He took a big gulp of his brandy and for the first time noticed a mark on the broken desk. He bent down for a closer
 
look. He dropped his glass, and jumped to his feet, and, in his haste to get away, tripped over the fallen soldier who was still unconscious. Bababu fell to his knees over the soldier, and his glance touched the man's face. The mark, the same mark—the skull!
Bababu leaped to his feet with a cry and rushed out of his tent. That stranger—he had been—he was—no, impossible—had to be—couldn't be. Mokata and the others waited outside the tent. He rushed past them, into his limousine.
"My palace!" he shouted.
Two soldiers leaped into the car and drove him away. Mokata and the others sighed with relief. The news about the team could wait.
On the flight over the Atlantic, the team alternately dozed and reviewed the amazing events of the last weeks. The pygmies, the wild raft ride, the Deep Woods; the trip back to Trader Joe's with their fantastic guide and protector; the river trip on The Belch-, the burning farmhouse; the command tent of General Bababu and the final race to the airport. Looming over all was the man whose name they did not know—called Phantom by the jungle folk. After the weeks with him, the sharing of all the days and nights of adventure and danger, he remained as mysterious as when they first glimpsed him standing before the skull throne. They questioned Diana about him, but she was stingy with her information, telling them nothing they did not already know.
The doctors told Cari that Luaga was alive, somewhere in the deep jungle. They'd been truthful in saying they didn't know exactly where. During their tense days of travel, they'd lost all sense of direction. None could ever retrace their steps to find their way to that shadowy place called the Deep Woods. Cari told them they would face questioning at a press conference on arrival in New York. He advised them to state only that Luaga was alive, and to give no clue to his location. Since Bababu's announcements, the world believed Lamanda Luaga was dead. The team's statement that he was alive was bound to create interest in many places, and an uproar in Bangalla.
So they talked and dozed and ate, and with every flying hour, the Bangalla adventure seemed more unreal. A stewardess gave Diana an orange (airline issue) shirt so she could discard Bababu's jacket. Alec received a similar gift from the pilot, since his own torn shirt remained on the ground in Bababu's tent. All of them were returning with nothing but the clothes on their backs and whatever remained in their pockets. All the rest—clothes, equipment, records, cameras, gifts and mementoes—had floated down the river on The Belch. The only exception was the parting gift Diana received from high chief Wambato, the antique necklace that ancient tradition said King Solomon had given to the Queen of Sheba. Treasuring it, Diana carried it in her purse and managed to save it.
On their arrival at John F. Kennedy Airport, the team was greeted by a full representation of the press, TV and radio, plus hundreds of curious spectators. Their experiences in the war-torn country had been reported daily to the entire nation and around the world. Now they were home safe—a good story with a happy ending. A pretty girl always gets more than ordinary attention. Diana Palmer, as the glamorous Olympic champion, alone in the primeval jungle with all those men, had excited the public's imagination. As she descended the plane ramp, there were shouts of "there she is" and the crowd rushed toward her. A cordon of police was needed to protect her from the friendly crowd.
They faced the cameras and reporters briefly. As befits a diplomat, Cari remained discreetly in the background. Alec Kirk spoke for the team. Cari had told him that a full report must be made to the UN Secretariat, following which would be a press conference. So, in response to the shouted questions in the noisy airport, Kirk stated only that the epidemic had ended, and that both Lamanda Luaga and the lost rescue team were alive and well somewhere in Bangalla. He had particularly mentioned the pilots Lanston and Osborne, because of the promise made in the Deep Woods, so their families would know. That brief statement—Luaga and the puots alive—was enough to make headlines around the world. Diana was besieged with questions, but she only smiled and refused to talk. Then die teams pushed through the crowd and were whisked away in waiting limousines.
The doctors' families were waiting for them in New York City. Diana spent the weekend with her mother and uncle in their palatial home in Westchester, a suburb of the city, and it was a happy reunion for all of them. After the weekend, the team reported to their superiors at the UN skyscraper, then faced the press conference. At Diana's insistence, none of them mentioned either the Phantom or the pygmies. The hideout of Luaga and the pilots must remain secret, for if Bababu had any inkling of the truth, even the poison people could not stand up against his tanks and big guns.
They described their work during the epidemic, their encounter with guerilla bands, but made no mention of the morning in Bababu's tent. This was done at Cari's insistence. Bababu still had to be dealt with. Bangalla had been much in the news for the last few days. The team's dramatic story had brought the remote little country into the news, both in America and Europe. Now, it was reported, sporadic fighting had broken out again in the capital. Diana and Cari and the doctors read this report with amazement and delight. It seemed, said the news item, that the resurgence of fighting in the streets of Mawitaan had been started by the rescue of a prominent farmer named Jotando from an execution squad. Following the rescue and disappearance of said farmer Jotando, Bababu's soldiers searched the area for him, and, in doing so, provoked local supporters of Lamanda Luaga. The fighting began all over again. The team was happy—their little friend was alive. It was not hard to guess who had rescued him.
The doctors then separated to go their various ways for a well-earned two weeks' vacation. Diana returned to Westchester, but was called back to the UN Secretariat building two days later. The Secretary-General himself wished to see her. An amazing decision had been made high in the tower overlooking the East River.
Bangalla's neighbors, some of them UN members, were troubled by the civil war. It was spilling across their borders. Thousands of refugees were fleeing Bababu's troops; guerilla fighters, bands of deserters, were terrorizing the countryside. The neighbors wanted peace in Bangalla. They had been ready to accept Bababu's coup and his dictatorship. Now, with this latest news that Luaga still lived (making a liar out of Ba- babu) they realized the trouble would continue. There were speeches in the General Assembly demanding action by the UN, preferably by diplomacy. If that failed, UN troops were available.
Cari conferred with the Secretary-General, an eminent Asian who now headed the United Nations. The Secretary-General would use UN troops only as a last resort. They must use diplomacy to attempt to bring peace there. Cari ruled himself out. He felt his personal relationship with Bababu, mutual dislike, hatred was the word Cari used, made it impossible for him to return. Whom to send? People resented outsiders. Wasn't there a local man with enough influence to be useful, some prominent person on the scene who could be trusted, who could work for a truce and an end to the fighting? Cari considered. He could think of only one man. Yes, there was such a man. His name? Cari didn't know his name. Who did? Diana Palmer knew him. Ah, the pretty member of the medical team. Precisely. Send for Diana Palmer.
So Diana found herself in the elegant oflice of the Secretary-General. They explained. Did she think her friend, still unnamed, could be useful in this delicate situation? Yes, she told them enthusiastically. If any man could do anything in that unhappy country, he could.
"Good," said the Secretary-General. He held a pen in his hand. "His name?"
Diana thought for a moment. There was a name he used.
"Walker," she said.
"Oh, British?" said the Secretary-General.
"No, born in Bangalla," said Diana.
"First name?"
Walker—she knew was merely a name standing for the Ghost Who Walks. There had once been a first name—the first name of all first-born males of the Phantom line—Kit. A name discarded by him long ago.
"I don't know his first name," she said.
"How can we reach him?"
There was a post-office box number in Bangalla for this Mr. Walker. Diana gave it to him.
The Secretary-General looked at the name and address.
"What does this man do?"
What does the Phantom do, she thought. A difficult question to answer. Then she remembered something.
"He works with the jungle people. Settling disputes. They call him the 'Keeper of the Peace'."
"An arbitrator? Perfect!" said the Secretary-General enthusiastically.
"Just the sort of man we want."
Diana and Cari looked at each other and grinned. The Secretary-General could never visualize this arbitrator clearing the decks of The Belch or mopping up the band of deserters. The Secretary-General wrote quickly, then handed the paper to Cari.
"Please cable this at once," he said.
"May I see it?" asked Diana.
Mr. Walker, Box 7, Mawitaan. Will you serve as UN Ambassador to Bangalla to bring peace and legality? Advise Sec. Gen. UN.
The Secretary-General looked at Cari and Diana shrewedly over his silver-framed glasses.
"I used the word 'legality' advisedly," he said. "It is not our function to interfere in the internal affairs of any nation. However, it is the hope of our interested member nations that the legally elected government of Lamanda Luaga be restored. I hope your Mr. Walker can read between the lines and understand this."
"I'm quite sure he can, sir," said Diana, knowing that the missing Luaga was in "Mr. Walker's" cave. As she turned to leave, she remembered something. "I haven't seen the papers for a few days. When we left Mawitaan, the congress was held prisoner by Bababu. He was forcing them to vote him president."
"You recall that incident of the farmer Jotando rescued from Bababu's execution squad," said Cari. "And the fighting that followed? In all the confusion, the legislators slipped out and went home. Right after that, news of your press conference reached Bangalla—that
Luaga was alive. Bababu denied this, but not many believed him."
"Do you think Luaga has a chance?" she asked, looking at the Secretary-General. He sighed, a veteran of many wars, civil and uncivil.
"Bababu has the power. Luaga has the people. Who knows! It is difficult. The odds favor Bababu."
He stood at his desk, indicating the meeting was over. Diana paused at the door.
"If you hear from Mr. Walker, I mean, when you hear from him, could you tell me what he says?"
The Secretary-General smiled and nodded.
Two days later, the answer came, a brief cablegram.
Sec. Gen. UN NY. I accept. Walker.
Cari read it to her over the phone.
"He's a man of few words," he said. "A man of action."
"Yes," said Diana.
When the Phantom left Diana at the airport, he hurried back to Ambassador Cari's hotel. Hearing it, he had to take a roundabout way, because the streets were filled with sporadic gunfire. As the medical team was to learn a few days later, the Phantom's rescue of Jotando from the execution detail had started it. A truckful of soldiers found the vehicle with the three unconscious soldiers in it. They began a house-to-house search for the missing prisoner. The area was filled with angry Luaga supporters. The sniping began from alleys, rooftops, and shuttered windows. The soldiers took cover behind cars, telephone posts, and doorways. And the battle was on. The street fighting spread from one district to another. Grenades and plastic bombs were added to the rifle fire. Crowds began to riot, smashing storefronts, looting shops known to support Bababu. It took a week for Bababu's troops to bring an uneasy quiet to the city.
During the confusion, the Phantom reached the farmer Jotando and got out of town with him. The Phantom sped their departure by "requisitioning" a military vehicle he found along the road. Two of Bababu's soldiers were in it at the time. He "evicted" them, leaving them peacefully sleeping in the grass at the side of the road. This was war, and the Phantom was in a hurry. With Jotando, he raced deep into the jungle, as far as the dirt road would permit, then went on by foot to a hidden corral. Here, the great white stallion Hero waited, tended by a faithful young friend, Loro of the Llongo. While the Phantom discarded his outer city clothes, Loro saddled and bridled Hero. Then they raced off into the jungle, with Jotando seated behind the Phantom on Hero's powerful back. Devil, the giant mountain wolf, ran alongside them. They
passed through Wambesi and Llongo country, on the shadowy narrow jungle paths.
Many heard the thundering hooves in the night and knew who it was, and in the early dawn a few lucky ones had a glimpse of the great white stallion and his riders. In the jungle, such sights can be exaggerated in the retelling, and soon some were describing Hero's flight above the treetops with his mighty master, who had assumed the guise of two men. Only the children really believed this, but their elders liked the idea and found it picturesque. It would go down in the folklore—a two-bodied Phantom sailing above the treetops on the flying horse, accompanied by the fire-breathing wolf.
They rode for two days and nights, stopping only at brief intervals to rest the men and animals. All the beasts of the jungle gave them a clear path. None, including the big cats, wished to test themselves against the sharp hooves of Hero and the long fangs of Devil. Soon the distant sound of the waterfall grew louder and louder, and they were home. The Deep Woods.
Luaga and his delegation, and the pilots Lanston and Osborne, greeted him with mixed happiness and anxiety. The pilots were relieved to hear their families knew they were alive and safe. Luaga and his three friends had followed the news reports on the radio in the Skull Cave. Luaga was anxious to return to Mawitaan to lead his followers against Bababu. The Phantom was against that idea. Bababu's troops were smashing the city rebellion. The tyrant held the country ^in a strong, if hated, grip.
"You are a healer, not a soldier," the Phantom told Luaga. "When the time comes, you will be needed to heal what Bababu has torn and destroyed."
Luaga agreed, but believed the time had come, that the longer he waited, the stronger Bababu's hold would become and the weaker his own followers would become. Onato Omu, the lawyer, agreed with the Phantom. Wait. The other delegations agreed with Luaga. So they argued and discussed. It was then that a message arrived from the outside world that tabled the argument. The UN Secretary-General's cablegram to the Phantom.
Messages from the outside reached the Phantom by various means. First, there was the postal box in the post office in Mawitaan. Box 7. Each day, a young man wearing sneakers, trousers, and a shirt arrived on his bicycle at the post office. At the postal window, he would inquire about mail for "Mr. Walker" in box 7. For years, the postal clerks had wondered about this Mr. Walker. None of them had ever seen him, as far as they knew. On this day, there was a message for Mr. Walker, a cablegram from New York.
"Who is Mr. Walker?" asked the clerk, handing the envelope to him.
"He is—Mr. Walker," said Loro grinning. This was the same young man who tended the hidden corral.
"But where does he live?" shouted the clerk, leaning over the counter and Loro ran to the door.
"Out there," called Loro, waving his hand at the outside world. The clerk cursed mildly as Loro ran out laughing.
Loro then bicycled to the edge of town, at the fringe of the jungle, to his father's chicken farm. His father, Lorando, was a long-time friend of the Phantom, who had helped him start this prosperous hatchery. Lorando judged the importance of the message and the speed required for delivery. Some messages were relayed by talking drums. This was fairly fast, but sometimes inaccurate. Errors could occur in the transmission from one drum to another. A slower, surer method was by relay runner or pigeon to the edge of the Big Swamp. Here, an old man tended a half-dozen chimpanzees who were trained to carry a pouch over one shoulder and to swing through the trees over the Big Swamp to the Deep Woods. This was the Monkey Mail, a slower but surer method. There was one more method, the fastest, but used only rarely. Fraka, the Phantom's falcon. Lorando the chicken farmer recognized that this cablegram from afar required Fraka. The fierce, medium-sized hawk lived in his own quarters among the chicken houses. The message was rolled in a light tube, and affixed to Fraka's leg. The cage
 
was opened and Fraka leaped into the air, gaining speed like a rocket. In a few moments, he was gone, out of sight beyond the treetops. There was nothing in the sky that dared an encounter with Fraka, and he sped on, soon diving to his perch near the skull throne.
Mr. Walker. Box 7. Mawitaan. Will you serve as UN Ambassador to Bangalla to bring peace and legality.
Advise. Sec. Gen. UN.
The Phantom handed the message to the others.
"This must have been Cari's idea," said the Phantom. "With Diana's help. No one else knows my address."
"That word 'legality' gives you a good deal of room," said Lanston.
"I imagine that was the intention," said Luaga. "Will you accept?"
"You are the President," said the Phantom. "What do you want me to do?"
"Thank you for that," said Luaga, smiling bitterly. "The title is almost meaningless now."
"Not to millions of people who trust you as their best hope," said the Phantom.
"Yes," said Luaga. "And how am I answering that hope? Hiding here."
"The wise man picks his own time to fight, on the battlefield of his own choosing. I think that is what you will do," said the Phantom.
"Your confidence is marvelous, a real tonic," said Luaga. "Yes, I want you to accept the UN appointment. Also, I wish to return and lead my followers."
The Phantom considered for a moment. A daring plan was forming in his mind. The others watched. It was hard to know what was going on behind his mask.
"Wait a little while longer," he said at last. "I will go back to Mawitaan, for a quick survey, then return here for you."
"Yes, if that is what you wish," said Luaga. "But I don't know how a quick survey can change anything."
"You never know," said the Phantom.
After a meal on the ground before the skull throne, he leaped up on Hero and sped off, followed by Devil.
"He's got some plan. I wonder what?" said Onato Omu.
"Whatever it is, we'll be leaving here soon," said Luaga.
"I can hardly tear myself away," said Lanston, grinning.
"I wonder what the mighty General Bababu is thinking about these days," said Osborne. "After announcing that we were all dead, Kirk told the world we're alive and kicking. Bababu must feel kind of foolish."
"Not him," said Onato. "He's got the hide of a rhinoceros."
"And the gall of a brass monkey," added Lanston.
They were wrong about "the mighty General Bababu." He was worried as he paced the thick rug of his palatial office, smoking cigarette after cigarette, breaking holder after holder, and downing brandy to still his jumpy nerves. It wasn't Dr. Kirk's announcement that bothered him. He knew that both Luaga and the crew were probably alive somewhere. There'd been no evidence that they were dead. He could simply call Dr. Kirk a liar and let it go at that. As for the local uprisings that followed the announcement, he didn't mind them either. It gave him an excuse to send out troops, to crack down hard, and to keep his execution squads busy. No, something else bothered him. Those marks.
First, there had been that skull mark on the field telephone. Then the marks on those three soldiers in the riverboat. Then, that gold medallion on the neck of the girl that bore the other symbol known as the "good mark," the sign of protection. And lastly, the violent stranger and those skull marks in his command tent, on the soldier, and on the broken table. They all meant one thing—the Phantom. Or did they? Were they some kind of giant hoax? Was someone using this ancient symbol to frighten him?
"Frighten me?" he roared aloud. "Frighten me, Bababu? Idiotic, stupid, ridiculous!" And he downed another slug of brandy.
Who was that stranger with the sunglasses, who seemed to carry death in each iron fist? Bababu's men had made inquiries. Nobody in Cari's entourage knew anything about him. Records showed there'd been no one like him with the medical team. He'd been seen briefly at the airport. He hadn't boarded the plane with them, and was not seen again. Some said he was accompanied by a large animal, something like a dog. Not a dog. "Something like a dog," was the report. Was this mysterious stranger the Phantom? Were all the jungle tales true? Bababu had known people who said they'd actually seen the Phantom, or said their fathers or grandfathers had seen him. Or farther back than that. But one was never sure about such reports. People were such liars.
But there were those skull marks everywhere. They seemed to float in the air, swim before his eyes. Skulls, skulls....
He shivered and looked around the huge room. Too many places to get in. Though his palace was surrounded by guards, though guards filled the corridors just outside these doors, there were still too many openings in this palace. Dozens of windows and doors, where somebody could slip in. He considered having all the doors and windows boarded over. But that would look odd. Besides, suppose somebody did get in? How would Bababu get out fast if everything was boarded over? Yes, there were guards just outside these doors. He pictured opening the double door of his office, of seeing the guard tumble in, eyes closed, a skull mark on hi^jaw. He shuddered at the thought, then walked slowly to the doors, and suddenly threw them open. The two guards turned and looked at him in surprise. He glared at them and slammed the door shut, then returned to his desk for another slug of brandy. He walked to the windows. A guard walked past outside in the garden. It was a big garden, thick with bushes and trees. Somebody could hide there and await his chance. He considered tearing out all the bushes and trees and leaving the entire lawn cleared to the high picket fence. But that would look odd. People might guess he was afraid. Besides, he told himself, I'm just imagining all this. Nothing can happen. I am General Bababu. I rule this country. I have the power of life and death. I am the law. He sat in his leather chair, consoling himself with this thought. There was a loud noise outside the door. Bababu jumped a foot out of his chair. He listened to the mumbling outside.
"What was that?" he roared.
The door opened slowly.
He tensed, his hand on the revolver he now had on the table before him. One of the guards looked in sheepishly.
"I dropped my rifle," he said.
Bababu stared at him wildly, then grasped the first thing at hand, a pen and pencil set in a marble stand, and hurled it. It just missed the wide-eyed guard and smashed against the door.
"Get out!" roared Bababu.
Now it was twilight. Soon darkness would come. All those trees and bushes outside, all the windows and doors. Endless gables, sloping roofs, flying buttresses, cellar windows, dozens of bedrooms, kitchens, storage rooms, endless closets, so many places to hide—to move in the darkness. He was too open here, too unprotected. He pressed a button on his desk. Mokata entered nervously and stared at Bababu.
"Why are you looking at me like that?" snarled Bababu.
"Like what, sir?" said Mokata.
Bababu's eyes were wild; there was a froth on his lips. He was the image of a terrified man.
"Call my car. I'm going to spend the night at camp. You will come too," he said.
Mokata's plans for the evening, involving several members of a stranded ballet company, vanished.
"Yes sir," he said.
"At once!" shouted Bababu.
In his camp, surrounded by fifty thousand soldiers, he would be protected. He would feel comfortable. His limousine, escorted front and rear by a phalanx of armed guards on motorcycles, roared out of the palace gates in the darkness. From a nearby rooftop, a crouching man watched the lights of the entourage as they swung onto the highway leading to the camp. Next to the man, an animal "something like a dog." The
Phantom and Devil. They moved quietly from rooftop to rooftop, leaping across the intervening alleyways, then dropped to the ground and moved quickly into the woods.
In the jungle, in the wooded areas and the plains, it is said that only the lion will he down in the open field and sleep without fear. Every other animal—even the massive elephant, rhino, hippo, and water buffalo—is always on the alert for danger. As for the rest, from rabbits to giraffes, they sleep with one eye open, sensitive to every sound or odor on the breeze. The slightest crackle or cough can send them galloping in all directions. It is said that when the predator is near, the prey has a sense of being hunted. Readiness for flight increases, perhaps a matter of adrenalin pumping into the bloodstream.
So it is possible that Bababu's fears were not completely imaginary, not based entirely on what he had always deemed a superstitious belief in the legendary Ghost Who Walks. Bababu was jungle-bred. He had spent his youth hunting and being hunted. He knew the feeling of the hunter. He knew the wariness of the hunted. That's what he was feeling now.
He was in his command tent now, cleared of all the mementos of that day with the medical team. There was a new table, a new phone. His big limousine was just outside the tent, as were four sturdy guards, carefully picked. He could hear them talking and laughing just beyond the canvas walls. Usually, Bababu's guards stood their duty in complete silence. This time, he had ordered them to drop the routine of silence and to talk. It was typical of Bababu to order them to talk, rather than to tell them they could talk. He wanted to hear them, to know they were there. Now he sat in his folding leather camp chair, a bottle of brandy and a glass before him.
"Mokata!" he roared.
Mokata peered in through the tent flap. A smaller tent attached to the entrance served as an anteroom.
"All right," said Bababu, and Mokata disappeared.
Bababu wanted to know he was there, and awake. Mokata was troubled and baffled by his chief. He'd never seen him so jumpy before. Except when he lost his temper, which was often but short-lived, he was as cold as ice.
But despite Mokata just beyond the flap, and the four sturdy guards, and his limousine outside, and fifty thousand soldiers all around him, Bababu still didn't feel completely safe. There was a slight prickling feeling under his skin, and an occasional twitch of an eyelid, a sudden start from an involuntary muscle—the nervousness of the hunted as the hunter comes near. He gulped another slug of brandy. Images of skulls floated in the air about him.
"Nonsense, nonsense," he told himself. "Damn damn damn." He thumbed through a girlie magazine, an import from Paris. Normally, the pretty young nudes brought an appreciative smile to his lips. Now he stared glumly at them and wished he were in Paris. Why not? It was only a few hours away. Safe in Paris! But how could he leave? How could he trust his regime for a day once he was gone? He couldn't. He twitched, prickled and started, swore at himself, and took another slug of brandy, which had no effect. The hunter was near.
The character of an organization, whether it be an army, school, business, or team, usually is shaped by the leader. If the general, headmaster, chairman, or coach is efficient and serious, the organization will be similar. If the leader is dissolute, unsure or mediocre, the organization will tend to be likewise. Bababu's nervousness and fear were contagious. His army had never been a model of efficiency, but now discipline was loosening. From the officers down through the ranks, there was uncertainty. Desertions had increased; mess halls and tents were dirty and ill-kept; obedience to superiors was slackening; drunkenness was increasing. Bands from the camp were looting the countryside, and there was no one to stop them. This night, there were drunken fights scattered through the big camp. Those military police who remained on duty and sober were kept busy hauling drunken, battling soldiers into the pens. The night air was filled with drunken arguments, obscenities, laughter, and an occasional gunshot. By two or three in the morning, the disorder quieted as drunk and sober alike slumbered.
The camp was surrounded by a loose barbed-wire fence. There was no attempt at tight security, because there was no known enemy that dared attack the camp. No known enemy. Outside the camp were acres of crates, vehicles, and all the supplies and trash of a big encampment. An ideal place for an enemy to hide, if there was any bold enough to risk coming close to the military might of Bababu. There was one bold enough, and on this moonless night, he moved silently and swiftly among the piles and heaps until he reached the barbed wire. The Phantom.
There were a few guards at the big closed front gates. Here and there a sentry walked, half-asleep, his rifle trailing. The Phantom watched and listened alertly, awaiting his chance, then slipped under the sagging barbed wire. Clad in his dark skintight suit, he crouched low as he moved among the tents, hiding in the darkness as an occasional sentry strolled past. Most of the tents were dark. One was brightly lit. Near it was a big limousine, bedecked with pennants: Bababu's. The Phantom moved near and observed. There were four guards, two standing and talking softly, two seated on stools, nodding, apparently dozing. All had rifles. A smaller tent was attached to the entrance of the main tent. It was dark.
When his chance came, he moved behind the limousine. He made no sound, walking on "cat's feet." Then he tapped lightly on a fender. One of the guards turned at the sound. The other glanced without interest, then went to a bench and sat down. The first guard, probably to break the monotony of the watch, strolled to the limousine to see if there was anything there. A mouse, a beetle? Unsuspecting, he reached the back of the limousine. An iron fist lashed out of the darkness. The guard never saw what hit him and dropped like a stone. But he was caught before he reached the ground, and placed in a seated position against a rear tire. All this in darkness. The light from inside the canvas tent was not strong enough to make shadows outside. The guard who had gone to the bench heard a sound, the impact of the fist, and puzzled over its meaning, then called softly to his companion. No answer. The other two guards, on stools, snored loudly. The guard got up from the bench and strolled toward the limousine, still anticipating nothing. In the semi-darkness he saw the figure of his companion seated on the ground leaning against the tire. The guard grinned. Had his friend sneaked a drink behind his back?
"Hey, Tolly," he began softly, "give me some." He got "some," but not what he had expected. Again, the iron fist lashed out of the darkness, so sharp and hard that there was no outcry, only the impact followed by oblivion. Now the Phantom moved to the front of the tent where the other two guards were dozing. Neither was destined to wake up for many hours, as the iron fist struck twice. There was no sound of falling, as the Phantom lowered each man to the ground. He paused and listened. A slight snore came from inside the small dark tent. He peered in. A man was sleeping on a cot. Colonel Mokata. The Phantom moved beside him. Iron fingers tightened on the sleeper's throat. The only sound waTa slight gasp as Mokata passed from normal sleep into the deep unnatural sleep of the unconscious. The sound had been heard inside the lighted tent.
"Mokata," said the thick voice.
"Mokata, wake up," continued the voice, indistinct, thickened by alcohol.
The Phantom stepped through the flap.
Bababu was slouched at the table, his eyes glazed, brandy dribbling from his lips. He stared at the visitor, barely seeing him at first, not seeing what he'd expected. Then his eyes widened as they focused more clearly. A wide belt at the waist, with a large skull symbol on it. A masked man. Bababu staggered to his feet, filled with terror. It was an image out of a nightmare that swam before his blurred eyes and penetrated his brandy-soaked brain. He tried to shout, his voice choked. Again like a nightmare, all that came out was an incoherent, strangled sound, then a smashing impact and darkness as the iron fist reached his jaw. Bababu collapsed, falling toward the floor of his tent. The Phantom grasped him before he reached it, then listened carefully. A distant shout somewhere, drunken laughter, then quiet.
As the Phantom bent down to blow out a kerosene lamp, he noticed a stack of paper slips with Bababu's name printed on them. It was a pad of his personal order forms. He had started to write an order on the top sheet earlier in the day. The Phantom studied Bababu's handwriting quickly. The general had never learned longhand script, evidently, but wrote in large, childish block letters. He tore off the top paper with the order, and, using it as a model, quickly prepared another order, smiling grimly as he did so. Then he blew out the lamp and two others that were burning in the tent, and carried Bababu out. He paused at Mokata's cot, and listened. Only breathing from the colonel. No sound outside.
The two guards in front of the tent were sitting on the ground, slumped over their stools as he had left them. He carried the heavy Bababu to the limousine and put him in the back seat, then picked up the guards who were lying near the car and placed them with Bababu, one on each side. He carried a third guard and put him in front next to the driver's seat. He went back into the tent to search for rope. Finding none, he quickly tore a blanket into long strips. With the strips, he lashed Bababu and the two guards in the back seat so that they sat up in what appeared to be a normal fashion. He used extra strands to tie back their heads so they would not flop down on their chests. He lashed the guard in the front in the same way. He put their hats back on their heads, then returned to the tent and got Mokata's jacket and officer's hat and put them on. He searched for Bababu's ornate hat and found it. On his way out, he stopped at Mokata's cot, and pressed the order he had written on Bababu's stationery into the colonel's hand, folding his fingers over it. He returned to the car and placed the hat on Bababu's head. The men slumbered on, held firmly in what some have called "the Phantom sleep." He had moved swiftly, and all this preparation took only a few minutes. Satisfied that the men appeared reasonably normal in the darkness, he raised his coat collar to hide as much of his face as possible, then drove toward the main gate a quarter of a mile away.
The sleepy guards at the main gate jumped to attention as the bright lights blazed out of the darkness. The big front gates were closed.
"Open up!" a voice shouted hoarsely from the car. They rushed to obey, recognizing the general's limousine at once. There was none other like it in all Mawitaan. (Bababu had "requisitioned it" from the banker Manago.) The guards got the gates open fast and barely had time to jump out of the way as the limousine roared by them. They had only the quickest glimpse of the dark figure inside. Then the car was gone, racing down the highway, not toward town, but the other way, toward the outskirts. Must be important business at this hour of the night. They closed the gates, and soon settled back to their semi-doze.
The big car sped on through the darkness, leaving the camp far behind, past sleeping farmhouses, onto a narrow dirt rogd into the jungle. Bushes scratched both sides of the car. The silent passengers bounced as the car hit bumps, fell back as their bonds held, then bounced again like store dummies. Small animals darted across the road, surprised by this unusual intrusion into their night world. Vivid insects fluttered through the bright path of light. Birds awoke in the trees, rustled, then settled down as darkness returned. Soon the bright lights illuminated a clearing. The car stopped. The Phantom stepped out and whistled, then took off the military jacket and hat. In a moment, Devil and Hero moved out of the bushes. The mountain wolf had the reins of the white stallion in his teeth. The Phantom patted them, then turned off the fights. They were surrounded by the jungle night.
He loosened the blanket strips, pulled Bababu out of the car, and draped him over Hero's strong back. The general and the guards remained as they had been— unseeing, unhearing, unfeeling, unconscious. He untied them and threw the strips over Hero's saddle, then closed the doors.
He permitted himself a big sigh, and Devil licked his hand. He had taken a big gamble, an enormous risk. It had worked. "Bring peace and legality," the cable from the Secretary-General had stated. It hadn't said how. That important gentleman might be surprised, even astounded, by his methods. But the Phantom had his own direct way of doing things. He mounted Hero carefully and they moved off into the jungle. Soon they were gone. The limousine remained in the dark clearing. The interrupted chorus of insects resumed. Small bright-eyed animals watched the silent car, to see what it would do. Flying insects buzzed around it, occasionally smacking against a window. No reaction from the inside. Soon, the night life of the jungle clearing took up where it had left off. With the dawn, the nocturnal creatures went to their rest, and the day shift took over. Bright little eyes peered at the big black car, at the occasionally twitching objects inside. Little creatures, creepers and flyers, sampled the tires and the paint and the banners, searching for something digestible. The sleepers slept on.
At dawn, as the camp went through the surly motion of getting up, one of the night guards from the front gate passed the command tent on the way to his own bunk. He saw the guard sprawled on the ground, and hurried to wake him up before he was discovered asleep on duty. And at such a post—the general's tent! Bababu had executed men for less. But the guard wouldn't wake up. He wasn't asleep or drunk. He was knocked out, with a mark on his jaw. The gate guard stared. He himself had seen the general drive out during the night. He heard a weak cry from inside the tent, and peered in. Colonel Mokata was sprawled on his cot, up on one elbow, his fingers touching his aching throat. His neck was black and blue. He had awakened a few moments before and found a memo in his hand—an order from the general:
Do nothing until you hear from me.
It was in the familiar childish block letters. He had looked for his jacket and hat, to put them on before entering the general's tent. They were gone. He staggered into the big tent. Bababu was gone. He returned to his cot and collapsed in complete confusion, where the night guard from the gate had found him.
It took awhile to put the pieces together. Bababu was gone. Three of his guards were also gone. It took several hours to revive the remaining one. That mark on his jaw. Mokata saw it. A few others saw it. Where had Bababu gone? As his chief executive officer and aide, Mokata should know. He didn't. What had happened to his neck, to his jacket, to his hat? When the guard revived, he questioned him. The man remembered nothing. He was amazed to see the mark on his jaw, and as a man of Oogaan, he knew what it was. To avoid panic, Mokata ordered the man kept out of sight in the clinic. But word spread, whispering began. Where was Bababu? And the other guards?
About noon, Mokata received word about the limousine. Two boys hunting rabbits had found it and told their elders. Everyone knew Bababu's car. It was the only one like it in Mawitaan. Mokata himself raced to the spot with a convoy of motorcycles and armored cars. They found the three guards beginning to revive, mumbling, and moved their arms and legs like exhausted swimmers in deep water. And on their jaws, all three jaws, the mark. The convoy returned to camp with the limousine. Mokata questioned the three. One had a hard time talking with his broken jaw. One remembered the tapping sound near the car. The other remembered seeing the first one sitting by the rear tire. That was all they remembered. All were shocked by the skull marks on their jaws. All knew what they meant. Mokata had them isolated, with strict orders that they not be seen or talked to by anyone. But they had been seen and the word spread. The Phantom.
Now Mokata sat at the table in the command tent. He stared at the empty brandy bottle and the glass. Everything was in order. He read and reread that order a dozen times: Do nothing until you hear from me. Somehow, that didn't sound like Bababu. He would have written do nothing; the rest was not necessary. Mokata had the feeling, impossible to verify, that an alien hand had written that, and as the icy fingers of fear brushed his brain and his heart, he knew the terror that Bababu had lived through that night as skulls danced and swam in the air about him. Where was Bababu? The Phantom knew.
 
Bababu awoke feeling hot, aware that the sun was shining in his face. He was sweating and his head and face ached. Flies buzzed around him. He shook his head and tried to lift his hand to chase the flies away. The hand wouldn't lift. He opened his bleary eyes and stared blankly for a few moments. Where was he? In the palace—in the camp? In the grip of an enormous hangover, he was having trouble waking up. More sleep needed. He tried to roll over, and couldn't. Now little alarm bells began to ring in his dulled body. Something was wrong. He blinked, trying to clear his vision, then opened his eyes wide. What he saw sent a tremor through him. He was not in his palace bed, nor in the command tent. He was in the woods. Sitting on the ground, against a tree. He couldn't move his hands, or legs either, because they were tied. He was tied to a tree. Suddenly, the nightmare of the night came back. That masked figure. A bad dream? He looked around. A big white horse was grazing a short distance away. Another animal approached him slowly. A dog? No, bigger, shaggy with pale-blue eyes, long white teeth. A wolf? He sat still, not daring to move. The wolf came within a foot of him and looked into his face. There were no wolves where Bababu had grown up. But he had heard about the wolves eastward in the mountains. As deadly as big cats. This animal wore a metal-studded collar. Tame? That gave him a moment of hope. Then relief, as the animal turned away, as though sensing something. The "something" was at the side, just beyond his line of vision. He turned his neck, straining to see, scratching his head on the rough tree bark. Then the "something" stepped into his line of vision. Bababu's tough heart missed a beat, his mouth fell open, and his eyes almost popped. It was the masked man of his nightmare. The figure loomed over him.
"You're awake," he said.
Bababu breathed deeply. It was all real. A man. Somehow, he could contend with that.
"Who are you?" he said.
"You know," said the masked man. His right hand was near Bababu's eyes. The hand moved slightly. A ring on the fourth finger glinted. A skull ring. Then the hand moved to the boot of one leg, and pulled up a foot-long blade that was carried there. The sharp knife glistened in the sunshine. Bababu recoiled violently against the tree trunk, as though trying to push through it.
"No!" he cried hoarsely.
"No, what?" said the masked man.
"Don't kill me!" cried Bababu, plainly .terrified as he twisted and jerked on the bonds that held hiiti.
"You've killed so many with your own hands. Didn't you think your turn would come?"
"I can give you anything. I can make you rich," said Bababu desperately.
"He who lives by the sword dies by the sword. Weren't you ever told that, Bababu?"
"What?" said Bababu, his chest pounding, spittle dripping from his lips.
"I have no intention of killing you," said the masked man. "That will be the duty of others."
And he bent down with the knife and sliced the bonds around Bababu's chest that lashed him to the tree. Another slice freed his legs.
"Get up."
His hands still tied, Bababu struggled to his feet. The masked man returned the knife to his boot and walked to the white horse, then swung up into the saddle in one easy motion. Horse and rider approached Bababu. The wolf stood nearby.
"I do not wish to kill you, Bababu," said the masked rider. "You will be judged by your peers, if that is possible. The word peer means equal. I doubt if we can find any jury low enough to be your equal," he continued.
He was not smiling as he said this. The eyes could not be seen behind the mask. The face was grim. There
 
was no anger in his voice, but his tone was cold and hard. (The voice of the angry Phantom can freeze the heart of an evil man—old jungle saying.)
Bababu looked wildly from side to side. His legs were free. If he could run .. . run and find a place to hide. Impossible now. The man and horse could ride him down. And there was the wolf, its pale-blue eyes watching him, its gleaming white fangs exposed as it panted in the jungle heat.
"Don't try to run, or Devil will have to bring you back," said the rider, seeming to read his thoughts. Bababu knew without being told who Devil was. That wolf. "He's not a very good retriever. He might damage you. So don't try," continued the masked man. He pointed to a small path.
"Start walking that way."
Bababu took a deep breath and tried to control the quaver in his voice. There was something he had to know.
"Are you—the Phantom?" he said, having trouble getting out the last word.
"Yes," said the rider. "Walk."
But Bababu's legs refused to work. He stood stock- still, as if in shock, staring at the man on the horse. It was as if a child had been raised on tales of a bogeyman, stopped believing the tales, then years later was suddenly confronted with him. The masked man sat quietly watching him, voting for the moment to pass. Bababu raised his tied wrists to his chest and his lips trembled. What he was thinking, what he tried to put into words was—please go away—please let me go—• please take me home.
"Please, please," was all he said. The Phantom shook his head and pointed.
"Walk," he said.
Bababu nodded heavily, then walked to the path. The wolf and horse and rider followed. The Phantom knew that the first shock of this meeting would pass. Bababu was a tough, wily man, the brutal survivor of a hundred brawls. He had strangled helpless victims with his own hands, and caused the deaths of countless others. As his fear faded, his brutal toughness would return. On this journey through the jungle, he would need constant watching
After a short walk, the Phantom rode alongside Bababu, knife in hand.
"Hold up your hands," he ordered.
Bababu obeyed. The sharp blade sliced the bonds and his hands were free. His confidence began to return with each step after that, and his eyes darted from side to side, watching and waiting for his chance to escape. They stopped by a stream and satisfied their thirst. The Phantom pointed to a nearby bush that was thick with edible berries. Bababu was free to help himself. He did. They moved on. And whether riding, or walking, or sitting, the Phantom always stayed a short distance away from his captive. The woods were darkening; Bababu watched the fading light with narrow feyes. Maybe his chance was coming with the night. Then he almost jumped out of his skin as a gun roared behind him. The Phantom had shot a hare that leaped across the path near them. Now they stopped in a clearing. The Phantom motioned to Bababu to sit by a tree. He did. The Phantom dismounted and, kneeling on one knee, made a small fire. Using his long knife, he rapidly skinned the hare, cleaned it, and put it on a spit over the flames. Bababu watched this activity closely, waiting for his chance. This wasn't it. The wolf was watching; the masked man was facing him as he worked. Later, he told himself.
When the hare was cooked, the Phantom cut it in half and handed a portion to Bababu. Bababu ate it voraciously. He would need his strength to get back out of this jungle. Now the sun had set and the night was dark. The only light was the campfire, throwing large shadows. The wolf's eyes glowed in the dark. Bababu noticed they were always looking at him. The Phantom was among the bushes, slashing with his knife. He approached Bababu holding long sections of vine in his hands, and, without a word, passed a length around his middle and tied him to the tree trunk. Another length bound his arms. A third length held his legs. "Don't try to get away tonight," he said. "You might get hurt." Bababu said nothing. He would wait his chance. The
Phantom was standing between him and the dying campfire as he looked up into a large tree.
"An old gorilla nest up there. I'll sleep there," he said. And he climbed up. Bababu shook himself, trying the vines. They were tough and held. Gorilla nest? Were there gorillas in the area? The fire died down, then out. Jungle sounds grew louder in the night. A chattering monkey, a chirping bird, crackling insects. Then a cat, perhaps a leopard, coughed, far away. Bababu stiffened, suddenly frightened by his helplessness.
"You, up there," he called.
"Yes?"
"What if animals come? Leopards, lions, hyenas?"
"Well?"
"What can I do?" asked Bababu into the darkness.
"Nothing," replied the voice.
"Nothing?" said Bababu, appalled. "That isn't right." The next sound from above was a chuckle, brief but unmistakable.
"What do you know about right?"
Bababu writhed and twisted. The vines held. "What if I'm attacked," he shouted.
"Save me a lot of trouble. Now, be quiet."
Bababu stayed awake half the night, staring into the darkness, aware of every sound. He finally sagged against his bonds, exhausted and fell asleep.
At dawn, a hand on his shoulder woke him up. And the big knife sliced the-vines, freeing him. After a breakfast of spring water and berries, they were on their way, the Phantom riding, Bababu walking. About midday they stopped in a clearing. To the right, in the distance, were sounds of people—voices, laughter, shouts, a village. The Phantom directed Bababu to sit against a stump.
"You will wait here," he said, then directed his attention to the wolf.
"Sit and hold, Devil," he said.
The big wolf sat a few yards from Bababu, facing him.
"For your own sake, do not try to run away. Devil will not let you. He's been taught many things, but he is not an ideal retriever. A good retriever, a birddog for example, brings back the game undamaged. Devil never learned to do that."
And the Phantom rode off, disappearing into the high bushes. Bababu stared at the wolf. Devil stared steadily at the man. Bababu couldn't believe his luck. Somehow, this was his chance. He looked about quickly for a weapon—a stone or heavy stick. There was no heavy stick, but he did see a large stone the size of a melon. That would do. It was beyond reach, ten feet away. He would wait until something distracted the animal, then grab it. But Devil remained motionless, his pale eyes fixed on the man. Bababu didn't know how much time he had. Better move, take his chance. He made a sudden move for the rock. Devil growled and started forward, long fangs gleaming. Bababu sat back quickly. That growl was deadly. He was sweating heavily, not just from the jungle heat. He wiped his forehead. Devil didn't move. Good. He rubbed his leg. No reaction. He stretched, yawned, and slowly, ever so casually, got to his knees. Devil started a growl, then stopped as Bababu rested on his knees. Good. He thought rapidly. He would get to the stone and smash the wolf if it leaped at him. He gauged the distance. He could reach it in two steps. Its base was concealed by leaves. Was it partially buried in the ground? Might take a moment to get it up. If worse came to worst, he'd have to use his bare hands. He looked about and began to whistle, hoping to lull the wolf, then suddenly sprang toward the rock.
He got his hand on it, it was lying loose on the surface, but as he grasped it the wolf sprang like an arrow shot from a bow. Two hundred pounds of muscle and bone hit him. He went down as though hit by a speeding car. The long teeth were at his throat. He felt them sinking into his flesh and screamed in terror. He didn't hear the whistle, but Devil did. Suddenly, the animal was off him. He was lying on the ground whimpering, his hand at his throat. The wolf stood a few feet away, his pale eyes fixed on him. Bababu was afraid to move. He heard the familiar voice from somewhere.
"I thought you might try that. I waited."
The Phantom was on his white horse in the bushes.
Bababu slowly sat up and looked at his hand. It was lightly smeared with red blood. He touched his throat—only scratches. The horse and rider came close, to his side.
"I warned you. You are not hurt, but another moment would have been too late. Devil is not an ideal retriever. Now, get back to that stump and wait for me."
Whimpering, Bababu went back to the stump and sat there. He touched his throat and looked at the wolf, then at the rider.
"Would he have killed me?" said Bababu hesitantly.
"Possibly. He is trained to hunt big cats. Such battles are to the death. He once killed a male lion three times his own weight. Don't test him again. Devil, sit and hold."
And the Phantom rode into the bushes, out of sight. Bababu relaxed against the stump. His captors were a deadly pair. But he'd been in tight spots before. A good chance would come. He had no idea where he was being taken. Something about a jury of his peers. Whatever that meant. He wondered what village it was, not too far away. If he knew, he could orientate himself. He strained his ears. He could hear the voices and the sounds, but he couldn't identify them. Too far.
The Phantom was gone about an hour. Before he returned, the drums began. Bababu searched back in his memory—the talking drums. What were they saying? Something about Council of Chiefs come to .. . but he couldn't make out the rest. The sound of two drums became the sound of four, then eight, then many. Big drums, little drums, high tones, deep tones. Council of Chiefs, come to . . . whatever it meant, it wasn't his affair. He had other things on his mind. Escape. Revenge. Revenge on this masked man, and his damnable wolf with the pale-blue eyes that were fixed upon him now. Someone had once mentioned "boiling in oil" to Bababu. He'd never tried it, but he could visualize it. That's what he would do. Bababu was not an overly imaginative man. When he meant to do something, he meant it literally. When his time came, he would boil them in oil together. That pleasant thought made the time pass as he sat against the stump, watched by the immovable Devil, listening to the talking drums. Council of Chiefs, come to the . . . not his affair? Bababu was wrong. He way the affair.
The Phantom returned and they resumed the march. The masked man had been to the nearby village and had started the drum message there. He had returned with some fruit for his captive and himself, also some local unguent for Bababu's slight throat wounds. Bababu accepted the fruit and the salve without thanks.
They continued on and, by watching the sun, Bababu knew they were going east, deeper and deeper into the jungle. He'd lost track of the days. How many since he'd awakened tied to the tree? Six, eight, twenty? Throughout the long march, they'd seen no one. The Phantom was taking unused paths, keeping his captive hidden. He wanted no word to go back to Mawitaan. Then, one night, tied to a tree as before, Bababu became aware of a faint distant roar, steady, like no other sound in the jungle. What could it be? A waterfall? A big waterfall, to the east. And suddenly Bababu knew where he was headed. And suddenly the rest of the talking drum message became clear to him. Council of Chiefs come to the Deep Woods. The Deep Woods. Home of the Bandar, the pygmy poison people—home of the Phantom. And some of the terror he had known in his command tent returned. Like all jungle folk, he had been bred with the taboo of the Deep Woods, where, it was said, even the cannibals and headhunters feared to go. He strained at the tough vines that held him to the tree. He wouldn't go there—wouldn't!
The next morning, as they started the trek, he stumbled and complained that he was tired, his feet were sore, he could no longer walk. The Phantom nodded, dismounted, and boosted Bababu into the saddle. As he did so, he kept one hand on Hero's neck and spoke softly to the great white stallion. Seated in the saddle, Bababu grasped the reins and was suddenly exultant. Now was his chance. As the Phantom took a step away, Bababu kicked his heels into Hero's side, lashed him with the reins, and shouted, "Go!"
The white stallion responded by rearing up on his hind legs, then slamming down on his forelegs and bucking violently. Bababu was a heavy man and an accomplished rider, but Hero tossed him twenty feet into the air. Bababu landed on his back, crashing through low bushes. And as he lay there gasping, the wind knocked out of him, he heard for the first and last time, the loud and hearty laughter of the Phantom.
There would be no more horseback for General Bababu. He would walk the rest of the way. There were no more stops, no more rest periods. The jungle was thicker now, barely passable as the Phantom rode ahead finding almost invisible paths. Bababu followed, and a step behind him were the jaws of Devil. Now the waterfall became louder and closer and louder still, until it was almost deafening. Then a pygmy, arrow in bow, appeared in the bushes. And another stepped out on a tree bough above, arrow in hand. And another and another. Bababu looked about and saw that the little men were on all sides, and realized with a sinking feeling that all hope of escape was gone. These were the pygmy poison people and this was the Deep Woods.
General Bababu's mysterious disappearance did not go unnoticed. Though Colonel Mokata and the army tried to bottle up the story, alert newsmen still in Mawitaan sniffed out some of the details. The dictator's midnight departure for parts unknown; the cryptic note, "Do nothing until you hear from me"; the slugged guards found in the abandoned limousine. They missed one detail—the skull marks on the jaws of the guards. It would have meant little to them if they "had learned about it. Mokata and the high command took great pains to keep the existence of the skull marks from their troops. In spite of that, the word spread from tent to tent. And the whispers began. Bababu had not simply gone away. He had been spirited away in the dark of night, plucked out of the midst of fifty thousand soldiers. Only one could do that. He had left his mark. Contrary to regulations, lights were left on through the night and the rate of desertions increased.
The same word spread through the town. The sniping from rooftops increased. Military patrols were attacked on dark streets. Soldiers avoided certain quarters that had become more dangerous to them. Luaga's followers, the disbanded congress, and all the other enemies of Bababu became more daring in their opposition. They began to speak publicly against the dictator, first in cellars and homes, then on street corners and in halls, and finally in a huge mass meeting in the high school stadium. Mokata and his fellow officers watched this hostility rapidly grow. "Down with Bababu." If it went much further, it would take a massacre t® stop it. Yet the order had said, "Do nothing until you hear from me." An order from Bababu was a command. Where was he?
The world press picked up the story with big head-
lines in the neighboring countries, smaller headlines in more distant places.
In New York, the UN Secretariat read the story with special interest. There had been no word from their mysterious ambassador, Mr. Walker. What was really happening? Cari and the medical team had no ideas to offer. The team's brief vacation was almost up, and they were preparing for their Caribbean trip. Diana and Kirk discussed the story at lunch.
"What happened to Bababu?" said Kirk.
"What do you think?" said Diana, smiling.
"Your good friend, Mr. Walker?"
"Very possible. It sounds like him. You've seen him in action," replied Diana.
Kirk nodded, visions of the powerful figure moving among men who dropped like tenpins.
"Yes, indeed," he said. "The chief asked me what I knew about it this morning. I said, 'Nothing.' Do you think we should tell him our ideas?"
Diana shook her head.
"We're certain of nothing," she said. "Not officially. Personally, I'm positive it's him. But UN ambassadors are not supposed to go around kidnapping heads of state, even illegitimate ones like Bababu."
Kirk chuckled.
"UN ambassadors are not supposed to knock out the private guards of heads of state. Imagine, those three found in that car in the jungle. I'd like to have been there. Bababu's personal bodyguard. Do you suppose one of them was in charge of whipping us?" said Kirk.
"I certainly hope so," said Diana fervently.
Those were the reactions to Bababu's cryptic departure in Mawitaan and beyond the borders of Bangalla. The reaction in the Deep Woods was even stronger.
Passing through the cold waterfall, Bababu stood, dripping wet, before the skull throne. He'd heard about this place, and only half-believed it, all his life. Here it was. The stone throne, the cave mouth like a giant skull. Burning torches were set in the cliff and about the clearing, throwing flickering shadows. On one side in these shadows, ranks of pygmies stood watching him silently and without expression. Each carried bow and arrow or short lance, and he knew these weapons were tipped with poisons that were instant and deadly. His captor and guide was nowhere to be seen.
Bababu stood like a bull at bay. His jacket was unbuttoned, and water dripped over his heavy arms and powerful matted chest. His big fists were clenched. He could smash any one of these little men with one blow, smash the skull like an eggshell. He searched their faces for some sign of friendliness, or of shrewdness. Maybe one or more wanted to make a deal. They knew he was rich and powerful. In Bababu's world, there was always someone ready to make a deal. He looked at face after face, but they remained impassive, with no expression at all. While he had the chance, he would try. He didn't know their language, but there was a language that all jungle folk understood, a combination of many tongues, ancient and modern.
"I'm rich. I can make anyone rich who helps me," he said in the jungle tongue. "I can give anyone who helps me anything they want. Land, houses, automobiles ..." he paused. What would these pygmies want? Land? They had the entire Deep Woods. Houses, automobiles—did they know what they were? Jewels, money? There were rocks polished in the mountain streams—to be picked up by anyone. They used no money. Women? He searched their faces again. No sign. Nothing. What kind of woman could he give to a pygmy? A female pygmy?
Then he had a desperate thought. Make a run for it. The pygmies had deadly weapons, but they wouldn't kill him. He didn't want them to kill him, of that Bababu was certain. He made a tentative turn away. Arrows snapped into place in bows; lances were raised. Bababu was a bold man, and, when his back was to the wall, a brave one. Ignoring the deadly weapons that meant "instant death in agony," he turned back toward the waterfall and began to walk, almost holding his breath as he did.
He had only gone a few paces, when there was a swift patter of padded feet behind him. As he turned to see what it was, a big gray form leaped at him. Devil, the mountain wolf. The force of the leap knocked Bababu to the ground. The wolf was on him, long gleaming fangs at his throat, hot breath on his face. Bababu lay rigid, held by fear and the sense that his only salvation was in not moving. The previous encounter flashed through his mind. Then a long whistle from somewhere, and the weight was off him. Bababu got to his feet. The wolf stood a few feet away, head lowered, pale-blue eyes watching him, the gleaming fangs partly revealed. It was not necessary for anyone to tell Bababu not to move again.
Then he was no longer the center of this scene. Attention had shifted away from him. All heads were turned to the waterfall behind him. He turned his head slightly, not enough to set off the watching mountain wolf. He saw an impressive sight. A dozen jungle men were emerging from the waterfall, dripping and shaking and laughing as they came. They were an imposing group. Each was outfitted with all the riches that the jungle offered—furs, jewels, gold. Though some were tall and thin and some were short and fat, or tall and fat, and short and thin—all had the unmistakable air of authority about them. On each head was a crown, some of gold or other metals, some of wood. For these were the high chiefs, the lords of the jungle. Bababu could not know that just beyond the waterfall at the fringe of the Deep Woods, hundreds of warriors waited. Each chief had brought his own escort of fifty to a hundred or more men, and they were a mighty host.
The chiefs filed past Bababu, and waited quietly before the skull throne. Bababu recognized some of them. In his years of adventure and campaigning in and out of the jungle, he'd had contact with some of the tribes and their chiefs. And though he now ruled the entire country, and a modern army of fifty thousand men, he still felt the awe he had known as a jungle boy in the presence of the hereditary chiefs. His own tribe, the Byangi, small and impoverished, had vanished years before, destroyed and scattered by the rampaging Tirangi. If any of the chiefs knew or recognized Bababu, they gave no sign, ignoring him.
Now Bababu remembered the talking drums he had
heard several days before, calling the Council of Chiefs to the Deep Woods. He had dismissed it as being of no concern to him. Now, he realized with a shiver, this was the Council of Chiefs meeting here. Why? Because of him?
Suddenly, Devil the mountain wolf ran away from Bababu and stood at the mouth of the Skull Cave. Chiefs and pygmies alike straightened in anticipation, barely concealing their excitement. It was an electric moment that seemed to race through all of them as they turned and looked at the Skull Cave. A minute of silence. Then the Phantom strode out of the Skull Cave to the dais of the throne, Devil following him. Chiefs and pygmies smiled. It was obvious, even to Bababu, that they loved this man.
The Phantom stood before the skull throne in the flickering light of the torches. He wasted no time making a speech. He merely thanked the chiefs for coming to decide an important matter, then waved to Bababu to come forward. The chiefs parted to make way for him. But he folded his arms and stood stolidly, not moving. He would not be ordered about in front of these men. The Phantom waited a moment, then pointing to Bababu, he snapped a command to Devil.
"Fetch," he said.
Devil bounded toward Bababu, his long teeth gleaming in the torchlight. Bababu needed no further invitation. He moved forward rapidly, with Devil's cold nose against his leg. Chiefs and pygmies grinned. Bababu paused at the edge of the dais and scowled at the crowd. Not one out there, he thought to himself, whose skull I couldn't smash with a single blow. He itched to move among the grinning men like a rampaging bull and smash left and right. Maybe his time would come.
"Chiefs, this is Bababu of Byangi who calls himself the ruler of Bangalla," he said.
The chiefs looked at him with interest. They all knew the name, but were vague about Bangalla. The notion of a unified nation, composed of all their tribes, was new and had not yet percolated through the shadowy jungle. But they knew about Bababu's power and his army.
"Bababu is not the true ruler of Bangalla. He is a usurper," continued the Phantom, using a jungle term all understood.
Bababu started to protest this, but the Phantom silenced him with a sharp wave of his hand.
"If he is not the true ruler of Bangalla, who is?" asked Wambato of Wambesi.
"A man whom many of you met during the time of sickness. Dr. Lamanda Luaga," said the Phantom.
"He is dead," snapped Bababu.
"You've done your best to make that so," said the Phantom. "Your troops searched for him through the jungle, in every village. Is that so, chiefs?"
The chiefs nodded, showing annoyance at the memory.
"You are obviously anxious to see him," continued the Phantom.
"He is dead. I am now the legitimate—" began Bababu angJSy.
"General Bababu, meet Dr. Luaga," said the Phantom.
Lamanda Luaga stepped out of the Skull Cave and walked toward the dais of the throne. Bababu stared, stunned for a moment. The chiefs gasped. This was the man, the search for whom had turned the jungle upside down. And he had been here all the time!
Luaga was dressed in simple khaki shirt, trousers, and sandals. He walked directly toward Bababu and his eyes were hard.
"I've waited a long time for this, Bababu," he said.
Bababu held his ground. The Phantom had upset him in more ways than one, but he feared no ordinary man. The Phantom stepped between them and spoke softly to Luaga. The doctor sighed and stepped back. The chiefs watched the little drama with interest. What was going on?
"Chiefs, you know General Bababu and his soldiers. You know Lamanda Luaga as a doctor who made your sick people well. You also know that the people of Bangalla made him their leader, their president."
The chiefs knew that only very vaguely. They knew
that in the capital city, Mawitaan, and in other cities and towns, there had been a noisy and complicated activity called an election. It had to do with the making of a leader, a chief, a president. Only a scattering of the jungle tribes had been involved in this activity. The democratic process was new to Bangalla.
"Luaga is the legitimate leader of Bangalla. While he was among you, healing your sick, this man Bababu stole his place."
Again, Bababu began to protest, but the Phantom cut him short. The chiefs buzzed among themselves about this, which they could well understand.
"Stole?" said Wambato of Wambesi. "If he is a thief, hang him."
The chiefs nodded their agreement, with happy smiles. It was an easy case. That was the end of the matter.
Bababu looked startled when he heard the word "hang." His fists clenched. Nobody would hang him. If necessary, he would go down fighting, he told himself.
"No, chiefs," said the Phantom. "You are here as a jury to hear this case first, and then make a judgment."
A jury? These chiefs were one-man rulers, autocrats, and in their own tribes made all decisions themselves. The Phantom briefly explained the function of a jury, a combined decision made by the entire Council of Chiefs.
Bababu took heart at this palavering. Maybe there was an out, a loophole somewhere. He took a bold stand.
"This is ridiculous," he said. "How can these men, in the jungle, make a decision about the politics of the city."
"They are rulers, they know men. I doubt if a more proper jury could be found for you anywhere else in the world, a jury of your peers."
Bababu snorted, feeling more confidence as the argument continued. He turned on the Phantom.
"You are talking legal words. Jury of my peers, and all that. You are so legal. What legal right did you have to attack me and my men, to kidnap me from my command tent, and drag me here like a captured animal?"
The chiefs glared at this impertinence, but the Phantom considered for a moment.
"Captured animal is a good description of you, Bababu," he said. "As for my authority" ... he took a piece of paper from his belt, and read it aloud.
" 'Will you serve as UN ambassador to Bangalla, to bring peace and legality? signed Secretary-General, United Nations,' I accepted the appointment. That's my authority, Bababu," he said. Then he turned to the chiefs and explained. "The United Nations is like a big Council of Chiefs for the whole world, and its only purpose is to bring peace and health and friendship to all the people."
The chiefs nodded, pleased with this information, though in their minds the Phantom needed no other authority than his own in this matter.
"That United Nations is a good thing," said Wambato of Wambesi, and the others nodded again.
"Now to the judging of this man," said the Phantom.
"If he is a thief, let him be hung and have done with it," said the tall Llionto, high chief of Llongo. And the others muttered agreement. It seemed a simple matter.
"No, a fair trial. You must hear the facts. As you know, Lamanda Luaga was legally elected by the people."
There was a pause and a buzz among the chiefs.
Llionto spoke up.
"What exactly is meant by electing?" he said.
"All the people vote for the man they wish as a leader. And he who receives the most votes is then the leader," said the Phantom.
Again, the chiefs buzzed.
"The ways of the city folk are strange," said Llionto.
"A strong man takes power and holds it," said the towering Omgatto, high chief of Oogaan.
"Yes, the question is which of these two is the stronger," said Wambato of Wambesi. The chiefs looked at the two men. Bababu was suddenly filled with hope and grasped the moment.
"Yes!" he shouted.' "They speak the ancient wisdom of the jungle!"
The Phantom turned to Luaga, perplexed.
"These chiefs know little of elections," he said.
"They could not know, being hereditary chiefs or men who have seized power on their own," said Luaga somberly.
Now Bababu, sharp-eyed, and feeling the tide turning in his favor, again shouted to force the issue.
"The chiefs understand power. Power makes right. Is that not so, chiefs of the jungle?"
None answered, watching him steadily, but there was no denial.
"Chiefs, do you accept that?" continued Bababu loudly.
"A strong man takes power and holds it," repeated Amgatto of Oogaan.
"Wait," said the Phantom, but Bababuanterrupted.
"I challenge this Luaga to a combat, barehanded or with any weapons he chooses, here and now. A fight to the death," he finished, hurling the words directly at Luaga.
The chiefs stood stock-still, all eyes turning toward the Phantom.
"Luaga is not on trial," said the Phantom. "He was elected. This is your trial, Bababu."
"You said the chiefs would be my jury. Let them decide!" roared Bababu, now full of confidence.
The chiefs considered for a moment, and buzzed among themselves.
"You asked us to judge this, O Ghost Who Walks," said Wambato of Wambesi.
"I did. But remember Luaga is not on trial."
Wambato turned to Luaga.
"Are we right in thinking that you are Lamanda Luaga of Llongo, who went into the outside world?" he said.
Luaga nodded.
"Yes, he is of Llongo. He is a cousin of my wife's brother's son," said Llionto of Llongo.
"We are simple jungle folk," said Wambato. "The old ways are best. Let them fight."
"Chiefs, I do not like this," said the Phantom.
"Trust us, O Ghost Who Walks," said Wambato of Wambesi.
And all the chiefs murmured in agreement.
The Phantom held up his hand.
"I cannot accept this. Brute force is not the answer. Chiefs, Bababu is a soldier, a long-time street fighter, a brawler, a man who killed many, fair or foul, with his own hands. Lamanda Luaga is a doctor, a man who heals, a man of peace. It is not a fair fight," he said.
Luaga stepped forward.
"Wait," he said. "Let me speak. I accept the challenge."
"No, Luaga," said the Phantom.
"Yes," said Luaga, looking coldly at Bababu. "He has hunted me and my friends for months like rats. He has lied and cheated and tortured ... he has turned Mawitaan into a place of terror. I will decide this matter now, once and rar all, his way."
The Phantom looked at the burly grinning Bababu, then at the slim Luaga.
"That is not the right way, Luaga," he began, but Luaga interrupted.
"I must. My world is still more than half jungle. Word travels fast. I cannot run away from Bababu. I am in the jungle now and must follow the old rules. And besides," he said, "I owe this one plenty."
Bababu spit on the ground and snorted.
"What are your weapons? Knife, spear, rocks, or bare hands?"
"We'll fight in the ancient jungle tradition, bare-handed," said Luaga unbuttoning his shirt.
"In the ancient jungle tradition," said Bababu, mocking his tones. "To the death."
"To the death," said Llionto, high chief of Llongo, and the other chiefs nodded their assent.
The chiefs and the pygmies moved back to make a large open space in front of the skull throne. Then all watched tensely, in silence. Luaga took off his shirt and tossed it to the side. Bababu took off his heavy military jacket loaded with gold braid and medals, the medals jangling as he dropped it on the dais. The Phantom sat on his skull throne and looked at them intently. Luaga was well developed, slim, with the body of an athlete, but at least forty pounds lighter than his opponent. Bababu was massive, powerful, like a bear, a veteran of barroom brawls and street fighting. As he watched, the Phantom could barely conceal his anger at this turn of events. Having called the chiefs, he had to abide by their decision. But the unfairness, the absurdity of forcing Luaga into this uneven match, filled him with a fury he could barely control. But he did control it, his body tense, his fists clenched as he sat there.
Without further words, Bababu began to circle Luaga slowly, moving in a semi-crouch. His big hands were curved like claws. His mouth was open, his lips twisted in a cruel grin as saliva dripped from them. He chuckled and grunted as he moved, like an animal taunting a smaller prey that it was about to devour. Luaga moved slightly, keeping pace as Bababu moved around him. Then with a roar that jolted chiefs and pygmies alike, Bababu leaped at Luaga with outstretched hands. Luaga stepped lightly aside, like a matador avoiding the early rush of the bull. The Phantom watched sharply. Good. Luaga knew how to move. Bababu put on the brakes, and whirled back with a snarl.
"I'll break you in two!" he shouted, leaping again.
This time, Luaga did not step aside. His hard left fist drove into Bababu's big hard belly, catching him by surprise. Before he could react, Luaga's hard right fist crashed on his jaw, then another belly blow, then another smash on the jaw. Bababu fell back a step, momentarily dazed as Luaga now circled him. Good, he can box, thought the Phantom excitedly. But he must stay away from him. If Bababu ever gets his hands on him, a boxer has no chance against a wrestler; not when he's outweighed by forty pounds. As though the sarne ideas were flashing through Bababu's mind, he feinted to the side, then suddenly rushed in, grabbing Luaga by the waist. Luaga pounded him as he came in, but Bababu shook off the blows and held Luaga's slim body in his huge arms.
"Now!" he roared triumphantly, as he began to crush Luaga, "I'll break you in—"
But he didn't finish the sentence. Using leverage, and a quick toss, Luaga threw the heavy man over his shoulder onto the stony ground. Bababu landed with a thud, and moved at once to his knees, panting and glaring.
He knows judo, thought the Phantom. Where did he learn that? Now bruised and breathing hard, but uninjured, Bababu got up in a crouch and once more rushed his opponent. This time, as Luaga danced to one side, he hit Bababu's neck sharply with the edge of his hand. The big man staggered, and for the first time yelled with pain, more from surprise than real injury.
He knows karate as well as judo, thought the Phantom, beginning to feel better about this contest. A master in these arts himself, he could recognize expertise in another. Now Luaga moved in with a fast series of chops and hits to Bababu's neck, arms, wrists. Each chop was like the blow of a dull ax. Then another toss. Bababu crashed to the ground and this time was slower to get up. But Luaga was at him before he could get on his feet. He drove his fist hard into the big face, again and again, then chopped once, twice, three times. Bababu staggered to his feet, trying to shield himself from the cruel blows, but they continued like rapid gunfire, hard fists crashing into jaw and stomach, karate chops on the neck, one side, then the other. By now, Bababu's eyes were closed. Red froth came from his nose and mouth. His big body sagged. Still he moved toward his opponent, reaching blindly, panting like an exhausted horse. Now, Luaga put all his strength into a hard right fist on Bababu's swollen jaw. Bababu sailed back into the air, his feet leaving the ground, then landed with a crash on the rocky ground. He lay there on his back, his arms and legs moving feebly, like a dying insect, as Luaga leaped upon him. Sitting on his chest, Luaga grasped Bababu's hair with one hand to hold his head to the ground. His other hand gripped Bababu's throat. Bababu's eyes were open now, staring, helpless, the look of the prey before the kill.
There was a moment of silence, broken only by the rasping breathing of Bababu. The chiefs and the pygmies, people of the jungle, were not unused to violence, but the fury of Luaga's attack had amazed all. Then, still holding the helpless Bababu on the ground, Luaga looked at the chiefs. He was out of breath as he spoke, but all noted that he was unmarked by the fight.
"Council of Chiefs," he said. "I abide by your decision. Have I won this fight?"
All chiefs nodded, then looked at Wambato of Wambesi.
"You have won the fight," he said.
"The fight is not ended," said Llionto, high chief of Llongo. "This is a fight to the death. He wanted it that way," he said scornfully, pointing to the fallen Bababu. "And that was our decision. To the death."
Again the chiefs nodded grimly. In the jungle, such fights were not sporting contests. Angry men fought to the death.
"To the death," said the chiefs, not in unison, but unanimously.
Bababu looked about frantically, half-hearing, knowing what was being said, powerless to move. His big eyes rolled, spittle dripped from his battered lips. He was like an ox waiting for the ax. Without moving from Bababu, Luaga spoke.
"He has no more strength; he is beaten. I am a doctor. I save lives. I do not destroy them."
The chiefs considered this for a moment in silence. Mercy was rare in the jungle.
"In your place, he would kill you, Lamanda Luaga," Said Llionto, high chief of Llongo.
"True," said Luaga. "That is one reason he is not fit to rule. I do not wish to kill him, or any man." And he got to his feet and breathed deeply. The chiefs looked at the Phantom.
"We said a fight to the death," said Wambato of Wambesi. "If there is any other decision, you must make it, O Ghost Who Walks."
The Phantom left his throne and walked over to the fallen Bababu.
"Bababu, do you want to continue the fight?"
Bababu groaned and stared, but did not move from the ground. He was unable to.
"He cannot answer. He is beaten fairly and completely. The fight is fished."
"And the decision?" said Llionto, high chief of Llongo.
"Luaga made the decision for himself," said the Phantom as he took the doctor's hand.
"That was wonderful," he said. "You are a doctor, a man of science and learning. Yet you are an expert at boxing, judo, and karate."
The doctor smiled.
"When I left the jungle, I boxed in Europe while I was at school. I was in the Olympics one year, and won the light heavyweight championship. I also studied judo and karate, and gained a black belt in both. That was for exercise while I was at medical school."
The Phantom shook his head in amazement. The watching chiefs smiled. He turned to them.
"Did you know this about him?" he asked.
Llionto and Wambato nodded.
"Of course. Luaga was a champion. We knew that," said Llionto.
"Is that why you agreed to the fight?"
"We told you to trust us, O Ghost Who Walks," said Wambato with a big grin. And all the chiefs laughed.
"Now, what about him?" said Llionto, looking at Bababu still sprawled on the ground.
"Luaga is the new leader. Bababu is his enemy. Let him decide," said the Phantom.
"First, may we eat? I haven't had an appetite like this for a month," said Lamanda Luaga.
The pygmies prepared a great feast for their royal and honored guests. But before sitting down to enjoy his food for the first time in a month, Dr. Lamanda Luaga did something else. While the chiefs watched in astonishment, he carefully examined Bababu who was now stretched out on a straw pallet. Luaga examined for broken bones—there were several small fractures; for concussions—there was a minor one; fojr bruises—a mass of them; for open wounds—a few of which he treated and bandaged. Bababu, now fully conscious, watched this all, first with suspicion, then with amazement. Then, going to the feast with the chiefs, Luaga explained with some embarrassment: "I'll always be a doctor. It's a habit I can't break." The chiefs applauded him as they sat before the feast spread on huge leaves on the ground before the skull throne. Luaga sat next to the Phantom. Food was brought to Bababu. He was left without an armed guard. Devil sat watching him.
After the feast, the Phantom and Luaga went into the skull cave for a private talk. The chiefs waited. What would they do with Bababu? The answer came quickly. The Phantom and Luaga returned to the mouth of the cave, Luaga with a piece of paper, the Phantom with an object attached to a long wire that trailed back into the cave. It was a microphone, attached to the Phantom's radio transmitter inside the cave.
Bababu, who could now walk, if a little unsteadily, was brought to the cave entrance and seated on a stool. The chiefs gathered to listen. The Phantom explained the microphone was an instrument that could carry the human voice through the air to radios in Mawitaan. The chiefs were fascinated. Some of them had seen radios, but had no idea how they worked, an ignorance they shared with most of the civilized world. Then Luaga placed the paper before Bababu who read it, scowled, snarled, and pushed it away. Luaga controlled his temper and looked at the Phantom. The Phantom whistled quickly and Devil trotted to him. The Phantom pointed to Bababu, and Devil walked slowly to him, head lowered, fangs gleaming.
"I'll read it!" shouted Bababu.
The chiefs grinned, and even the Phantom smiled as he handed the microphone to Luaga and re-entered the cave. He went to his radio chamber, deep within the cave, to operate the transmitter. Wires from the transmitter led through the rocky ceiling to a high antenna concealed among the trees on top of the cave. He twirled the dials, then called out to Luaga.
"Ready."
Outside, Luaga spoke into the microphone.
"This is Lamanda Luaga, speaking to you from somewhere in the jungle."
He repeated this three times, as instructed by the Phantom, then continued.
"General Bababu is at my side. We have had a meeting here and made several decisions. The next voice you hear will be General Bababu. Listen carefully, as he has an important announcement to make. General Bababu."
Luaga thrust the paper and the microphone before Bababu, who hesitated and swore an oath. But Luaga had quickly cupped his hand over the microphone to prevent the obscenity from being broadcast. There was a moment of indecision, chiefs and pygmies watching, Bababu glaring, Luaga holding the microphone. Then the Phantom raced from the cave to Bababu's side, and loomed over him like an angry demon.
"You will do this," he said flatly. "Or the decision of the Council of Chiefs will be obeyed, and you will be hung from that tree at once."
The Phantom's tone, sending shivers through all that heard it, left no place for argument. Bababu gulped and nodded and reached for the paper. The Phantom raced back into the cave, and back at the transmitter, called to Luaga. Once more Luaga thrust the microphone before Bababu. And in a halting voice, he began:
"This is General Bababu. I repeat, this is General Bababu. These are my orders. I command all my troops to surrender to the legal authority of President Lamanda Luaga and the congress. I announce an immediate amnesty for all political and military prisoners. I order this to be done at once."
Luaga took the microphone from him. The paper fluttered to the ground and Bababu sagged on his stool.
"This is Lamanda Luaga. You have heard the words of General Bababu. He ordered his troops to surrender to the legal government. He ordered freedom for all political and military prisoners. He ordered that this is to be done at once. Now, I, Lamanda Luaga, elected President of Bangalla, call the congress to convene at once, without fear, and to take up the business of government. I will arrive in Mawitaan within a few days. This is Lamanda Luaga speaking. I will now end this broadcast. Long live the free nation of Bangalla."
He stood for a moment in meditation, this first president of a new nation so recently freed from colonial domination, dictatorship, and barbarism. Then, as he turned to see the Phantom standing in the cave mouth smiling at him, he smiled in return.
"Shall we eat?" he said excitedly. "I'm starving again."
The chiefs echoed his words and all assembled on the ground before the waiting feast. Bababu remained on his wooden stool. Devil sat watching him.
At the end of the meal, the subject of Bababu was brought up. What should be done about him? The subject sat nearby on the stool, barely hearing or caring, sunk in depression.
"He could and perhaps he should be returned to Mawitaan to face the high court for his crimes against the state," said Luaga. "Yet there are many people, thousands who followed him foolishly, out of fear, and they share part of the guilt. I want to heal our nation and bring people together. The major criminals, like Mokata, must be punished. As for the rest, I need the best people from all sides to build this new nation."
All considered this for a moment. The chiefs looked at the Phantom.
In the cave, he and Luaga had discussed the relative merits o^judging Bababu in the city or in the jungle. For the city, there were such witnesses as the pilots Lanston and Osborne, the captive gun crew, plus the host of Bababu's victims in the civil war. But in the jungle, the Council of Chiefs had such vast authority that none in Bangalla would question them. So it was decided.
"Chiefs, you are wise in the ways of men. You have heard Lamanda Luaga. What is your thinking?" said the Phantom.
"We also wish to be part of this nation," said Wambato, high chief of Wambesi, the largest tribe of the jungle. "He wishes to avoid the trouble in the city that the return of Bababu would cause. We understand that."
"That is good thinking," said the Phantom. "Continue."
"I say, let us, the Council of Chiefs, reach a decision now, while we are gathered here," said Wambato. All nodded their agreement.
"What is your thinking," said Llionto, high chief of Llongo, the second largest tribe of the jungle.
"My first idea would be to hang him at once," said Wambato. Bababu, on his stool, perked up at that and listened alertly. The chiefs nodded and murmured their agreement.
"But our new " continued Wambato, pausing
and looking at Luaga.
"President," said Luaga, with a smile.
"President," said Wambato, pronouncing the strange word slowly, "does not wish to kill him. Then we must decide another proper punishment for this evil man."
The chiefs meditated for a moment. Each ruler served as prosecutor, jury, and judge in his own tribe. They were used to making quick decisions.
"There are twelve tribes here today," said Wambato, looking at his fellow chiefs. "I say this: Bababu of Byangi shall work two years at hard labor in each nation. The work shall begin in my nation. If he attempts to escape, let him be found and killed. This is my judgment."
The chiefs nodded their agreement, and it was done. Bababu stared at them blankly. He had left the jungle as a troublesome youth and returned as a criminal. This sentence was not a light one. Hard labor among jungle folk was not an idle term. It was hard, daily, unrelenting. Bababu would pay for his crimes.
In Mawitaan, the broadcast caused a sensation. The war-torn capital went wild. People really did dance in the streets, on the sidewalks, and in the alleys, too. In Bababu's camp, the broadcast was equally sensational. The troops deserted en masse, stampeding, tearing down tents and wire fences in their anxiety to get away and return to their homes in the towns and in the jungle. Soon only a few of the officer corps were left, huddled around Colonel Mokata. There was nothing they could have done to stop the wholesale desertion. Now they were concerned about their own skins, and made quick plans to flee the country and find safety abroad. But these plans failed even before they began. Troops of Luaga, the guerillas so long despised by Bababu's men, quickly took over. Taking over included Mokata and his staff. They were saved from lynching by close associates of Luaga who advised moderation. Mokata and his staff landed in jail in cells still warm from the prisoners they had had confined there.
The good news flashed around the world. This was the happy answer to General Bababu's mysterious disappearance. And the name of Lamanda Luaga suddenly became important in the capitals of the world. The governments did research on this new leader. Rhodes Scholar, Olympic light heavyweight boxing champion, UN medical doctor, a talented man. And handsome, too, was the female verdict. A bachelor!
Luaga's return to Mawitaan was a triumph. As the new president took residence in the palace, still littered with Bababu's broken cigarette holders, the cameras and microphones of the world recorded the event. Appearing on the balcony of the palace and facing a million people in the plaza beyond, his words were drowned out by the unremitting roar of a million voices. Some reporters noticed a man standing in the doorway behind Luaga, a tall man wearing a hat, sunglasses, and a topcoat. A big dog was with him, held by a leash. They asked who he was. A friend of Luaga's? No one seemed to know. A security guard?
In the UN Secretariat, in the shining skyscraper in New York, the news was received with pleasure and satisfaction. Only Cari and the Secretary-General knew all the facts behind the news. They had received a cable from the nation newly liberated from the dictatorship of General Bababu. (No one seemed to know yet what had happened to him.)
Sec. Gen. UN. N. Y.
MISSION ACCOMPLISHED Walker
The news reached Diana and the medical team as they were setting up their clinic on the Caribbean island. They were as happy as the crowds in Mawitaan and had their own celebration, popping several bottles of champagne, iced this time. Cari forwarded a copy of the cable to Diana.
"A man of few words," said Kirk, an observation that had been made before.
"All good ones," said Diana.
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