
  
    
      
    
  


  PROLOGUE



  HOW IT ALL BEGAN


  Over four hundred years ago, a large British merchant ship was attacked by Singg pirates off the remote shores of Bangalla. The captain of the trading vessel was a famous seafarer who, in his youth, had served as cabin boy to Christopher Columbus on his first voyage to discover the New World. With the captain was his son, Kit, a strong young man who idolized his father and hoped to follow him as a seafarer. But the pirate attack was disastrous. In a furious battle, the entire crew of the merchant ship was killed and it 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 fathers 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 fathers murderer, he swore an oath by firelight as the friendly pygmies watched. “I swear to devote my life to the destruction of piracy, greed, cruelty, and injustice, and my sons and their sons shall follow me.”


  This was the Oath of the Skull that Kit and his


  descendants would live by. In time, the pygmies led him to their home in the 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 that the awe and fear the legend inspired was a great help in his endless battle against evil. Only his friends, the pygmies, knew the truth. 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 wrote their experiences in the large folio volumes. Another chamber con-tained 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 Phantoms son were over. And the pygmies would chant their age-old chant, “The Phantom is dead. Long live the Phantom.”


  This story of The Mystery of the Sea Horse 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


  CHAPTER ONE


  It was during her second day on the island that she began to suspect they might not let her leave.


  Standing on the black cliffs above the quiet blue Pacific, Diana Palmer saw that the two motor launches were gone from the private dock below. A slender, dark-haired girl, she shivered now in spite of the noonday warmth.


  “And why did I sleep so late?” Diana asked herself. “It’s not like me.”


  When she’d come down from her room a few minutes ago, the big house on the hill had seemed oddly silent, empty, and hollow.


  “Where have the other guests gone?”


  Something screeched directly above her.


  She stared, looking up. There was a gray gull circling overhead.


  Diana shivered once again.


  She had come to Southern California a week earlier. It was the end of summer and David Palmer, her uncle, and one of her favorite people, was house-sitting for some friends who were touring Europe. Uncle Dave had invited her out.


  The house was large, all stucco and grillwork and red tile. It nestled in the Santa Barbara hills, in the midst of palm trees, feathery ferns, and tangling vines.


  Uncle Dave had greeted her out in the patio. Behind him a large sea-blue swimming pool glistened. “You’ve got time for a swim,” he said, grinning at her. He was in his sixties, gray-haired, and not quite ten pounds overweight. He still wore the businesslike rimless spectacles he’d worn when he had been a police commissioner back East.


  “Time before what?” Diana ran a slender hand through her dark hair. She shrugged some of the travel stiffness out of her shoulders.


  “Big house like this,” said her uncle, “plus all this outdoors to go with it. Seems like a perfect setting for a party.”


  “You mean you’re planning a party for this afternoon?”


  “Unless you’re too tired.” He watched her face, an expectant smile on his. “I invited a few people over to meet my best-looking niece.”


  Diana laughed. “You never give up, do you, Uncle Dave.”


  “Meaning what?” He took off his glasses and polished them on the tail of his bright multicolored sport shirt.


  “I’ll bet you’ve got at least two, if not more, eligible young men on your guest list.”


  “Well, I’ve been here a couple of months,” said Uncle Dave. “And you know me, I’m always meeting people wherever I go. Now maybe there are a couple of single fellows among those who’ll be popping in today.”


  Diana nodded her head. “I’d like to meet all your new friends, Uncle Dave. A party sounds fine. I think I’ll skip the swim and settle for a quick shower and some unpacking.”


  Her uncle put his hand on her shoulder. “It’s still the Phantom, I suppose?”


  “Yes,” she answered. “It always will be.”


  “I guess you know what you’re doing,” the old man said. “I have a great deal of admiration for him. How can you not admire a man like the


  Phantom, who’s devoted himself completely to fighting against—well, I guess you’d have to call it evil. Still, though, Di, he is a loner. He has to be and I hate to see you. . .”


  Diana gave him a sudden hug. “Point me toward my room, will you? And don’t worry about me.


  Her uncle returned the hug before leading her into the big sprawling house.


  She heard Chris Danton before she saw him. Diana, in a party dress, was in the middle of a cluster of people. Two of them were among Uncle Dave’s selection of eligibles. A burly young man with close-cropped blond hair and very plaid pants was trying to explain football to her. Diana wasn’t exactly sure if the close-cropped young man played it himself, or only watched it on television. The other man was a few years older, lean and fond of cigarette-size cigars. He was trying to tell her how to invest her money.


  “No, I think you’d like Bangalla,” a deep voice said somewhere behind her. “Of all the countries on the dark continent, it’s my favorite.”


  “Well, we are looking for someplace, you know, a little different this time,” said a woman with a plump voice. “Hulbert keeps wanting to go to Switzerland again, but, between you and me, I’ve had it with Switzerland.”


  “Bangalla is quite different from Switzerland.” The deep voice laughed. “I can guarantee you that”


  Bangalla was where the Phantom lived, far from civilization in the stretch of jungle known as the Deep Woods. Diana was interested in anyone who’d been there. “Excuse me,” she said to the man with the little cigar. “Well talk again before you leave,” she told the football buff.


  “Whom should we see about arranging our trip, anyone special you can suggest?” The woman with the plump voice had a body to match. She was wearing a red-and-yellow-flowered shift, a wide-brimmed straw hat, and wraparound dark glasses. She had a cocktail in each hand.


  “Any travel bureau,” answered the deep-voiced man. “You might talk directly to Bangalla Airways. They have an office here in Santa Barbara, I believe, and they’re pleasant to deal with.” He was tall and handsome in a slightly dated “late-show” way. He had straight black hair, touched with gray, and a dark outdoor tan. At first, he seemed to be about forty-five, but somehow Diana got the feeling he was somewhat older than that. Noticing her, he grinned. “You’re probably coming over to criticize me for not speaking to you sooner, Miss Palmer. You are the guest of honor, after all, but when I arrived you were surrounded. It was like moths around a flame.”


  “Or salesmen around a prospect,” said the girl. The plump woman said, “We haven’t met either, dear. I’m Mrs. Hulbert Ruskin. That’s my husband over across the pool, looking restless and wondering why I haven’t brought him his drink. This gentleman is . . . what was your name again?” “Chris Danton,” he said.


  That was how Diana met him.


  CHAPTER TWO


  The silver cigarette case sparkled in the glow of the soft restaurant lights. "Join, me?” Chris Dan-ton asked Diana as he opened the case.


  “No, thanks,” she answered.


  It was three days since she’d met him and they were having dinner in a huge Mexican-style restaurant, in a multileveled room with many arches and much decorative tile on the floors and walls. Diana wasn’t exactly sure if she liked Danton. She found him interesting, but thought that wasn’t quite the right word, either. At any rate, it pleased her uncle to know she was dining out, dancing, going to the theater. Maybe that was the main reason she was doing it. Diana wasn’t quite certain.


  Danton selected a cigarette, snapped the case shut. There was a drawing of a sea horse on the lid, etched in black. He saw she’d noticed it. “My talisman,” he said.


  “A sea horse, isn’t it?”


  “Right, yes, a sea horse,” replied Danton with a smile. “I love the things, don’t ask me why. Very fond of putting them on everything I own, sort of a trademark you might say. Been using it since I was a boy. Wait until you see my yacht, you’ll notice—”


  “Yacht?” Diana laughed. “You hadn’t mentioned that.”


  “Haven’t I? I must be getting modest as I grow older.” He lit his cigarette by leaning toward the table candle. “At one point in my career, I would have told you about the yacht first thing. My yacht is named, as you may have guessed by now, the Sea Horse.”


  Diana said, “I’d like to see it.”


  “At the moment, it is somewhere between here and Acapulco,” said the dark and handsome Dan-ton. He seemed to keep all the cigarette smoke inside himself and not exhale any of it. “I loaned it, along with my trusted crew, to some friends of mine. It should be home again within a week or so.”


  “You mentioned your career,” she said. “What is it exactly?”


  “Something very dull, Diana. Having to do with the import and export trade. I inherited the family business.”


  “Were they Santa Barbara people?”


  Chuckling, Danton answered, “No, most of them were ruthless and unscrupulous South Americans. I grew up down there myself, in Argentina and Brazil chiefly.” He decided to snuff out his cigarette in the adobe ashtray. “When did you say you were in Bangalla last?”


  “It’s been over two years.”


  “You know the most fascinating thing about Bangalla,” said Danton. “And we never got around to discussing it the other day or since. It’s the legend of the Phantom. Did you hear about this mysterious fellow when you were out there?” Looking at her folded hands, which were resting on the table, Diana answered, “Yes, I’ve heard of the Phantom.”


  “Do you think he actually exists?” Danton asked her. “I roamed around in some of the less-settled parts of the country and I heard about this Phantom almost everywhere. Yet I never ran into anyone who’d actually seen him. I’m wondering if he isn’t simply a mythological figure, entirely dreamed up.”


  “He’s real,” Diana told him.


  Diana knew the Phantom better than anyone now alive. She had first met him when they were both children. She had been a skinny little girl then, living in the quiet city of Clarksville, Missouri. He had been Kit Walker, sent to America by his father to be educated. She couldn’t remember now when she’d first known she was in love with him. It was sometime later, when she had grown into a pretty college girl, that she became aware that Kit loved her, too. But even then, his destiny hung over them, though she didn’t know it. Eventually, he had to go back to Bangalla, back to the Deep Woods. When his father died he would become the Phantom. Finally, it happened and he had gone away. But not forever, the way she had first thought. No, she . . .


  “I said what makes you so certain?” Danton was repeating.


  Diana shook her head, smiling. She leaned back in her chair. “Oh, I don’t have any proof really,” she said to the handsome man across from her. “It’s only a feeling I have.”


  “It would be comforting to know there was at least one such fellow as the Phantom in the world,” said Danton. “One runs into so few dedicated people. And now, let me change the subject once again.”


  “Please do.”


  “I’m having a few friends out to the island this weekend,” Danton told her. “I’d like you to join us.


  Though she hadn’t heard about the yacht until tonight, Diana knew all about the island. Both


  Danton and her Uncle Dave had told her about it. Danton had a long-term lease on one of the Channel Islands. This string ran along the Southern California shore, a few miles off the coast. The best known of the islands is Catalina. Danton’s island was named San Obito and he had built an enormous house there on a bluff looking seaward.


  “Yes, that sounds like it might be fun,” the girl said to him. “Does your house have a name, by the way?”


  Danton laughed again. “Of course,” he said. “I call it Sea Horse Villa.”


  The house rose three stories high. On the morning Diana first saw it, the sharp slanting roofs were blurred by the prickly ocean mist that hung over Chris Danton’s private island. There were towers at both ends of the L-shaped house and on each of these was bolted a large wrought-iron sea horse. Mournful gray gulls wheeled and screeched in the foggy air, circling in over the big gray stone house and then out over the chill ocean again. They disappeared and reappeared in the swirls of mist.


  Diana had come over to San Obito with Danton and two other weekend guests in one of her host’s two motorlaunches. Each launch had a small sea horse painted on the bow.


  “Very nice, very nice,” said one of the guests, a thin man of thirty-five, as they climbed up the winding steps which had been cut out of the black cliffside. “Quite a spread.”


  “Looks pretty gothic to me, Chris,” said the thin man’s rather pretty wife. “I expect to see a windblown girl wandering around up there carrying a candelabrum.”


  “Who knows what you’re liable to see before the


  weekend’s over,” said her host, laughing. “I do want to assure you, however, that the weather today is very uncharacteristic. Usually it’s sunny and bright here.”


  “That’s what our real-estate man used to tell us about the place he stuck us with,” said the thin man.


  There were three other guests. They arrived together later in the day. A small, very pretty red-haired girl, a man who had something to do with communications and the blond, close-cropped young man who had talked to Diana about football at her Uncle Dave’s party.


  By the time lunch was over, the fog had burned off. Danton suggested tennis. There was a bright, new-looking clay court behind his vast house.


  First Danton played against the communications man and beat him quickly. Then Diana had a modest set with the red-haired girl, whose name was Laura something. After that, Danton suggested doubles, but Diana was beginning to feel cold. She left the rest of them at the tennis court and went back to the house for a sweater.


  A long high corridor cut through the length of the house. The walls were painted a stark white. A half-dozen large flower still lifes failed to brighten the long hall; the afternoon sunlight was unable to warm it.


  As Diana walked toward the staircase, she noticed that the door of the library was open. She had never been able to cure herself of the browsing habit acquired when she was a child back in Clarksville. She decided to make a quick survey of Danton’s book collection.


  The sea-horse motif recurred in the library, too. A heavy lamp sitting on the round marble coffee table had a bronze sea horse as a base and around the walls, at a height of about seven feet, were five wall lamps with black-metal sea horses worked into their designs.


  Hands clasped behind her back, the dark-haired girl wandered around the room. The fireplace was large and clean, looking as though it had never been put to use.


  After a few moments of exploring, Diana spotted a row of travel books high up one wall. Among them was a title unfamiliar to her, Bangalla: Modern Mystery Land. She couldn’t quite reach the book, so Diana pushed a footstool over against the wall. Stepping on it, and stretching, she was able to reach the book. She stretched a little too far though, and lost her balance.


  Grabbing out as she felt herself falling, Diana caught hold of one of the sea-horse wall brackets with her free hand. The bracket made a grating noise, snapped downward. As her feet touched the floor and she let go, the section of the bookcase swung inward.


  “A romantic touch,” she thought, peering into the opening. “I wonder why Chris had this built into his house.”


  Beyond the threshold was a stone floor. Diana crossed over, narrowing her eyes in the dim light. It was much cooler on the other side. Ahead was a passageway slanting downward. Far off in the dimness, faint light showed, glowing up from someplace below.


  The travel book still in her hand, she took a few steps ahead.


  Then she heard the sound of talking.


  “It’s going to have to sit a few more days,” said a man with a nasal twang in his voice.


  “Why? We’ve waited long enough.” The other


  voice she recognized. It was the close-cropped blond young man.


  “He says we wait. He says it’s a time for caution.”


  “With more coming in from down there? I should think he—”


  “Tell him. Don’t tell me.”


  Very carefully, Diana began backing away from the light and talk. Suddenly she bumped into a stone wall on her right. The book was knocked from her hand.


  It went spinning toward the floor, scattering a handful of newspaper clippings which had been pressed between the leaves.


  Diana held her breath when the book slapped onto the stone floor.


  The men down below went on talking.


  She knelt, feeling around for the scattered clippings. In a moment she believed she’d retrieved them all. Stuffing them back into the book, she left the stone corridor.


  There was still no one out in the library. “The sea horse should close it up again,” she said to herself.


  Climbing, more carefully this time, back on the stool, she shoved the bracket back to its upright position. The wall and the crowded shelves swung back to their original position. Diana returned the Bangalla book to its place and left the library.


  She made up her mind not to say anything to Danton about what she’d seen or heard on the other side of the wall.


  CHAPTER THREE


  A dusty weekend silence filled the long pale-green corridors of the government office building. Afternoon sunlight came in the windows at the ends of the hallways, making broad stripes of light across the shadows.


  In one small office in the quiet building, two men were sitting. They were both average-looking, both in their middle forties.


  “Another fine day,” said one of them. He was seated at a gray-metal desk, with one foot resting on the pulled-out bottom drawer. His name was Marcus.


  “That bothers you, doesn’t it?” The other man was leaning back in a chair against one pale-green wall. His name was Busino and his hair was beginning to thin on each side of his widow’s peak.


  Marcus said, “I’m not used to life out here. Santa Barbara spooks me, with all this good weather. It’s not like back in New Jersey where nature keeps surprising you. You know, three nice days and then—wham!—a thunder storm.”


  “I hear they got something called the Santana or Santa Ana,” said Busino. “Some kind of big wind that blows the hell out of everything and starts all kinds of brush fires around this time of year.”


  “I’ll look forward to that.” Marcus shoved back from the gray desk. At one of the office’s two narrow windows he stopped. “You can almost see the Pacific from here.”


  “What’s the Coast Guard say?”


  “The Sea Horse should be back tomorrow.” Marcus fished a half-full pack of menthol cigarettes out of his pants pocket.


  “Think it’s worth a search?”


  Squeezing out a cigarette from the seagreen pack, Marcus replied, “We’ve done that twice already and come up with a big zero.”


  “Can I borrow one?”


  “I thought you quit.”


  Busino rubbed at his bald spot. “I feel like just one once in a while.”


  Marcus tossed him the pack. “Damn it,” he said. “We know Danton is in on this business.”


  “We suspect he is,” corrected Busino.


  “You suspect; I know.” He stuck a cigarette between his lips, turning his back on the window. “And we can never find a damn thing on that fancy yacht of his.”


  “So maybe let’s forget the boat and concentrate on the island,” suggested Busino. “He could be stashing it there.”


  “The local boys tried that,” reminded Marcus, “and came up with zilch.”


  Busino lit his cigarette with a match ripped-out of a paper folder. “Well, then we just keep watching Danton and we keep hitting him with searches. Sooner or later well get something.”


  “And meanwhile he keeps bringing millions of bucks worth of the stuff up from Mexico.” Back at the desk Marcus poked at a scatter of papers. “Did you ever run into Dave Palmer back East?”


  “Know his name, used to be police commissioner someplace. Why?”


  “He’s staying out here in Santa Barbara this summer,” said Marcus. “His niece is out here on a vacation, too.”


  “So?”


  “She’s been seen all around town with Chris Danton.”


  Busino shrugged. “He’s not a bad-looking guy, and women like him. He’s got a yacht.”


  “I don’t think Palmer knows what kind of guy Danton is,” said Marcus. “Maybe we ought to have a talk with him.”


  “Be better,” said Busino, “to have a talk with his niece. She might know something. What’s her name?”


  Marcus consulted a slip of paper. “Diana Palmer. Right now she’s among the house guests out on Danton’s island.”


  “That’s the way to live.” Busino sighed out smoke. “Well, let’s talk to her soon as she gets back from San Obito.”


  “Yeah, we’ll do that,” agreed Marcus.


  Close to the bright ocean, on the edge of a ribbon of beach, stood a brand-new “pancake house,” all glass and simulated redwood beams. It was one of the Bo Beep chain. At a booth in the back of the place, out of sight of the many windows, two other men sat discussing Chris Danton.


  The one who called himself Anderson was about forty, a calm, peaceful-looking man with straight light hair and tortoise-shell dark glasses. He wore a candy-stripe shirt and bellbottom denims. Stirring his own sugar substitute into his coffee, he said, “I tell you it’s him.”


  Across from him the man calling himself Fulmer shook his head. He was heavyset, less casually dressed. “We’re not absolutely certain yet.” Anderson smiled. His dark glasses hid his eyes completely. “There’s such a thing as being too cautious.”


  “I don’t want any more mistakes, or any more . . . what you call ‘accident.’”


  “You should recall that you agreed about the man in Chicago.”


  “To my regret, yes.” Fulmer held his glass of orange juice with both hands.


  “I don’t see that it’s really that important,” said Anderson, the smile still on his calm face.


  “Killing a man,” replied Fulmer in a low voice, “has to be important.”


  “So you say.” He sipped his coffee. “God, I miss sugar.”


  Fulmer reflected, ‘It seems to me Danton is possibly too young to be our man.”


  “He’s nearly sixty.”


  “No, we haven’t established that.”


  Anderson took another sip of coffee before speaking. “We have established that Danton spent six months in 1967 at a sanitarium in Sao Paulo, Brazil.”


  “I’m not certain we’ve established that,” said Fulmer. “Though it seems likely.”


  “The late Dr. Lemos, who ran the place in Sao Paulo, was recognized for his rejuvenation therapy. Recognized, that is, by the select few who could afford him. After some skillful surgery, and a few other medical tricks, our man came out looking ten years younger.”


  “All right, it’s possible,” admitted Fulmer. “I grant you the death of Dr. Lemos quite soon after this man’s release is suspicious.”


  “He didn’t want anyone talking,” said Anderson. “He didn’t realize we’d have other ways of getting at the information.”


  “Other ways,” murmured Fulmer. He picked up his glass to drink down the juice in one gulp.


  “Perhaps I’m unwilling to believe the trail has ended.”


  “I assure you it has. Everything ties together this time. Why, even Interpol has contributed useful information.”


  “That material you were able to . . . borrow,” Fulmer pointed out, “concluded Danton was not the man we seek.”


  “Interpol fails from time to time. My more thorough rechecking of some of their leads showed how Danton had been able to fool them.”


  Shaking his head, Fulmer said, “One thing which bothers me about you is your eagerness. You’re too anxious to have Danton be the man we want.”


  Anderson smiled his calm smile. “Anxiety never enters into it. This is my job, my profession, and I do it well. That’s all.”


  “Still, we have to be absolutely certain.”


  “Well, then, let’s talk to Danton himself.” He smiled more broadly. “It’s really simple to get the truth out of a man, any man—even one such as he.”


  “It isn’t simple, however, to get at him. He’s usually out on the island, with guards, and dogs roaming loose at night. When he’s in Santa Barbara there’s usually a bodyguard somewhere in the background. I’m surprised that the girl he’s courting hasn’t noticed.”


  “Ah, the girl.” Anderson removed his dark glasses to rub at his small blue eyes. “We might be able to use her.”


  “Diana Palmer? How?”


  “Sometimes I think you’re merely feigning innocence,” Anderson told him. “If we had the girl in our possession and at a certain fixed point . . .


  then it might be possible to lure friend Danton to that point.”


  “Yes, it might be,” said Fulmer. “She’s out on that island with him right now, though.”


  “We can wait until she comes back.” Anderson summoned their waitress, who was dressed like Bo Beep, to refill his coffee cup.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  The sleek black Alfa Romeo coupe hummed along the coastal highway. Twilight was giving way to night and the Sunday traffic had thinned considerably for the moment. A fragile white mist was starting to roll in from the direction of the ocean, spinning across the broad highway and dancing in the glare of the headlights.


  The man at the wheel was alone in the low black sports car. He was wearing dark glasses and a belted raincoat. A good-looking broad-shouldered man. For the past three weeks, he had been in San Francisco, looking for a certain man. He had found him. The hunt had begun on the other side of the world in Bangalla; now it was over.


  The Phantom took one hand off the steering wheel to turn on the windshield wipers. The fog was speckling the glass.


  “It’ll be good to see Diana again,” he said to himself. “For a while anyway.” Soon again he would have to return to Bangalla—to the Deep Woods.


  The glistening black car drove on, knifing through the thickening fog. More and more cars appeared on the road as night came on and progress became slower. Eventually there were lights all around, glowing through the mist. Lights and shaggy palm trees and low tile-roofed buildings.


  “Last stop, Santa Barbara,” said the Phantom.


  He guided the sports car up into the hills. He’d


  glanced at a map earlier in the day and was able to find Dave Palmer’s house easily.


  The Phantom parked the Alfa across the street from the big house. Fog seemed to enclose him as he slid out of the car, muffling him in silence.


  Uncle Dave opened the heavy oaken front door ;i few seconds after the chimes sounded. “Why it’s the . . . it’s Mr. Walker,” he said, smiling. “Come on in, come in.”


  In the Deep Woods they called the Phantom The Ghost Who Walks. When he moved among other people he called himself Walker. “You look a little uneasy, Dave. Is Diana here?”


  “No, she’s not,” said the girl’s uncle. “Which is the reason I’m a little jumpy, I guess. Here, sit down. Can I take your coat?”


  “I’ll keep it on.” The Phantom sat in the indicated chair, a big black-leather one in the center of the living room.


  Pacing along the border of the rug, Uncle Dave said, “Really there’s nothing to be edgy about, but—oh, by the way, what are you doing in California? Diana didn’t say any—”


  “I didn’t know how long it might take me to do what I had to do,” replied the Phantom. “So I didn’t tell her in advance.”


  “How’d you know she was here?”


  “Diana writes often. And I see to it the letters reach me, no matter where I am.”


  “I still think you two ought—”


  “You were going to tell me where she is,” the Phantom reminded him.


  “Well, yes. She’s still out on that dam island, I guess.”


  “Island?”


  “One of the Channel Islands,” explained the old 31


  man. “A private one called San Obito, owned by a fellow name of Danton.”


  “That wouldn’t be Chris Danton, would it?” “Sure would. You know him?”


  Shaking his head, the Phantom said, “No, I only heard his name in another connection recently, up in San Francisco.”


  “Well, he seems to be a nice-enough guy. I’ve gotten to know him since I’ve been staying here in Santa Barbara,” said Uncle Dave. “Anyway, he asked Diana and some other people over to his place for the weekend. And she went.”


  The Phantom asked, “But she was supposed to be back before now, is that it?”


  “More or less.” Dave Palmer put his hands in the pockets of his plaid pants. “See, I got a call this afternoon. Not from Diana but from some girl who said she’d been out on the island with j


  her. This girl said Diana would be staying on another day or so.”


  “Why didn’t Diana call you herself?”


  “According to this girl, Danton’s having trouble with the phone system that links him with the mainland,” replied Uncle Dave. “So Diana asked her to call me when she got back home.” He sat for a moment on the edge of a black-leather sofa, then rose to pace again. “I don’t know, I just had a feeling something wasn’t quite right. During my years in the police department, I got the habit of listening to hunches. So I decided to phone Diana myself.”


  “What happened?”


  “Nothing. Danton’s number rang and rang,” said the old man. “I checked with the phone company and they say they’ve got no report of trouble on his lines. Of course, I imagine he’s got some kind of complicated private setup and perhaps—”


  “San Obito Island, you said?” The Phantom


  stood.


  “Right.” Uncle Dave gave him the exact loca-lion of Chris Danton’s island. “Maybe there’s nothing wrong. After all, Di’s grown up and if she wants to—”


  The Phantom put his hand onto the old man’s shoulder. “It won’t hurt to pay attention to your Iuinch.” He moved into the hall.


  “What do you figure on doing?” Uncle Dave called after him.


  The front door opened and closed and the Phantom was gone.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  The day before, everyone had still been there on the island.


  At sunset, the mist returned, dropping down in great puffs out of the gradually darkening sky.


  Laura, the red-haired girl, hugged herself and gave an exaggerated shudder. “What would you say to a motion to go inside?”


  They had been sitting around a vast flagstone patio at the rear of the house, drinking cocktails and talking. All except Danton himself, who’d been absent since after the tennis session.


  The wife of the thin man—their name was Baylor—said, “How about you, Miss Palmer? We long-time California sufferers are used to these bleak night fogs.”


  Diana smiled. “I can see goose bumps popping out all over poor Laura,” she said, rising from her canvas chair. “Let’s go in.”


  “Fog always makes me feel very odd.” Laura started for the French windows. “Like I’m stuck under a wharf, or down in a submarine.”


  “You have a very vivid way of describing things,” Mr. Baylor said to her. “Are you in some creative field?”


  “No.” The red-haired girl opened the glass door and stepped into the large drawing room.


  “Oh, what sort of—?” Baylor followed her into the mansion.


  Diana bent to retrieve her empty glass from the stones.


  “My husband is very interested in creative people” Mrs. Baylor said. “Especially cute little red-haired ones.”


  The close-cropped blond young man trotted around them to hold the French window open. "Allow me, ladies.” His name was Chuck Piper.


  A tall silent man in a dark suit was standing in I lie drawing room, his back to the empty fireplace, a tray of fresh drinks in his hands. “I took the liberty of preparing another round.”


  “Very endearing of you, Bascom,” said Laura as she took one more of the same.


  “Thank you, miss.”


  When everyone was seated and served, Bascom quietly left them.


  Diana sat with her glass resting in both hands, a few feet away from the others. She was still dunking about what she’d seen and heard beyond the library wall.


  “Not enjoying my island?”


  The dark-haired girl looked up to her left to see Chris Danton standing there. She hadn’t been aware he’d entered the room. “No, I am,” she said. “It’s not a bad island at all.”


  “I’ve seen better,” said Danton with a grin. “But I had to travel round the world a few times to find them. Can I offer you a cigarette?” He sat in a comfortable chair next to her.


  “No, thanks, I don’t—”


  “That’s right. You don’t smoke,” said Danton. “I feel I know you so well by now, Diana, I should know that.” He pulled his cigarette case out of the side pocket of his tweed sport coat.


  Something came out with it, went fluttering to the floor. It was a long one-column newspaper clipping. It landed beside Diana’s foot. She picked it up.


  “You might be interested in that.” Danton tapped a cigarette on his closed case.


  The headline read Some Quaint Customs of Bangalla.


  “Oh, yes,” Diana said. It must be one of the clippings which had fallen out of the book she’d dropped in the concealed passway.


  “Or have you seen it already?”


  She glanced at the clipping in her hand. “No, I don’t believe so.”


  “I found it,” said Danton, pausing to light his cigarette, “on the hall floor near the library. Meant to return it to its place and forgot. I keep a collection of clippings about Bangalla in one of my travel books.” He smiled and inhaled smoke. “I thought perhaps you’d been in the library and taken a look at the book, since you’re the only other Bangalla buff I know. At least the only one presently on my island.”


  Placing the clipping carefully on the arm of her chair, Diana said, “I haven’t had a chance to explore your library yet, Chris.”


  “Well, I’ll have to acquaint you with it,” he said. “Many people mistake me for the simple outdoor type, but I’m really quite scholarly.” He laughed. “I’m sure you are.”


  Danton leaned closer. “There are a great many other things I’d like to show you on my little island, Diana,” he said. “Perhaps you could stay on a few more days.”


  The girl made herself hesitate. She didn’t know what exactly was going on here on San Obito, or what kind of game Danton was playing with her now. But she knew she wanted to get away—away and back to Santa Barbara as soon as she could.


  “Thanks very much, Chris,” she said finally. “But I really can’t. After all, I’m out here to spend


  •Dine time with Uncle Dave, and I should really
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  “Say no more.” Smiling, Danton left his chair.


  But at least sleep on the idea and see how it sounds to you in the morning.” He crossed to the blond Chuck Piper, said something quietly to him, and left the room.


  Diana awoke the next morning to find her room filled with glaring sunlight. She sat up in the four-poster bed, frowning. She felt as though she were arising after an illness. Her arms were stiff and she had a fading headache. “I shouldn’t feel I this way after one and a half cocktails yesterday afternoon.”


  The room was very warm, and awfully bright for this time of morning.


  But what time was it? The girl picked up her wristwatch from the bedside table. It was nearly noon. Diana held the ticking watch against her cheek. “I never sleep this late,” she murmured.


  She dressed quickly. As she did, she noticed the house seemed completely quiet. There was little sound from outside either, save the rasping cries of distant gulls.


  That cup of coffee Bascom brought me while Chris and I were talking in the library last night, she thought while tugging on her left shoe. Yes, there was a funny taste to it. But why would they try to . . .


  She ran to the door, turned the knob hard. It opened easily. Diana had had the sudden fear that she was locked in.


  The thickly carpeted hall was empty. Motes of shining dust drifted down through the sunlight.


  There was no sign of anyone having eaten breakfast in the dining room.


  “Maybe the servants have some idea of what’s going on,” Diana said. She pushed through the swinging door.


  The huge white kitchen was empty. There were no dishes in the double sink. Everything was spotless and in its place.


  “Hello,” the girl said aloud.


  She couldn’t find anyone outside, either.


  The patio was bare, all the canvas chairs folded and leaning against the stone wall of the house.


  There was no sign of life at the tennis court.


  “Maybe I can find someone down at the dock to take me away from here,” Diana told herself. But she had little hope.


  When she reached the edge of the cliff, she found both of the motorlaunches were gone.


  Well, she thought, it looks as though somebody wants me to stay on San Obito for a while.


  She watched the sea for a few moments, now feeling very cold. There still may be a chance to get a call through to Uncle Dave.


  Diana hurried back toward the gray stone house.


  Danton was standing in the front doorway, watching her approach.


  She stopped a few feet from him. “Everyone seems to be gone.”


  “Except for you and me,” said Danton. He laughed.


  CHAPTER SIX


  Danton was sitting far across the room from her. In an ornate high-back chair, his knees crossed, a cigarette between his fingers. “Why won’t you accept my explanation, Diana?” he asked her.


  The sunlight coming through the high windows behind him was so bright she couldn’t see his face. From the low couch where she’d been sitting since they came into the house ten minutes before, the girl replied, “It’s very flattering, Chris, but somehow I. .


  “You don’t believe me.” His handsome head seemed to be glowing.


  Diana looked away, turning her eyes from the glare of the afternoon sun. “Not really, no.”


  Danton gave a mock sigh. “People all over the globe accept me as a devil-may-care impetuous fellow,” he said. “But not Diana Palmer.”


  “Why don’t we stop this?” said the girl. “I’d like to go home.”


  “Diana, I went to great lengths to arrange all this,” he insisted. “Simply so you and I could be alone together on my little island. Don’t rob me of this romantic interlude.”


  She looked again in his direction. “You may have, somehow or other, gotten everybody else off the island,” she said. “But it wasn’t for romantic reasons, Chris.”


  Laughing, Danton stood up, harsh yellow light outlining his tall figure. “Very well, let’s stop the fencing,” he said. “You were in the library yesterday afternoon, weren’t you?”


  Diana said, “Yes, I was.”


  “And you discovered how to get the wall to open?”


  She nodded. “That’s right, yes.”


  “At the risk of sounding like Bluebeard, Diana, I must say I wish you hadn’t done that.” He was moving slowly toward her.


  “Chris,” she said, “please just take me back to Santa Barbara. I don’t want to know anything more about what’s going on here. I’m quite willing to forget I was ever on your island ... or that I ever knew you.”


  Danton laughed yet again. “Oh, I’m certain you would, Diana,” he said. “The niece of a retired police official. No, I’m afraid you’ve walked into something you can’t simply walk out of.” He was quite near her now. “Why?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean, did someone suggest you get to know me in order that you could come out here and search my house?”


  Diana smiled up at him, a rueful smile. “Nobody but me suggested I get to know you. Now I’m wondering why.”


  Danton stood above her, watching her face. ‘Well, we’ll find out all about your motives later,” he said at last. “I feel a certain amount of disappointment, Diana, because I actually am fond of you. If only you hadn’t gone poking into my business.”


  “I don’t care about your business, Chris,” she said. “Whatever it is.”


  “Ah, but I care,” he said. “Right at the moment this little Sea Horse operation accounts for a healthy chunk of the Danton fortunes. I’m sure you must have at least a faint notion of what’s going on.”


  “I haven’t given it much thought.”


  Danton reached out and put his hands on her shoulders. “Whether you’re working for anyone or not, Diana, you’re not naive,” he told her. "You found out how to open the passageway entrance; you got into the secret part of the villa. You overheard certain of my employees talking. And, unfortunately for the future of our relationship, you dropped the book you were carrying—a book on Bangalla with many loose clippings pertaining to the country stuffed between its pages. You neglected to pick up one of those little pieces of newspaper, Diana, and I found it. Much to my sorrow.” His thumbs were pressing hard into her shoulders, hurting her. She didn’t allow herself to complain. “We’ve established I was there, Chris,” she said in an even voice. “There’s no need to prolong the discussion.”


  “Forgive me,” he said, “perhaps I was bragging a bit too much about my detective abilities. Let me get to the point.” He let go of her and stepped back. “You—and excuse me for using such a melodramatic phrase—you know too much, Diana. I’m truly sorry.”


  She said quietly, “And so?”


  “I have ways, or rather a certain fellow in my employ has ways, of making you forget.”


  Diana’s eyes widened. “What are you talking about, Chris?”


  “It will be quite simple and painless I assure you.” He smiled at her. “The process may, however, take a few days. Which is why I had to arrange for us to be relatively alone.”


  “How do you expect all the people who were here not to . .


  “Most of them, with the exception of those somewhat nondescript Baylors, work for me,” he said. “And the Baylors, especially the dowdy Mrs. Baylor, were quite ready to believe I wanted to be alone with you so our courtship could progress at a more rapid rate.”


  “What about Uncle Dave?”


  “By now Laura has called him from her apartment in Santa Barbara and told him my phone service is disrupted,” replied Danton. “She has conveyed a message from you to the effect that you’ll be staying on for a few more happy days on San Obito.”


  “I see,” said Diana.


  Across the wide white table from her, Danton said, “I’m pleased you decided to join me for dinner, Diana.”


  “I thought I’d make one more effort to persuade you to take me back to Santa Barbara, Chris.” “You’re not eating,” he said, ignoring her request.


  “I’m not hungry.”


  “A pity. I cooked this entire meal myself. The Coquilles San Jacques are one of my specialties.” “Chris, really, you can’t be serious about keeping me a prisoner here.”


  “Oh, yes, I’m quite serious, Diana.” He drank some of his white wine.


  “When you finally do let me go,” she told him, “I’ll be able to tell about what you . . .”


  “No, no, you didn’t quite comprehend what I explained to you this afternoon.” Danton gave all his attention to setting his wine glass back on the white tablecloth. “When you return to the loving arms of your uncle, you won’t remember any of what’s been done to you. You will honestly believe you had a pleasant vacation here on San Obito with me. The rooms concealed beneath the villa, the activities of the Sea Horse . . . all—all—will have faded completely from your mind.”


  “How do you propose to bring that off?”


  “I’m expecting the arrival at any moment of a long-time friend of mine, a Dr. Moeller . . . no, es-cuse me, calls himself Dr. Martinson these days. Quite an old man, but extremely gifted. Gifted in what one might call the techniques of persuasion, and in the inducing of forgetfulness.” “Brainwashing, you mean?”


  “An outmoded term,” replied Danton, smiling at her. “Dr. Martinson’s techniques are much more sophisticated, and hence much more rapid.” “Suppose they don’t work on me?”


  “Oh, they always work,” he assured her. “And, if by some unforeseen and highly unlikely accident, you ever did remember and try to talk . . . well, I’m afraid you’d have something unpleasant happen. I wouldn’t like to see that, which is why I’m relying on the more pleasant methods of the good doctor.” He gestured at her plate. “None of your food or drink is drugged this evening, if that’s what you’re afraid of. I didn’t feel it would be necessary.”


  “That’s a comforting thought.” Diana continued to ignore her dinner.


  From the far doorway came a dry cough. “Gutenacht,” began the small, bent old man who stood there.


  Danton cut him off with, “Sprect englisch bitte.” He stood at his place. “Diana Palmer, permit me to introduce my old friend, Dr. Martinson.”


  “I’m anxious to get started,” said the dry old man.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  Low fog was drifting through the boat marina. The sign hanging over the small white shack was faded, blistered by its nearness to the sea. It announced “Boats for Hire.” From inside the shack came a ghostly gray light and the sound of gunfire and fast cars.


  The Phantom knocked on the peeling red door.


  After a moment, a voice called out, “Closed for the day. Good night.”


  The Phantom knocked again.


  The guns and the squealing cars suddenly were silent.


  “What in the hell do you—?” A short fat man of fifty yanked the door open. He got a look at the big powerful man standing out there in the mist and amended his approach. “What I mean is, I’m closed up. I’m sitting here with a brew, taking my ease and—”


  “I need a motorboat,” the Phantom told him.


  The fat man rubbed at his thick neck. “Afraid I can’t help you, mister. I’m not about to take a boat out at this—”


  “I won’t require your services, only a boat.”


  A puffy left eyelid almost closed. The man studied his visitor. “Where do you want to go?”


  “San Obito Island.”


  The boatman glanced back into his shack, at the still-playing now-silent, television set. “San Obito, huh? Never taken anybody there. Guy who owns it is a rich snooty kind of guy, got his own boats, two beauties, and he’s also got him a yacht that’ll put your eye—”


  “About the launch?” said the Phantom.


  “You invited out there? I know he throws a lot of shindigs, but usually he sends his own boats over. Besides, this is an odd hour to . .


  Producing a wallet from an inner pocket of his belted raincoat, the Phantom said, “I’ll pay you double your usual fee.”


  “Double, huh?” His glance drifted again to the television screen. “Every Sunday night I try not to miss Bill Nolan, Private Shamus. My favorite .show, but still I—”


  “You can stay here and watch it. I’ll leave a deposit on the boat.”


  The boatman massaged his fat neck again. “Don’t get an excuse to take a look at San Obito Island every day. Like to run you over there myself, if that’s okay by you.”


  “As long,” said the Phantom, “as you do what I tell you.”


  “There she is,” announced the fat boatman from the wheel of the launch. He had introduced himself as Cap Nordling. “What you can see of her.” The island was a jagged silhouette in the night fog. “Circle it once,” the Phantom instructed. “Keep at this distance.”


  “Whatever you say, Mr. Walker.”


  When they had made their circuit of Chris Danton’s private island, the Phantom said, “Take us in a little closer to that inlet we passed.”


  “Don’t you want to land at their dock?” asked Nordling. “I hear as how they got some kind of big nasty dogs roaming the place at night.”


  The Phantom did not reply.


  The boatman followed orders. “Right over there.”


  “Now cut your engines for a few minutes. Then you can get back to your TV detectives.”


  Nordling turned his fat head to squint at his passenger. “How you figuring to get home?”


  “I noticed two boats around at the private dock,” answered the Phantom. “I’m sure one of those will do ”


  “You going to swim over to the island?”


  Beneath his clothes, the Phantom wore his tight-fitting costume. Now he transferred his wallet to a waterproof pocket in his broad black belt. “You can give my clothes to charity.”


  “Your clothes to charity . . . huh?” Nordling turned again to look at the man who’d hired his boat.


  There was no one there, only a neatly folded pile of clothes sitting on one imitation-leather seat. “Huh,” repeated the fat boatman.


  The first dog came at him when he had been on the island less than five minutes. A huge, silky-black Doberman pinscher, it did not bark or growl. It simply came hurtling out of the fog straight at the Phantom.


  Seconds before, he had detected the sound of its paws pounding the ground of the rocky hillside.


  As the silent animal came for him, the masked man made a pivoting sidestep, like a skilled matador eluding a charging bull. He swung out expertly with one fist and dealt the big dog a cracking blow to the occipital region of the skull.


  Letting out a single whimpering sigh, the guard dog fell to the ground and stayed there, unconscious.


  The costumed Phantom continued on his way across the fogbound island.


  Soon he was among trees, low, gnarled trees much twisted by long years of facing the sea wind. At the far edge of this small, stunted forest stood a human guard: a bulky man in a black wind-breaker, carrying a rifle.


  Unlike the dog, the man did not sense the Phantom’s presence at all. The jungle-reared masked man moved by him silently and unobserved.


  Dimly up ahead, the lighted windows of Sea Horse Villa glowed through the fog. The Phantom


  halted.


  A second dog took notice of him. This one began harking, a loud chesty bark as it came galloping through the fog toward the Phantom.


  He dropped abruptly to the ground and the gray police dog sailed completely over him. Leaping to his feet, standing wide-legged, he faced the bristling animal.


  It darted at him, growling and barking, then darted back.


  Before it worked itself up to another leap, the Phantom felled it with two chopping blows.


  He left the fallen animal and ran directly toward the house, the fog thick around him.


  “Over this way,” called a man off in the mist. “Sarge was barking at something over here.”


  “I’m coming, I’m coming,” said another man. “Can’t see my nose in front of my—” He had glanced to his left to discover the Phantom standing there.


  Before the guard could cry out, the Phantom had pressed one hand over his mouth and hit him three times in the neck. When the Phantom felt


  the man go limp, he let him fall to the damp ground.


  “Diana’s new friend,” the Phantom said to himself, “is certainly anxious to maintain his privacy.


  Then, from within the big house, he heard Diana’s voice. She was screaming.


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  The man in the hallway reached under his coat when he saw the Phantom.


  The masked man kept right on coming. He hit the man squarely on the jaw before more than the pistol grip showed outside the coat. The Phantom hit him with the fist which wore his skull ring. The force of the blow etched a skull design on the guard’s face.


  Snatching the pistol from the man’s lax fingers, the Phantom tossed it into a nearby vase. Then he sprinted upstairs. That was where Diana’s cry had come from.


  He had let himself in through a rear door in the gray stone villa, using a small lock-picking tool from his belt.


  There was no one patrolling the second floor. At the end of the shadowy corridor, yellow light was seeping out from under a closed door.


  “This will not hurt at all, young lady,” said a frail dry voice on the other side of the door. “Please to come back over here, so that we may proceed.”


  “No,” said Diana, “I won’t let you do this to me.”


  “You really haven’t much choice, Diana,” said another man. His voice was deep, self-assured. “Oh, and don’t waste your time on another of those screams. No one’s outside but my night watch.”


  “Chris, this is all insane,” said the girl.


  “Please, young lady, let’s get on,” said the older man. “My time is at a premium and I find these delays most annoying.”


  “So come on over here and sit in the chair again,” said Chris Danton.


  The Phantom drew his twin automatics from their waterproof holsters. He raised one booted foot and kicked the door open.


  The two men looked at him blankly for a second. Old Dr. Martinson had a hypodermic needle in one dry bony hand. Danton was standing next to a white metal table. The hght from the single hanging ceiling lamp colored his handsome face a watery gold.


  “How did you . . .” began Diana. She was in the corner of the small laboratory. “Oh, never mind. I’m so glad you’re here.”


  “Join me on this side of the room,” the Phantom told the girl. “Danton, keep both your hands right where they are.”


  “You have me at a disadvantage, sir,” said Danton with a gracious smile. “You know my name and I don’t know yours. Looks like you’ve had a spell in the water. Bit chilly for swimming, isn’t it?”


  Diana crossed the room, keeping as far away from the two men as she could.


  “You’re quite well known up and down the coast,” the Phantom said to the owner of the Sea Horse Villa. “Particularly to the narcotics authorities.”


  “All,” smiled Danton, “slurs and libels. No one has any proof.”


  “So that’s it,” said Diana when she was beside the Phantom on the threshold. “That’s what you’re using those concealed rooms for—to store narcotics that you must be smuggling up from Mexico on that yacht of yours.”


  “Diana, you really are starting to sound like a narc.”


  The Phantom gestured at old Dr. Martinson with the black automatic in his left hand. “Set the needle on the table, Doctor, and very slowly hand me that large roll of surgical tape.”


  The doctor dropped the hypo. “What tape? I don’t see—”


  Diana walked back into the room and picked up the tape. “Let’s have your hands behind your back, Doctor. It won’t hurt a bit.”


  While the old man mumblingly complied, the Phantom cautioned, “Go carefully, Diana.”


  “That’s a very individual outfit your champion is decked out in, Diana,” said the handsome Danton. “It reminds me of something.”


  “Turn around, Danton, with your hands behind you,” ordered the Phantom.


  Danton had moved slightly so that Diana and the old doctor were between him and the Phantom’s guns. “Oh, of course. Anything to oblige, my mysterious friend.” Suddenly Danton dived to his right and clutched at something on the wall.


  The lights went out. Then glass was shattered. The Phantom stepped into the room and caught hold of Diana. “Let’s go.”


  Out in the hallway she asked, “Aren’t you going after him?”


  “He’s off in the fog outside by now.” He guided her down the stairway. “My first concern is to get you safely off this island.”


  “Jumping out the window like that,” said Diana as they ran toward the front of the house. “It must be fifteen feet to the ground.”


  “I’d guess Danton is pretty good at surviving.”


  The Phantom opened the door. Fog came swirling in. He had holstered one of his automatics. He took hold of the girl’s hand and led her out into the night.


  Roughly fifteen minutes later, they were down the black cliffside and on Danton’s private dock. The two motorlaunches, pale and chill in the mist, were bobbing gently in their berths.


  Coming down here from the villa they had encountered one more guard.


  The man had gotten off one shot before the Phantom had blasted the man’s pistol from his hand and knocked him out.


  There was no one watching the boats.


  Diana climbed into the nearest launch while the Phantom prepared to cast off. “We’re in luck,” she called softly. “The keys are in this one.”


  “What?” The Phantom straightened.


  “I said they’d left the keys, which will , . .” The Phantom moved down the mist-slick planking to the other boat and hopped aboard. There were no keys in this one. “We’ll take this one,” he said to the dark-haired girl.


  Diana gave a puzzled shrug and left the boat to join him in the second. “Don’t you like to do things the easy way?”


  “Maybe too easy,” he answered while he knelt below the wheel and sliced the wiring so he could run the launch without a key. “Maybe somebody would like us to use that particular boat.”


  “You don’t think Danton can have come down here to booby-trap one of his own motorboats?” “There,” said the Phantom. The engine was turning over, chugging loudly. He returned to the dock, cast off, and jumped back to the launch to take it out of the little harbor and into the ocean.


  Diana sat near him with her arms folded. “I thought you were ... I don’t know—at one of the other ends of the earth someplace.”


  “And I thought you were spending a sedate vacation in polite Santa Barbara society,” the Phantom said as he headed the launch back toward the California coast. “Instead I find you involved with a dashing playboy.”


  Diana laughed. “You’re not jealous, are you?” “No,” he answered.


  “I have to admit Chris Danton seemed . . . well, charming at first,” the girl said. “But, Kit, he really turned out to be a pretty dreadful person. How did you hear about him, and all this narcotics business?”


  “A federal agent I ran into up in the Bay Area happened to mention your playboy friend,” answered the masked man. “As Danton pointed out, no one’s ever been able to prove anything against him. Quite a few people, however, are convinced he’s pretty deep into narcotics smuggling.”


  “I think they’ll be able to prove something now,” she told the Phantom. “I stumbled into a concealed part of the villa. I’m fairly certain they’ve still got drugs stored there.”


  “That’s why Danton was holding on to you?” “I’m not as subtle as you, I guess,” she said with a sigh. “He found out I was in there and—this is really fantastic to me—they were going to brainwash me. So I wouldn’t remember anything.”


  The Phantom said, “That’s what the little doctor was for?”


  “Yes,” she replied. “Oh, and a funny thing, Kit, about the doctor . .


  The rear end of the launch exploded with a great belching boom, spewing flame and twists of metal up into the misty night.


  CHAPTER NINE


  Danton stood with his hands on his hips high up on the black cliffs. When the sound of the motor-launch exploding reached him, his first reaction was deep hearty laughter. “One up on you, my masked friend,” he said into the foggy night. Then his face became momentarily sad as he toned away from the sea. “But it’s a shame poor Diana had to go as well.”


  He made his way back toward his villa, one hand in the pocket of his slacks, whistling an old European folk tune. “Yes, too bad about the girl. She was quite lovely,” Danton reflected. “But there are more lovely girls in the world than million-dollar business enterprises. So there can never really be any question about which one has to be sacrificed. And I did, sincerely, try to spare— what’s that?”


  Someone was groaning off to his right, hidden by the thick fog.


  The last guard the Phantom had knocked out was coming to. “Some guy,” he said, “in a trick suit... he really clobbered me.”


  Jerking the man roughly to his feet, Danton told him, “You were hired, Hugo, because of a reputed ability to clobber others. I must say I—” “He had something in his hand,” complained Hugo, rubbing his injured jaw. “He must of had a sackful of nickels or a pair of knucks or something. Because it sure as hell felt like it.”


  “He wasn’t carrying a sack of nickels when I


  saw him last, Hugo.” Danton strode off in the direction of his house.


  Trotting after him, Hugo said, “Well, he left a funny mark on my face. You don’t do that with your bare hands.” He was rubbing his fingertips over his cheek. “Feels like some kind of funny drawing or . . .”


  “What?” Danton stopped. He pulled out his cigarette lighter and flicked it on.


  “Right there, see? It feels like I been tattooed.” Hugo poked a finger at his injured face.


  “Ah,” said Danton, studying the mark the Phantom had left on his henchman’s face. “This confirms what I suspected earlier.”


  “What is it?”


  “Over in Bangalla, they call it the Sign of the Skull.”


  Hugo scowled, rubbing hard at the skull mark. “That don’t sound so good. Is it some kind of disease I caught?”


  Danton smiled. “It’s the trademark of our late visitor,” he said. “He’s known as the Phantom.”


  “The Phantom? Never heard of him.”


  “Nor is it likely you’ll hear of him again,” Danton assured him. “And yet . . . they do say he can never die.”


  “This is all getting to sound very spooky.” Hugo dropped back, started off toward the side of the villa.


  Chuckling, Danton walked on into his giant house. “I wonder now how true all the tales about the Phantom are.”


  “Hey, boss,” called a guard from the other end of the hall. This was the man the Phantom had felled on his way out.


  “What is it, Steranko?”


  “That guy in the funny costume who came bar


  reling out of here a while back,” said Steranko moving toward his employer. “He socked me in the mouth and you know what it left on my face? I was just looking in the mirror and—”


  “A skull sign, yes,” answered Danton.


  “Yeah, how’d you know?”


  Danton stepped into the library and shut the door. “I’m absolutely certain they’re both dead,” he said as he crossed to the phone. “I don’t want to let myself be hoodooed by a bunch of native superstitions, but it won’t hurt to be absolutely sure in this case.” He dialed a mainland number.


  Laura, the red-haired girl, lived in a small rented cottage quite near the ocean. Her favorite room was the yellow-and-white kitchen. At the moment she was in there, indulging in her most recent hobby of pastry-making. She often fooled around in the kitchen like this late at night when she couldn’t sleep.


  She was sifting flour into a bowl with a pale-blue stripe around it when the phone began to ring. “In a minute,” she said in the direction of the wall.


  The tan wall phone went on ringing while she set down the sifter, and wiped her hands on the backside of her tight blue-denim slacks.


  On the eleventh ring, she picked up the instrument and said, “This is an ungodly hour.”


  “Did I awaken you, littla Laura?”


  “We never sleep,” she answered. “I’m getting flour all over everything, damn.”


  Danton said, “Get all the whimsy out of your system as soon as you can. I have something serious to discuss.”


  “Fire away,” said the redhead.


  “Perhaps,” said Danton, “I’m being overly cau


  iious. Yet I feel that I’ve built my various successes out of a careful and cautious approach.” “You’re about as cautious as Jean LaFitte,” she said. “What’s the trouble now, Chris?”


  “You recall my weekend guest?”


  “Miss Sweetness and Light, sure. How’s she getting along?”


  Danton said, “I’m afraid she’s passed away.” “That’s too bad.”


  “However, the thought occurs to me that she may not have,” said Danton. “It’s a very remote possibility. Still. . .”


  “You want me to check something out for you?” “Yes, little Laura,” said Danton. “You might watch her place of residence and determine whether she returns to the living.”


  “I understand,” said Laura.


  “She may be accompanied by a man, a tall relatively young man,” continued Danton. “I’m anxious to learn of his fate, too,”


  “Yes,” said the small girl. “Suppose I can’t really see to—?”


  “I suggest you go in the company of someone else,” said Danton. “I’d be truly disappointed if you can’t, should the necessity arise, settle this problem for me. However, if you absolutely can’t . . . then you might recall to mind, at least, the fate of poor Carlos.”


  “That one again?”


  “If it’s the only way,” said Danton. “In which event, please notify me. And you will then have to make arrangements . . . well, you do understand my meaning.”


  “Oh, sure,” said Laura into the phone. “But let’s put on a happy face and hope for the best. Bye.” She hung up, then made another call. The content of this one, to any outsider, was even more


  cryptic than the conversation with Chris Danton.


  After thoroughly washing the flour from her hands and face, Laura went into her bedroom. Carefully, she slid the bed a foot to the left and knelt. By pressing a board in the hardwood floor in two places, she caused it to pop free. In the long trough below lay a rifle. And beneath that a small plastic bag full of white powder.


  Laura took both these things with her when she left the cottage ten minutes later.


  CHAPTER TEN


  There was blackness all around him, a chill, engulfing blackness. Kicking with his powerful legs, the Phantom shot upward through the water. He erupted up into heavy fog.


  “Diana! Diana!” he called as he treaded water.


  There was no answering cry.


  He could only see a few feet in any direction. Off to his right there was a faint orange glow, which must be the burning launch.


  “Diana!” he called again.


  A faint answer came from off in the fog.


  He called her name once more, but got no reply this time. The Phantom began swimming in the direction the voice had come from. The mist clinging to the night sea swirled up as he passed through it.


  “This is about the spot,” he told himself after swimming a few yards.


  The girl was not there.


  The Phantom inhaled air through his mouth, then dived beneath the surface.


  He circled through the cold darkness. Something brushed against his side.


  Reaching out, the Phantom caught hold of the girl’s wrist. He slipped one arm around her and pulled her up with him.


  When her head was out of the water, Diana blinked. “I thought . . she said. “I thought I could . . . stay afloat. . . but—”


  “Never mind,” he told her. “Are you hurt?”


  The girl thought. “Not physically injured I don’t think,” she answered. “But I feel awfully . . . worn out, I guess.”


  “Relax now,” the Phantom said. “I’ll get us back to the coast.”


  “It must be- miles and . . She stopped, then said, “Yes, I’m sure you can.”


  Holding her with one arm, the Phantom began swimming.


  “I thought Chris—I didn’t think he . . . wanted to kill me.”


  The Phantom did not reply.


  “Kit,” said Diana after a moment. “I hear something.”


  The masked man had heard it, too. “Sounds like a boat. Your friend Danton may have come out to make sure his booby-trap worked. Be ready to duck underwater if he passes close by.”


  The sound of the boat’s motor grew louder behind the mist.


  Diana took a deep breath and held it.


  “Mr. Walkerl Mr. Walker, are you around here anyplace?”


  The Phantom grinned. “It’s the curious Cap Nordling,” he told the girl. “Yes, over here, Cap,” he called.


  “Who’s Cap Nordling?” Diana asked.


  “The man who’s going to give us a lift home.” The lights of Nordling’s craft caught them. “I been circling around out here,” he said, killing the engine and bringing his boat up beside them. “Got to admit, I took to wondering what was going on over on San Obito. So I stuck around for a spell. When I heard that explosion, I said to myself, I bet that’s Mr. Walker. I bet he borrowed one of them boats and— ”


  “Help her in.” The Phantom lifted the dripping Diana up toward the boat.


  “Evening, miss.” Nordling got hold of both her hands and pulled her in. “My name’s Cap Nordling. Usually on Sunday nights, I devote myself to viewing a private-eye show I’m fond of, but I-”


  “We appreciate it,” Diana said.


  Nordling moved to a cabinet. "Yeah, here’s one.” He tossed her a large fish-patterned beach towel. “Dry off some.”


  The Phantom was climbing into the craft. “It would be a good idea to get back to land as soon as we can.”


  “Might be more explosions?” asked the fat boatman, starting his engine again.


  “That’s one possibility,” replied the masked man.


  Nordling looked him up and down. “I still got them clothes you left,” he said. “Are you . . .” His voice trailed off.


  “Yes?”


  “I was going to ask why you was dressed up like that,” Nordling said. “Decided it’s none of my business.”


  They headed for the mainland.


  Diana, with the borrowed towel round her shoulders, leaned back in the passenger seat of the Phantom’s Alfa Romeo. “So Chris Danton put the keys in that launch,” she said. “Figuring we’d then take the other one.”


  “A simple trick,” said the Phantom. He was wearing his tan raincoat now and dark glasses. “I should have recognized it.”


  “It’s all right,” said the dark-haired girl. “We’re back safe in Santa Barbara and I’m off that island. All’s right with the world, more or less.” She put her hand on his.


  The Phantom headed the car into the hills. “Danton may make another try,” he told the girl. “Once he finds out we weren’t killed.”


  “As soon as we tell somebody about him,” Diana said, “the whole business will be all over. I mean, they can raid San Obito and they’ll find the secret rooms and so on.”


  “When we reach your uncle’s, I’ll put through a call to a friend of mine up in San Francisco,” said the Phantom. “He’ll let me know who to contact here in Santa Barbara.”


  Diana watched him for a few silent seconds. “Then you’ll be able to stop for a while, Eat? Stay here, a few days anyway.”


  “Yes.” The Phantom smiled, but the smile slowly faded. “But first, I want to make sure Chris Danton is caught. I don’t like what he tried to do to you on that island.”


  Her hand pressed tighter on his. “Let the authorities take care of him. I don’t want you to—” “I have to,” he said.


  “Yes, I understand.”


  The Phantom parked a half block away from the house of Diana’s uncle. After the engine died, he sat looking out at the misty street. There were only two cars parked on this quiet residential avenue. And no cars showing in any of the driveways.


  “Stay here a moment,” he said to the girl as he stepped out onto the night street. Standing next to the car, he surveyed the area with narrowed eyes. The fog had thinned somewhat. A brief frown touched his forehead.


  “What is it?” asked Diana, leaning across the car toward him.


  He shook his head, “Nothing. It seems to be safe.” He came around and opened her door.


  Uncle Dave met them on his porch. “Di, you’re okay!” He put his arms round her.


  “Yes, I’m fine, though a bit soggy still.”


  “I noticed, I noticed,” said Uncle Dave. “What happened?”


  “We’ll talk inside.” The Phantom urged them into the house.


  In the living room, Uncle Dave walked to the big windows facing the patio. “Let me close these dam drapes,” he said. “I’ve been thinking about you two and forgot all about it.”


  As the old man’s hand reached for the draw cord, a bullet came shattering through the glass.


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  The shot passed within inches of the Phantom’s head. He shoved Diana to the floor. “Stay down!”


  “You all right?” said Uncle Dave, who had thrown himself back away from the wide windows.


  The Phantom turned on his heel, ran from the room, and into the hallway.


  Another bullet smashed its way through the patio window.


  Quietly, the Phantom eased his way through the dark kitchen. He took hold of the knob of the door leading outside, silently turned it, and pushed the door open an inch.


  The fog was even thinner now and he could see nearly twenty feet into the large patio area through the slit of an opening.


  There was no one near this part of the house.


  The Phantom moved out into the night, crouched, staying in the shadows. He slid his right-hand automatic out of its holster.


  Then he spotted a figure moving near the stucco wall which fenced the far side of the patio. A small slim figure, half-hidden by giant ferns and big-leaved bushes.


  The Phantom began to run, out of the shadows and along the pool edge.


  The figure turned and sent a rifle shot in his direction. -


  He was already diving through the air. The bullet whizzed through the mist above him.


  Landing in a bed of red flowers, the Phantom fired at the figure. That one went wide. Before he could fire again, the Phantom realized he was facing a girl.


  She was on the move again, lost for a moment among the tangled growth.


  Next he saw her poised on the tile top of the wall.


  “Stop right there!” he ordered.


  The girl, red hair fluttering out behind her like a streamer, leaped from the wall.


  In an instant, the Phantom was scaling the wall. From the top, he saw the small girl, her rifle held out at the end of her straight right arm, running along the sidewalk.


  He jumped to the ground and took off after her.


  She sped around a corner, narrowly missing bumning into an oak tree growing near the curb.


  When the Phantom rounded the same comer, the girl was half a block ahead of him. As he passed the big oak, he heard, a shuffling sound.


  Before he could look around, something hit him incredibly hard across the back of the neck. He took three more wavering steps before toppling down to lie still on the gray concrete.


  Agent Marcus was sitting in the middle of the swayback couch in his small inland apartment. It was a shade after 2:00 a.m., and he was smoking a menthol cigarette while he watched a Los Angeles talk show. Three rumpled men on the screen were discussing the possibility of communication after death with the less rumpled host.


  The phone rang. Marcus reached over to grab it. “Yeah?”


  “Maybe we have something,” said Busino. “Is there somebody there with you?”


  “Two spiritualists and a medium.” Marcus turned off the sound. “What have you got?”


  “Well, one of my sources,” said Pu«ino, “phoned me a few minutes ago with a tin. Now, I don’t know, this may not be worth anything, but see what you think.” There was, at a distance, someone howling in the background.


  “Who’s that screaming?”


  “Skippy,” answered Busino. “He’s teething. You know how it is.”


  Marcus, a bachelor, replied, “Sure. Now what about this tip?”


  “Hold on. Buzzy is awake and wants a glass of water.” The phone was set on the table with a clack.


  Marcus watched the silent screen and tried to guess what the four tiny men were saying. One of them was flapping his arms.


  “See what you think.” Busino was back on the phone. “Now, maybe we can just as well wait until morning. Still I figured I ought to . . .”


  “So te}l me already.”


  “My source says—and this kid’s always been pretty reliable—he says that this girl we were talking about is in on the junk-smuggling racket.” “Which girl is this?”


  “Diana Palmer.”


  “You mean Dave Palmer’s niece?”


  “It does sound unlikely, doesn’t it?” said Busino. “But this kid, you know, has always been pretty reliable. He swears Diana Pa'mer is out here to oversee a big shipment of heroin being brought in from Mexico. Not only that, she’s got some of the stuff stashed at her place richt this minute.”


  Marcus gave a snort. “Some junkie’s dream,” he said.


  “Maybe so,” admitted Busino. “Still she has


  been real close with Chris Danton since she hit Santa Barbara.”


  After talcing a couple puffs on his cigarette, Marcus said, “There is that, yeah,” he said. “Well, I suppose we better look into it.”


  “Want me to let the local boys in on this?”


  “No,” said Marcus. “I want to handle this thing quietly. They have a tendency to bust down doors.”


  “Yeah, they do come on like gangbusters.” “What?”


  “I say they kind of come on like gangbusters.” “What’t that mean?”


  “You know, there used to be a radio show when we were kids,” explained Busino. “That was the name of it, Gangbusters, and everybody now says—”


  “Pick me up here in fifteen minutes,” said Marcus.


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  There were enormous orange-and-yellow flowers beneath him. He lifted his head slightly, said, “Ouch.”


  “Take it easy, Kit,” said Diana.


  Wincing, the Phantom pushed himself up further from the gaudy bedspread. “Everybody okay?” “Yes, you scared them off apparently,” said the girl. “When you didn’t come back after a few minutes, we went out looking and found you lying on the sidewalk around the corner.”


  Gingerly, he touched the back of his head. “I didn’t see who hit me at all.”


  “I think we’d better get a doctor for you. If you didn’t wake up soon, I was going to call one anyway.”


  “No, I’m okay. This is not all that serious.”


  “Well, maybe the police will insist on your going to the emergency ward.”


  “Police?” Very slowly, the Phantom rolled over onto his back.


  “They’re up front in the living room, talking to Uncle Dave,” she replied. “Santa Barbara is a relatively conservative town. You can’t shoot off rifles in the middle of the night and not attract police.”


  He touched at his face. “Got my glasses?”


  The girl reached to a bedside table. “Here.” Putting the dark glasses on, he swung his legs over the edge of the bed.


  She asked, “Did you see who tried to kill us?”


  “One of them. It was a girl, a small girl in her twenties with red hair.”


  “Red hair?”


  “That means something to you?”


  “Yes, one of the so-called guests on Chris Danton’s island was a redhead named Laura Lever-son,” answered Diana. “She’s the one who called my uncle with that phony message about my staying on.”


  “Looks like she does more than deliver messages.”


  “Chris is very determined to kill us,” Diana said. “But, Kit, how could he know so soon that we hadn’t died in the boat explosion?”


  “He probably didn’t,” the Phantom told her. “He’s simply covering all the bases. He must have told his red-haired sharpshooter to keep an eye on this house. The assumption being if we got out of the ocean alive we’d come back here.”


  “Laura missed, but Chris isn’t likely to give up. Is he?”


  “I think he’ll have to give up now,” replied the Phantom. “He’s going to have to concentrate on getting himself safely away.” He glanced at the phone. “Let me make a call to my federal-agent friend up in San Francisco.”


  Diana was watching the partially open door of the bedroom. You could hear the voices of the patrolmen who were in the living room with her uncle.


  At the phone, the Phantom punched out a special number.


  “Hello?” answered a wide-awake voice.


  “Terry, this is Walker.”


  “Hi,” said Agent Terry, “you still here in SF?”


  “Down in Santa Barbara,” he said. “And I’ve


  got quite a lot of information on that gentleman known as Chris Danton.”


  “Great. What have you got?”


  “I think I know where he’s keeping some of the narcotics.”


  “Good. We think he’s got another shipment due in from the South in the next day or so. We can set up a—”


  “Time is something we don’t have,” cut in the Phantom. “Danton knows I know. He’s tried to kill us twice. Since he’s failed and knows it, I think he’ll run for it.”


  “Us? Who’s us?”


  Ignoring the question, he asked, “Who can I get in touch with here in the Santa Barbara area. We have to hit this island of his right now, tonight if possible.”


  “Call Marcus.” Terry gave him a local number. “He’s a good man, just recently transferred in from the East.”


  “I’ll talk to him.”


  “Let me know as soon as something cracks,” requested Terry. “I’ve been trying to get something positive on this Danton guy for too long now.”


  “I will.”


  The bedroom door was pushed slowly open. Uncle Dave entered, his face strangely immobile and pale.


  “What is it?” Diana asked as she walked toward him.


  “Somebody wants to talk to you, Di.”


  “More police?”


  "No, this is a federal man,” said Uncle Dave. “An agent named Marcus.”


  Agent Marcus lit a menthol cigarette as he circled slowly around the sofa in the den. “So you say you never knew Chris Danton before you arrived in Santa Barbara, Miss Palmer?”


  Diana was sitting on the dark sofa next to the Phantom. Her uncle was behind the wooden desk. “That’s right, I met him here,” she said. “At a party of my uncle’s, the day I got in.”


  “You have no idea what kind of business he’s in?”


  “Yes, he’s smuggling drugs,” answered the girl. Marcus was around in front of the sofa. He halted. “You mean you—?”


  “Look,” the Phantom told him, “right now Danton is probably clearing off of San Obito.”


  Exhaling smoke, Marcus said, “I prefer to handle this thing my way . . . Mr. Walker. Now, Miss Palmer, how long have you been aware that—?” “What are you trying to tie Diana in with?” Uncle Dave wanted to know.


  “I’m trying to find out exactly what her connection with Danton is,” Marcus replied. “I have a great deal of respect for you, Mr. Palmer, and your reputation. But—”


  The Phantom said, “You must know Terry.” “Up in Frisco? Yeah, I know him. Why?”


  “I was just on the phone with him. He told me to get in touch with you about Danton.”


  “So you know Terry, huh?” Marcus crossed to the desk to snuff out his cigarette in a seashell ashtray.


  “Call him now and confirm it.”


  “I’ll do that,” promised Marcus. “But first, I want to ask Miss Palmer a few more questions. For instance, how does this shooting here tonight link up with your relationship to Danton?”


  “Danton’s behind it,” answered Diana. “He wants to kill us. With you around, though, that hardly seems necessary.”


  Uncle Dave was standing up, angry. “Why’d you come here, Marcus? Did you get some kind of tip?”


  Marcus lit a fresh cigarette, concentrating on that, not meeting the old man’s eyes. “Well, okay, yes,” he said finally. “We have information indicating Miss Palmer may be involved with Chris Danton in his alleged narcotics operation.”


  “That’s ridiculous,” said Diana.


  “Another base covered,” said the Phantom. “If he can’t kill you, he can at least discredit you, for a while anyway.”


  “Further,” continued the federal agent, “we have reason to suspect some illicit drugs may be concealed on the premises here.”


  “What?” demanded Uncle Dave. “Do you mean to tell me you intend to hunt for junk in my house without so much as a warrant?”


  “I can get one,” Marcus assured him. “Out of deference to you, Mr. Palmer, I’m trying to keep this informal.”


  “Oh, let them look,” said Diana. “They’re not—” “Excuse me.” Agent Busino, rubbing at his thinning hair with his left hand, came into the den.


  His partner asked, “Well?”


  “I’m afraid so,” said Busino. “Found it in a hollow place under one of the stones out in the patio. Wasn’t all that hard to locate.” He held up a small clear bag of white powder. “Heroin,” he said.


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  Chris Danton zipped up his black jacket with an angry flourish. Dawn was coming, the night darkness melting away to gray. On the jagged cliffside, Danton stood watching the last launch being loaded. “I’ve enjoyed this island of mine,” he said.


  Chuck Piper was standing nearby, shoulders hunched and hands in pockets. “It’s a damn shame,” he said. “All on account of that nosy Palmer dame.”


  “Don’t forget the Phantom,” said Danton. “We must not forget him. I have a score to settle with both Diana and the Phantom.”


  “Who is that guy anyway?”


  “I’ll tell you all about the Phantom sometime, Chuck, everything I learned about him during my various sojourns in Bangalla,” promised Danton. “Right now we have to make a few final arrangements in the house.”


  “I just checked with the shore,” said Chuck. “No sign of anybody heading this way yet.”


  “It is unfortunately only a matter of time.” Danton turned from his view of the sea, frowning. “It seems unusually warm this morning, and windy.”


  “I think the Santa Ana’s getting ready to blow.” “Perhaps it’s a good thing for us to leave then.” Danton began walking back toward his villa. “It’s a shame, though, that little Laura is such a poor shot.”


  “I don’t think it’s that. I think she’s too impa


  tient,” said Chuck, falling in beside his employer. “She probably started shooting too soon. And then that guy she had backing her up, he should have gone a little slower, too. Instead of just decking this Phantom, he should have taken a little extra time to finish him off for good. Now, if I’d been . .


  Danton laughed. “It’s just as well,” he said. “I think I’d like to put the finishing touches on the Phantom myself.” He nodded several times, laughing again. “You’ve been in contact with the yacht?”


  “Yeah, we’ll rendezvous with them a few miles down the coast,” answered Chuck. “Then we’ll all hightail it out beyond the limit.”


  “Good. Now let me take care of my duties as a host.”


  “Host? You’re not going to be—”


  “Even when he is absent,” said Danton, “a good host thinks of his guests.”


  The small, pretty red-haired girl ran from her cottage with a heavy suitcase. Parked in the narrow driveway was a dusty station wagon. “Okay, all set,” she said.


  The lean black man at the wheel said, “You sure you gathered up everything important, Laura?”


  “Well, there’s still some dust under the bed,” she said as she tossed the suitcase into the rear of the wagon.


  “I mean, you didn’t leave anything behind that might tend to be, you know, incriminating?”


  “No,” she said.


  “Because, and don’t think I’m being critical, but you do tend to rush through things sometimes and . . .”


  “You sound like Chuck,” said the girl. “If I’d taken my time I could have gotten rid of Diana


  Palmer and her mysterious buddy. If you’d taken your time, he at least would be dead.”


  “I wasn’t told to kill anybody,” said the young man. “Right on the street is no place to do it anyway.”


  Laura walked around the front of the station wagon to the passenger side. “Don’t worry about it. Danton’s got a lot of ways to kill people. He’ll surely come up with something new for them.” “Where are we supposed to head now?”


  “South,” said the girl as she climbed into the passenger seat.


  Starting the engine, he asked, “You sure now you’re not leaving anything important behind?” Laura snapped her fingers. “Thanks for reminding me.” She hopped out of the vehicle and sprinted back to the little house. A moment later, she was back with a bundle under her arm.


  “What’s that?”


  “My cookbooks.”


  “Well?” said Agent Marcus.


  “It was obviously planted here,” the Phantom told him. “By the girl who tried to shoot us.”


  “I’m addressing my questions to Miss Palmer,” said Marcus. “Now, then Miss Palmer . . He paused, frowning at the Phantom. “Why would somebody leave narcotics here? Somebody who’s out to kill you?”


  “Danton is a very thorough man,” answered the Phantom. “He seems to like the idea of having more than one way to get a job done. When we got away from San Obito, he tried to kill us with explosives rigged in the motorlaunch we used. But, in case that wasn’t successful, he had another killer watching this house.”


  Marcus picked the bag of heroin from the desktop. “What’s that have to do with this junk?”


  “In case the girl failed to get rid of us,” said the Phantom. “He had still another way to delay us.” “What’s he trying to delay?”


  “Your getting to the island.”


  Agent Busino was sitting in a chair near the door. He cleared his throat, trying to catch Marcus’s eyes.


  “What!” asked his partner.


  In a low voice, Busino asked, “Can I borrow a cigarette?”


  After tossing the crumpled pack, Marcus began circling the sofa again.


  “You don’t mind if I smoke, miss?” Busino asked Diana.


  “No, go ahead.”


  “Lots of people lately are annoyed by smoking and so . . .”


  “How do you come to know Terry?” Marcus was standing in front of the seated Phantom again.


  “I’ve worked with him now and then,” he replied. “Why don’t you call him?” The Phantom gave the federal man the number.


  Marcus, his gaze still on the Phantom, held out his hand in the direction of the other agent. “Give me those back. I want one.”


  Busino returned the cigarettes. “It can’t hurt to phone, do you agree?”


  “Maybe not.” Marcus moved nearer the desk. “May I use your phone, Mr. Palmer?”


  “I wish you would,” said the old man.


  In a moment, Agent Terry in San Francisco replied, “Yes, hello?”


  “This is Marcus, down here in Santa Barbara.” “I was talking about you an hour or so ago,


  Marcus. A good friend of mine will be getting in touch with you,” said Terry. “Looks like he can help you get the goods on Chris Danton finally. So give him every—”


  “That’s what I’m phoning about. Is this guy’s name Walker?”


  Terry replied, “That’s the name he’s using, yes. Has he contacted you?”


  “It’s more like we contacted him.” Marcus went on to explain why they were at the Palmer house, what they had found there, and how he’d met Walker.


  When he finished, Terry said, “Yeah, that’s obviously an attempted frame on the part of Danton. I can assure you, Walker is not involved in any way in the narcotics trade, Marcus. Nor are Dave Palmer and his niece. Now you better listen to Walker, if it’s not already too late to catch Danton.”


  Marcus hung up the phone. He took a puff of his cigarette. “Okay,” he said to the Phantom, “what do you have to tell us?”


  “I can tell you on the way to the island.” The Phantom rose. “We’ve got to get out there right away.”


  Diana said, “You ought to rest. You shouldn’t risk . .


  But he was already across the room.


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  Agent Busino threw his cigarette over the edge of the launch into the choppy sea. “I guess I won’t smoke any more this morning.” His face was pale.


  The morning had a strange bright-orange tinge, and up in the hot sky the gulls appeared to be flying straight out to sea.


  “Why is it so hot this early?” asked Marcus, licking his lips.


  Swallowing, Busino said, “Its that Santa Ana wind I was telling you about. I heard on the news when I was driving over to pick you up this morning that they’re worried already about forest fires and brush fires from here all the way down to Los Angeles.”


  “Well, I haven’t time to worry about that. I’m worrying exclusively about catching Chris Danton with something incriminating.”


  “I think,” said the Phantom, “we’re too late for that.”


  The police launch, which Marcus had requisitioned, was fast approaching Danton’s private dock.


  “Yeah, no sign of any boats,” observed Marcus.


  The Phantom was staring intently at the dock. He was the first one out of the police boat. “Wait there a minute,” he told the two agents. He knelt, scanning the planking leading to the cliffside stairs. “Okay, come on over.”


  When Busino’s two feet were on the boards, he


  said, “That feels better. I guess I wasn’t, you know, meant to be a yachtsman.”


  “A yacht gives you a smoother ride,” said his partner. He frowned ahead at the Phantom. “Why are we pussyfooting?”


  “I’ve learned not to trust Danton,” replied the Phantom.


  “You think he had time to gimmick this dock while he was hauling himself out of here?” asked Marcus. “With some kind of booby-trap or something?”


  “Danton always seems to have time for one more trick.” He rose to his full height, adjusted his dark glasses. “I don’t notice the signs of anything here. So let’s take a look at the villa.”


  Busino walked almost on tiptoe as he followed the other two. “I think I could use another cigarette.”


  “Wait awhile,” Marcus told him. “I don’t want you turning any greener.”


  “Am I green?”


  The Phantom halted at the bottom of the stone steps. After a moment, he nodded and began climbing up the side of the black cliff. The two agents followed. As they climbed, the hot morning wind brushed and rubbed at them, scattering dry leaves pulled from the hillside scrub.


  When they reached the top, Marcus suddenly cried, “Look out!” He jerked out his .38 from its belt holster.


  “Wait,” the Phantom cautioned.


  A large tan-colored great dane was stalking toward them. It stopped a few feet away, short hair on its back bristling, teeth bared.


  “I guess this is one of Danton’s guard dogs,” said Busino, “that we’ve heard so much about.”


  The Phantom held out a hand toward the snarl


  ing animal. “Easy, boy,” he said. “Danton must have abandoned these fellows, some of them anyway.”


  Busino watched the dog inch toward them. “I wouldn’t want to take them anyplace with me.” “Nothing to worry about,” the Phantom told the suspicious dog. “We’ll see about getting you something to eat.”


  The dog’s ears flickered; some of its tenseness left it. The Phantom moved closer, finally patted it on the head. The animal hesitated, then licked his hand.


  Marcus put his gun away. “You got a knack for handling animals, Walker.”


  “I’ve had some practice,” he said. “The last time I was on San Obito, though, I didn’t have time to make friends with Danton’s pack.”


  “I guess we can continue,” said Marcus.


  The Phantom knuckled the dane’s knobby head and it trotted along beside him as he headed for the villa. He checked out the main entrance to the gray stone house, determined it was safe, and they went in. The big dog, apparently remembering its training, remained outside on the porch.


  “I’ll see if I can find something for that fellow in the kitchen,” said the Phantom. “Take a look in the library, but go easy.”


  Busino went into Danton’s library first. “This is something you can’t fit into an apartment,” he said to his partner.


  Marcus studied the room. “According to the Palmer girl, part of the wall opens when you yank down that sea-horse bracket right there.” He pointed.


  “Not that one,” Busino said, shaking his head. “She said the one to the right of the travel-book section. And these are the books on travel. . . see,


  Spain, Africa, Mexico, and so on. So it’s this sea horse right here.” He reached up toward the metal lamp bracket.


  “Don’t touch it.” The Phantom was at the doorway.


  Jerking his hand back, Busino said, “Don’t you think we’re being overly cautious?”


  “Perhaps.” The Phantom had found a coil of clothesline in a pantry closet. He unrolled some of it, fashioned a small noose at one end. “You two better wait in the hall.”


  Marcus and Busino obeyed. Out in the corridor, they could hear the great dane crunching soup bones on the porch.


  The Phantom gently looped the noose over the bracket. He let out more rope, ran it under a sturdy chair for leverage, and finished up at the doorway again with the other end of the rope in his hand. “Okay, let’s see what happens.” He tugged hard.


  The bracket clicked down. There was a five-second pause.


  “Well, looks like you . . began Marcus.


  Then the wall bookcase exploded. Chunks of shelving and books, pages flapping, came rocketing back into the room. Sooty smoke swirled.


  “I’m glad I didn’t pull that,” said Busino in a low voice.


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  The man who called himself Anderson unbuttoned the top three buttons of his sky-blue shirt. He hung up the phone and stepped out of the booth into the hot windy morning. With his dark glasses turned toward the nearby ocean, he said, “Our bird has flown.”


  Sitting on a green bench was the man known as Fulmer. He said, “Your tone implies—”


  “Well,” replied Anderson, “your caution certainly hasn’t helped.”


  “Where has Danton gone to?”


  “My informant doesn’t have that information.” Anderson smiled a calm smile. “Perhaps you and I can find that out ... if you feel up to it.”


  The heavy set Fulmer wiped perspiration from his face. “Yes, I suppose we may as well. What do you suggest?”


  “First,” said Anderson, “I want to call on that young lady we have established is working for


  Danton in his current business. Miss Laura Lever-


  »


  son.


  “Very well, and then?” Fulmer got himself up off the bench. He had the coat of his gray suit folded over one pudgy arm.


  “Then, if we need further information, we will have a talk with Miss Diana Palmer.” He started off along a palm-lined lane.


  “I don’t agree with you there,” said Fulmer. “I don’t think she—”


  “What you think, or more precisely what your


  emotions cause you to think, doesn’t interest me.” Anderson stopped next to their rented compact car. “My only concern is with my mission.”


  “Oh, I know that.” Fulmer got behind the wheel. “What bothers me is how you can include so many things as part of your mission.”


  Anderson strapped himself into his seat. He lifted his dark glasses from his eyes to study the other man. “After this job is successfully completed,” he said in his level voice, “I think, seriously, you ought to think about retiring, old friend.”


  “Yes, perhaps so.” Fulmer started the car and they drove away.


  Alone, the Phantom let himself into Laura Le-verson’s cottage by way of the back door. The hot Santa Ana winds were blowing harder across Santa Barbara. The flimsy decorative shutters of the small house were rattling wildly; the dry shrubs were rasping against the faded shingles.


  “She’s probably on her way someplace else by now, too,” he said to himself as he moved through the kitchen, which smelled of pastry. “But she may have left something behind to indicate where Danton’s gone.” A thorough search of the Sea Horse Villa had turned up nothing. Chris Danton had made a very efficient withdrawal.


  The Phantom was in the hallway when the doorbell sounded. It made a harsh buzzing in the silent empty little cottage.


  He stood still, his eyes on the front door. There was no window in it, so no one could see him.


  The doorbell buzzed twice more. A moment passed, then someone began tinkering with the lock.


  Moving quickly and quietly, the Phantom stepped into a tiny den just to the left of the front doorway.


  In another moment the door was pushed open. “Miss Leverson?” inquired a calm friendly voice. “Forgive me for entering your home, but your door was slightly open.”


  The open door hid the man from the Phantom. When it was closed, he saw a tall blond man in a sky-blue shirt and tan slacks standing there.


  The man saw him in the next instant. “Oh, excuse me . . .”


  The Phantom lunged for him.


  Anderson, realizing his bluff was not going to work, grabbed the door and dived outside.


  Getting around the door and out onto the porch cost the Phantom about ten seconds—enough time for the fleeing Anderson to get to the sidewalk.


  As the Phantom dashed across Laura’s dry lawn, Anderson leaped into the car waiting at the curb. It roared away into the hot morning.


  The Phantom reached the street in time to get a good look at the rear license plate of the crimson compact.


  Shaking his head, he returned to his investigation of the cottage.


  “I wonder who they’re working for?” he asked himself while he went through the den. “They’re obviously not police, or narcotics agents.” He began going through the desk drawers. “They could be some more of Danton’s minions, but that seems doubtful. Well, I’ll have to find out more about them.”


  In the back of the middle right-hand drawer, he found a new-looking book of matches. On the front of the folder, in gilt letters, it said: “All-American Cantina, Calle Pitanza, Mocosa, Mexico.”


  It was the only thing of interest he found in his half-hour search of the cottage.


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  The sound of the wind rushing by her bedroom, slapping branches and leaves against the house and shaking windowpanes, finally woke Diana. She sat up, resting on one elbow, and frowned at the bureau clock. “Almost eleven,” she said. “I wonder if he’s back yet.”


  Putting on a yellow robe, she ventured into the hall.


  Uncle Dave, wearing a shirt rich with bright depictions of underwater life, stepped out of the kitchen. “Coffee?”


  “Have you—is he back yet?”


  “Not yet, Di,” replied her uncle. He disappeared into the kitchen.


  When she stepped into the room, he handed her a mug of steaming coffee. “Thanks,” she said. “I suppose everything is all right.”


  “I’m sure it is. What would you like for breakfast?”


  “Nothing now, thanks.” The Santa Ana wind hit the house so hard, it seemed to jump. “These winds, are they dangerous?”


  Nodding, the old man said, “I was listening to the news. Already some brush fires are starting up in the hills. Looks like Santa Barbara is in for a few bad—”


  “I don’t suppose the news said anything about . . . about the raid on Chris Danton’s island?” “Not a word, no. Marcus doesn’t want any of


  that to get out until they’ve rounded up as many of them as they can.”


  Diana took a sip of the coffee, then made a face. “I guess so.”


  “Coffee too strong?”


  She smiled. “A little.”


  “Never got over the habit of making it station-house style,” he admitted. “Lots of people have—” “Anything more about our . . . little shootout last night?” She tried another small sip.


  “Local police have the slugs and one of the cartridges so far,” said Uncle Dave. “But not the person who fired at us.”


  “It got so confused here last night, with all those federal agents tramping around,” said Diana. “I never did get to tell the police I have a good idea who the girl was.”


  “A girl was handling that rifle? You never told me either,” said Uncle Dave. “Who is she?”


  “I think it’s a girl I met on the island named Laura Leverson.”


  “Better let the police know.”


  “I’m sure she’s on the run by now, but I’ll phone in a few minutes.”


  “Don’t have to phone,” said Uncle Dave. “There’s a man in a ra^io car outside the house. I can trot out and tell him.”


  “A man in a radio car?” The dark-haired girl put the mug down on the table. “Why, do they still suspect me of—?”


  “Marcus told the local boys you may still be in danger,” her uncle told her. “It’s a precaution.” “And Basically,” said the ea1™ blond man who appeared on the threshold of the kitchen now, “a wise one. However, policemen who have to sit around in cars for long hours tend to get inattentive, making it fairly simple to—”


  ‘Who the hell are you?” shouted Uncle Dave. "You can call me . . . oh, anything you like,” said Anderson. “My name isn’t important.” He gestured at Diana with the snubnose .32 revolver in his right hand. “Will you please hurry and get dressed now, Miss Palmer.”


  “What do you want?” the girl asked.


  “We want you to get dressed as quickly as possible and come along.”


  “You’re one of Chris Danton’s men?”


  “On the contrary,” Anderson assured her. “We are, though, very anxious to get in touch with Mr. Danton. We’re hoping you can help us on that score.”


  “I have no idea where—”


  “Please, no more talk. That cop outside won’t stay unconscious forever.” He came into the room, prodding the girl in the side with his gun.


  “Don’t do that to her again,” warned Uncle Dave.


  Keeping the gun aimed at them, Anderson fingered a pair of handcuffs out of his pocket. “Sit yourself in that wooden chair, will you please?” he told Uncle Dave. “Quickly—quickly now.”


  Grudgingly, the old man complied. “Within hours, the police will. .


  “Yes, yes,” murmured the smiling Anderson. He tugged the old man’s hands behind him, looped the chain of the cuffs around one of the wooden ribs of the chair back, and locked Uncle Dave’s hands together. “That should hold you for a few minutes.” “Damn you,” said Diana.


  “Unless you want to come as you are, Miss Palmer,” said Anderson, his voice still calm and relaxed, “you really must get ready right now.”


  She turned and walked into the hall. There


  might be a way to get away out of one of her bedroom windows.


  “And don’t,” Anderson said, “waste any more time trying to phone for help or climbing out a window. We’ve cut the phone wires and I have a mail out in your patio with a gun.”


  Two uniformed police began walking toward the Phantom.


  He stopped on the pathway leading up to Uncle Dave’s house. “What’s wrong?”


  “What’s your business with Mr. Palmer, sir?” asked the chunkier of the two.


  The Phantom’s eyes narrowed. “I’m a house guest of his,” he answered. “Now, what’s happened? Is Diana Palmer all right?”


  “Come on in,” said the plainclothesman. “The old guy’s been asking for you.”


  “Where’s Diana?”


  “That’s what we’re in the middle of trying to find out.” He led the Phantom along to Dave Palmer’s bedroom.


  “You had a man guarding this house,” said the Phantom.


  “That’s him lying on the couch in the living room,” said the other man. “Somebody slugged him.”


  Diana’s uncle was stretched out on top of his brightly covered bed. He pushed aside the bearded young doctor who was bending over him when he saw the Phantom approaching. “I should have been able to stop them,” he said in a weak voice.


  “They took Diana?”


  “You ought to stay still, Mr. Palmer,” suggested the young doctor as he backed away. “The shock of all this . . .”


  “Yes, came right into the house, one of them anyway,” went on Diana’s uncle. “That was at about —I don’t know what time it is now.”


  “We figure the girl was kidnapped about an hour ago,” said the plainclothesman.


  Sitting carefully on the edge of the bed, the Phantom asked, “Who was it? Somebody from Danton?”


  Uncle Dave closed his eyes. “That’s what’s sort of funny,” he said. “This fellow gave me the impression he was looking for Danton, too. He had the crazy notion Di could tell him where Danton was.”


  “That’s why they took her?”


  “That’s what he said.”


  “What did the man look like?” asked the Phantom.


  The policeman offered, “I can give you that.” Uncle Dave opened his eyes again. “I can do it, Sergeant. He was a very cool customer. I’d estimate he was a bit over forty, a little under six feet and with very light-blond hair. A very . . . kind of bland-looking guy. You’d pass him on the—”


  “Was he wearing dark glasses and a blue sport shirt?” the Phantom said.


  “Yes, he was. Do you know him?”


  The plainclothesman came closer to the bed. “Yeah, do you have some idea about who grabbed your girlfriend, Walker?”


  The Phantom stood up. He was certain Diana, for reasons he couldn’t as yet understand* had been kidnapped by the men he’d encountered at Laura Leverson’s cottage. But this was one job of tracking he wasn’t going to delegate to anyone else. “No, I’m afraid not, Sergeant.”


  “But you . . .” began the sergeant.


  “I’ll see you soon again, Uncle Dave.”


  “Wait now,” said the policeman.


  The Phantom kept on walking out of the room and down the hallway.


  “Hey,” said the plainclothesman. “What’s he up to?”


  Uncle Dave smiled faintly. “I think he’s up to bringing Diana home.”


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  The plump cafe owner poured himself another root beer. After a few slurping swallows, he turned to the Phantom to ask, “Freshen your coffee up a little?”


  The Phantom was sitting sideways at the otherwise empty counter. He was watching the phone booth at the back of the short narrow cafe. “No, thanks.”


  “Don’t see how you can drink anything hot on a day like this anyway.” The cafe owner slurped down the rest of the soft drink. “I guess we’ve got different metabolisms, like they say. I couldn’t go around in an overcoat like yours either with this damn Santa . . .”


  The phone inside the shadowy booth began to ring. The Phantom went in and answered it. “Walker,” he said.


  Agent Terry, up in San Francisco, said, “I checked that license number out for you through Motor Vehicles in Sacramento. Don’t know if itll do you much good.”


  “Why?” The Phantom had called his friend a few minutes earlier to ask him for a run-down on the license number he’d remembered from the car of the men he was fairly certain had taken Diana.


  “Well, the car is registered to an outfit down your way called Katz’s Kwik Karentals.” Terry gave him the address.


  “Thanks, I’ll follow it up.”


  “You’re sure you don’t want me to give you


  more help on this? I can get you some men to—” “Not yet.” The Phantom hung up and left the booth.


  The counterman tilted his head in the direction of the phone. “Good news or bad?”


  The Phantom dropped some change on the formica counter. “I’m not sure yet.”


  “Of course, if Mr. Katz were here,” said the freckled young man behind the battered desk.


  The rental office was at the corner of a small lot. Ten cars sat outside looking toward the distant ocean.


  Decreasing the distance between himself and the young man, the Phantom said, “I want to know who has this car out.” He repeated the license number.


  “Anyhow, this is my lunch hour.” He indicated the paper plate and a half of a roast-beef sandwich before him.


  “I can let the police come and ask you.” The Phantom stopped directly in front of the desk. “But that will take time. And I don’t have time to waste.”


  “We all got problems, sir. But you can’t—”


  The Phantom grabbed the freckled young man out of his swivel chair. “Give me the address, no more wisecracks.”


  “Well, I suppose Mr. Katz won’t really mind,” he decided. “Could you put my feet back on the floor so I can walk over to our rental book, please?”


  Dropping him back on his feet, the Phantom followed him to the small office’s other desk.


  While flipping through a thick loose-leaf binder, the young man said casually, “You some kind of private detective?”


  The Phantom made no answer.


  “Yes, sir, this looks like your baby.” He pointed a mustard-smudged finger at the book page. “That particular car was rented for a month in advance by a Mr. A. Anderson, and here’s the address.”


  The Phantom studied the penciled notations on the form. “Been in town almost two weeks at least,” he said. “Do you remember what Anderson looked like?”


  Poking at a squiggle at the bottom of the sheet, the young man said, “Mr. Katz handled that transaction, sir. But, like I tried to tell you, he should be back in . . .”


  The Phantom was already outside.


  The desk clerk was apparently a woman, even though she was wearing a coat and tie. “I notice you’re admiring my necktie,” she said across the curved registration desk at the Phantom. “It was hand-painted for me by my son, Franklin, for my last birthday.”


  The Phantom asked the heavyset woman, “Is Mr. Anderson in?”


  She rested four fingers on the topmost palm tree on her tie. “Which Mr. Anderson would that be?”


  “A. Anderson. A tall blond man, about forty.” “Oh, you mean Andy. I always called him Andy during his all too-brief stays with us,” said the lady desk clerk. “We get a lot of people come and go here at the Palma Hotel, but he certainly was one of the nicest. What we used to call, in my day, a real sweet—”


  “He’s not staying here now?”


  “Andy?” She shook her head sadly. “No, more’s the pity. Andy and his other friend moved out more than a week ago. Yes, a good week or more it was. That day we had all that messy fog. And |


  couldn’t we use a little moisture in the air today with all those fires burning.”


  “Where’d he go?” asked the Phantom.


  “Andy?” She took a jiggling step back from the counter. “Now he didn’t leave me a forwarding address, because he said he just never got much mail to speak of. Funny thing, him such a sweet and friendly man.”


  “But you have some idea where he went?”


  She nodded her head, which caused her chins to ripple. “Andy and that sourpuss friend of his, Mr. Fulmer, got a chance to sublet a cute little place up in the hills. Now where was it?” She suddenly turned toward the half-open door behind her to bellow, “Collin!” Smiling at the Phantom, she explained, “Collin is my other boy.”


  Collin was long and thin, wearing a frayed jumpsuit. “Now what?” He gestured with the wrench in his bony right hand. “I can’t run no ! more errands till I fix this faucet I thought you j wanted . . .”


  “Where did Andy go?”


  “Not my turn to watch him.” He started to return to the back room.


  “It’s important,” said the Phantom, taking out his wallet, “that I find him.”


  Collin shuffled nearer. “Ten dollars’ important?”


  The Phantom took a ten-dollar bill from the wallet.


  Collin said, “They got a place belonging to a guy I know. It’s kind of isolated, off the end of a deadend road and sort of by itself. But her sweet Andy claims he likes privacy,”


  “Where is it?”


  Collin tore a memo off the pad next to the regis


  ter, and slowly hand-lettered an address. “There you go.”


  The Phantom exchanged his ten-dollar bill for the slip of paper. “I’d like to surprise Andy. So don’t call him.”


  “That’ll cost another ten bucks,” Collin told him. “To keep it a surprise.”


  Hearing the fire engines shrieking up behind him, the Phantom pulled his black coupe off to the side of the curving hill road.


  Two scarlet engines roared by, heading in the same direction he was.


  The sky up here was a smoky orange; cinders sparkled in the air. The Phantom was three blocks from the cul-de-sac block where Anderson might be holding Diana. Fie continued his climb. He was able to drive another block and a half.


  Two uniformed men were setting out yellow sawhorses, closing off the street.


  One of them waved him back. “Bad fire up here! Nobody can go in!”


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  A little over a half hour earlier, Anderson had told Diana, “I don’t believe in torture.”


  “I’m glad to hear that,” she said.


  'But there are many other ways to get information.”


  The dark-haired girl was tied securely to a straight-backed wooden chair. She was sitting in the middle of a round, hooked rug in the center of a narrow living room. The hot winds were buffeting the house, shaking the thin trees, chasing dry leaves and twigs down the street. “I don’t know where Chris Danton is,” she repeated.


  Fulmer, wearing his suit jacket again, was on a chintz-covered chair near Diana. “If you cooperate, Miss Palmer, nothing bad will happen.”


  Diana laughed. “You don’t consider being kidnapped and bound and held prisoner in this ramshackle house of yours is bad?”


  “Nothing worse,” amended Fulmer. “We wish you no harm. It is Langweil we . . . that is, it’s Danton we want.”


  “What did you call him?” asked the girl. Fulmer turned away, coughing into his hand. Anderson smiled one of his calm smiles. “There’s no need for concealing facts from you, Miss Palmer,” he said. “Since you quite probably know them already.”


  “What facts?”


  “Your good friend, who at the moment prefers to


  be known as Chris Danton, is actually Rolf Langweil.”


  The name meant nothing to Diana. Her face showed that.


  Frowning, Anderson said, “Surely, you’ve heard of Colonel Rolf Langweil?”


  “I’m afraid not.”


  “Langweil had a nickname throughout Europe during World War II,” continued Anderson. “They called him Doktor Tod, that is to say, Doctor Death. He ran an experimental laboratory at one of the most notorious concentration camps. Surely, you’ve heard of him?”


  She shook her head. “That was three decades ago. I. . .”


  “I was a boy then myself,” said Anderson. “Yet I remember him. I have personal reasons for remembering Rolf Langweil well.”


  “And that’s why you’re hunting him?”


  “The chief reason,” answered Anderson. “My profession is the hunting of men. But this time, I am working; mainly for myself.”


  “Why? To bring him back to some kind of trial someplace?”


  Anderson chuckled. “We were employed by a militant faction of . . . of one of the nations which has good reason to hate Langweil. But they decided my methods were too harsh. So now I hunt him because I remember. Remember what he did to what was once my family.”


  Diana couldn’t keep from shivering. “But Chris Danton,” she said. “He’s hardly older than you are. He would have been a little boy during World War II.”


  “An illusion, his youth,” replied Anderson. “I’m surprised someone who knows him as well as you could, apparently, be deceived. Langweil, or


  Danton, as he’s dubbed his more youthful-seeming persona, has had at least two long and complicated rejuvenation treatments since he vanished from Berlin during the fateful summer of 1945.”


  “Chris Danton, some kind of ex-Nazi? It’s incredible,” said Diana. “I thought you two were rivals of his, rivals in the narcotics business.”


  “Not at all,” said Anderson. “It’s interesting, by the way, that Langweil has gone from one filthy business to another over the years. And now-—” The telephone rang.


  “Who could that be?” Fulmer sat up straight. Anderson jerked a large handkerchief from his hip pocket. He spun it into a gag. “Wait till I make sure she’s quiet.” He tied the gag tightly over the girl’s mouth.


  The phone was on a flimsy table against the wall. “Hello, yes?” Fulmer’s plump face held a puzzled look. “Mrs. Hugo? Oh, yes, down the street. What? No, we hadn’t. . . well, I don’t. . . yes, yes, of course. Thank you.” He dropped the receiver.


  “Well, what is it?”


  "Woman down the road,” explained Fulmer. “She says the word’s being passed.”


  “Word about what?”


  “Fire.” Fulmer jabbed a finger at the window. “The brush fires have jumped down from up that way. We have to get out of here.”


  “Right now?”


  “Right now, yes. Orders from the police and fire departments. Take whatever valuables you have and—”


  “Stop parroting that fool woman. We have no valuables,” said Anderson, still seemingly cahn. “How much time do we have?”


  “Five, ten minutes.” Fulmer wiped his face.


  “Listen, I don’t want to be cremated here. We have to—”


  “There’s still time,” said Anderson as he leaned close to the bound-and-gagged Diana, “still time for you to tell us where Danton is.”


  Her eyes were wide. She shook her head negatively.


  “Please, don’t attempt to stall any further.”


  A loud pounding commenced on the front door.


  “Lord, what now?” Fulmer took two steps in the direction of the door, then two back toward his partner.


  “Anybody in there? This is the police!”


  Diana tried to scream behind her gag.


  “They’re on to us,” said Fulmer. “What shall we—?”


  “Quiet, they’re only evacuating houses because of the fire.” Anderson gave the other man a shove in the direction of Diana. “Carry her out and leave her in back of the house.”


  “But she may—”


  “We can’t walk out under the eyes of the police with her. This is the best we can do,” said Anderson. “The fires probably won’t reach here anyway, and she’ll be found.”


  Fulmer nodded reluctantly. He strained, grunting, and picked up Diana, chair and all.


  “Coming, coming.” His bland associate strode to the door. He opened it a fraction.


  “You’ll have to get out of here, sir,” said the cop on the porch.


  “Yes, Officer, we know all about the fire danger. Were leaving immediately.”


  Fulmer’s face was speckled with sweat as he lugged Diana and the chair toward the little hallway leading to the back door of the house. Everything was starting to smell like smoke. “I’m sure you’ll be all right, miss,” he told the struggling girl.


  Suddenly he couldn’t move. He struggled but he couldn’t continue any further forward. The chair was wedged somehow among the support beams of the ceiling in the narrow hall.


  “Come along, Fulmer,” Anderson was calling.


  “I can come in and give you a hand moving out,” offered the policeman.


  Fulmer thought he could hear fire crackling quite near, right on the other side of the thin rear door. “My god, I don’t want to bum,” he said. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” Panicking, he let go of Diana’s chair and ran away.


  He joined Anderson and the two of them stepped out of the house. There was black smoke swirling all around.


  “No personal property to take along?” asked the cop.


  “We believe in traveling fight,” said Anderson, smiling.


  The three of them began to hurry away from the little wooden house.


  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  The sound of burning—an enormous dry crackling and a great roar of flame—was growing louder all around. The Phantom parked the Alfa Romeo on a side street and jumped out.


  The sun was hidden by thick smears of smoke. The wind seemed to be carrying tiny tongues of flame with it. All along this narrow street, people were working at keeping their houses wet, hosing down the roofs.


  A plump woman with a perspiring red face shook her head at him. “We’re not going to make it, not enough water pressure. And the fire’s coming too fast.”


  He was running hard uphill. When he neared the yellow barricades, the Phantom left the sidewalk and ran between two houses.


  The patrolmen were too preoccupied to notice him. They were intent on clearing out the area, and it was still too early to worry about looters.


  He jogged across a dry back lawn, vaulted a hurricane fence, and cut across the next patio.


  All at once behind him, the small white house he’d just passed by burst into flame. The shingle roof first, then the whole house. Flame and smoke shot straight up into the hot afternoon sky.


  The Phantom halted for a few seconds. He discarded his covering everyday clothes and then ran on, unencumbered, in his tight-fitting Phantom costume. He could make better time this way.


  He ran by a small portable swimming pool, its surface flecked with black cinders.


  The house Anderson was using should be up ahead now. The masked man was fast approaching the cul-de-sac.


  He moved rapidly back toward the street.


  A uniformed policeman was standing on the porch of the house, his back to the Phantom.


  Then the front door opened wide, letting out two men.


  One of them was the blond man the Phantom had encountered at Laura Leverson’s cottage.


  But Diana was not with them.


  Turning, the policeman became aware of the Phantom striding toward the house. “What the hell?” he exclaimed as he reached for his revolver.


  But the Phantom’s twin automatics were already unholstered and aimed at the trio. “Where’s Diana?” he said.


  Anderson smiled calmly, raising his eyebrows at the cop. “Is this one of your people? I’m afraid I don’t recognize the uniform.”


  The masked man was close to Anderson now. “Where is she?”


  “Listen, buddy,” began the cop.


  The top of the house started to smoke, then flame began to eat at the wood and roofing paper. “My god,” said Fulmer, “she’s—”


  One of the automatics jabbed into the man’s side. “She’s where?”


  Fulmer swallowed. “In there ... in the house. I couldn’t help it. I had to leave her.”


  The masked man pushed him aside, holstered his guns, and dashed toward the house.


  “What the hell is going on?” shouted the cop. The Phantom’s broad shoulder hit the door as he turned the knob. The door flapped open.


  “Diana!” he called out. “Diana!”


  The burning roof filled the house with a huge crackling sound.


  The masked man hurried down the hall into the living room. “Diana, where are you?”


  The room seemed to be empty.


  Then there was a tapping from the rear hall. There was Diana. She had worked one leg free and been able to kick at the wall when she heard him calling her name. “Oh, Kit,” she said when he’d removed the gag. “They left me here to—” “I know.” He lifted the girl and the chair free of the narrow hall and headed for the front door.


  Just as the Phantom reached the street with the girl, the entire house collapsed behind them.


  Diana lowered her slim legs into Uncle Dave’s pool. “I think you’re looking very handsome.”


  Diana had on a gold-colored one-piece swimsuit. “Sure you don’t want to join me for a swim? Uncle Dave has a really lovely pair of trunks he can loan you.”


  “No, not quite yet.”


  “Do you think they’ll get anything out of Fulmer?”


  “Nothing that’ll help me probably,” answered the Phantom.


  While he had been saving Diana from the burning house, Anderson and Fulmer had scuffled with the policeman. The calm Anderson had made it to their rented compact and gotten away. The cop had been able to hold on to Fulmer.


  Diana climbed up the tile pool steps and sat on the edge. “You’re going to keep on, keep looking for Chris Danton?”


  “Yes, until I find him.”


  Her long dark hair brushed her bare shoulders


  as she shook her head. “You’re starting to sound like that Anderson, like some kind of hunter.” "That’s exactly what I am,” he told her. “Only, unlike Anderson, I’m not a paid assassin. I intend to find Danton and bring him to justice.”


  “I didn’t mean you were like him . . . only, Kit, I wish you could stop now,” said the girl. “I wish we could say this was all over—over and done with.”


  “But it’s not over, Diana.”


  She looked up at the late-afternoon sky. Even here, miles from the nearest fire, the sky had a brown smoky color. “Do you believe what Anderson told me, that Chris Danton was some kind of Nazi war criminal?”


  “It’s quite possible,” he said. “It would fit in with what you told me about Danton’s associate, the old doctor with a fondness for speaking German.” He left the chair to stroll, slowly, around the pool. “I’ve asked a connection with Interpol to provide me with some background information on this Rolf Langweil. They have him written off as dead.”


  “Anderson seemed very certain,” Diana said. “Unless. .


  “Unless what?”


  “It did occur to me that both of them, Anderson and Fulmer, might simply be rival drug pushers.” The Phantom shook his head. “That doesn’t appear likely, Diana. Terry, up in San Francisco, has never heard of either of them. And Fulmer’s identification papers seem to be clever fakes, manufactured someplace in Europe. No, I’m inclined to believe those two really are hired assassins whose paths happened to cross ours.”


  “I wonder if,” said the dark-haired girl, “Anderson will try to ... to make me talk again.”


  “Pretty risky for him to try to see you again,” said the Phantom. “But I’ll see to it you’re guarded while I—”


  “Wait a minute.” She got up and walked toward him. “Where are you going?”


  “I have a hunch,” he said, “Danton may have another hideout down in Mexico. I’m leaving for there early tomorrow.”


  “Were leaving, you mean.”


  “I have to work alone on this.”


  “But, Kit, every time you leave me alone, something dreadful happens,” the girl pointed out. “Besides you’ll attract a lot less attention if you visit Mexico as half of a nice clean-cut and innocent tourist couple. Don’t you think?”


  After a pause, the Phantom said, “Maybe you’re right.”


  “Of course I am.” The girl hugged him, laughing.


  CHAPTER TWENTY


  Agent Marcus smiled at the bleary window of his office. “Good. This should fix those damn fires.” He stuck his finger into his rumpled pack of menthol cigarettes to fish one out.


  A heavy rain was falling, splashing at the windows.


  At his desk, Busino had a marine chart spread out on top of the other clutter. “Lot of ocean between here and Acapulco.”


  His partner crossed the office to stand beside the desk. “Aren’t you going to bum a cigarette?”


  “I’m making a greater effort to cut down,” said Busino.


  “So you’re not going to bum them off me any more?”


  “Well, I’m going to bum them less often.” He leaned closer to the map.


  “Coast Guard says they can’t locate the Sea Horse, huh?”


  “Nope, no trace of Danton’s yacht so far.”


  Marcus wandered back to lids own desk. He fit his cigarette with a wooden match. “This guy Fulmer now,” he said through a swirl of smoke. “I wonder about that story of his.”


  “Did you talk to the guy?” Busino pushed back from his desk and his chair made a catlike squeak.


  “The local cops let me sit in on their questioning last night.” He gave a vague shrug. “He sounds convincing.”


  “An assassin,” said Busino. “You don’t run into


  too many people in that line of work.” When he let go of the edges of the chart, it rolled itself up. “So our boy Danton is really an ex-Nazi named—what was it?”


  “Rolf Langweil,” answered Marcus. “I’m having some of the boys in Washington see what they can dig up.”


  Busino glanced over his shoulder to watch the rain fall. “Where do you think Danton is?” “Mexico,” answered Marcus.


  “Oh, so? Why Mexico?”


  “Because that’s where Walker headed for this morning,” said the other agent. “He and the Palmer girl are flying down there.”


  “You still don’t quite trust Walker, do you?” Marcus bit his lower lip, scowling. “There’s something ... I don’t know . . . mysterious about the guy,” he said finally. “And I was talking to the cop who collared Fulmer up there where the house was on fire yesterday. He says the guy who got Diana Palmer out of the burning building was wearing some kind of costume.”


  “A costume? What do you mean—like a gorilla outfit, or a suit of armor?”


  “No, some kind of tight-fitting thing, with gun-belts across here.” Marcus traced a line across his own stomach. “And a mask. The guy was big and tall, good-looking. Sounds an awful lot like Walker.”


  “Why would Walker be running around all tricked out like that?”


  “I don’t know,” said Marcus. “Except . . . when this cop was telling me it almost rang a bell. Like it reminded me of something I heard of once.” Busino suggested, “I bet Terry up in Frisco could tell you more about Walker.”


  “Terry is being very cute about all this,” said


  his partner. “He tells me to trust Walker, but he won’t tell me anything else about him.”


  “You know,” said Busino as he unfurled the chart and studied the Pacific Ocean again, “this case has a lot of odd elements. More than we usually run into.”


  “So I noticed,” said Marcus.


  The man who had called himself Anderson had a new name. His hair was a sandy brown, and there was a small bristly mustache on his upper lip. He swallowed the last spoonful of his bowl of chili, finished the last saltine cracker, and wiped his mouth carefully with his paper napkin. He left the small window booth where he’d been sitting alone, paid his check, and walked out onto the run-down street.


  He adjusted a checkered motoring cap on his head and buttoned up the collar of his black raincoat. The rain was coming down heavily; the gutters were running fast and carrying an infinity of debris. The man, who was now carrying a wallet identifying him as Arthur Helmann, stepped across the dirty brown water at the curb. He crossed the street and walked toward a pale-orange apartment building.


  He cut down the alley between the three-story apartment and a peeling green grocery store. He stood watching the back entrance for several minutes, the rain pelting him.


  Then he selected a key from a ring in his pants pocket and let himself into the building. The corridor was dim, the rug the same shade of brown as the water running in the gutters.


  Helmann, as he called himself, had retained his calm smile. It was on his face as he climbed to the second floor.


  In front of a door marked 2-C, he stopped. With his right hand in his pocket, he knocked on the door with his left.


  “What is it?” asked a voice inside the apartment.


  Helmann knocked again, a steady even rap.


  “I said, what the hell is it?”


  Helmann knocked once more, the bland smile still on his face.


  The door was jerked open. “Who the hell are you?” asked the lean black young man standing there.


  Helmann thrust his snubnose .32 revolver hard into the young man’s stomach. “Gabe Rich, isn’t it?”


  Rich bent, stumbled back. ‘"Who are you, man?” he gasped. “Listen, I’m clean. I’m not holding any . . .”


  Helmann came in, closing the door quietly behind him with his foot. “Gabe, I don’t care if you’ve got your mattress stuffed with pure hero-in.


  Slowly, Rich straightened. “What do you want?”


  Helmann’s thumb rested on the hammer of the revolver. “You know a young lady named Laura Leverson.”


  “No, man. You must of—”


  “Gabe, I am already seriously behind schedule,” explained Helmann, smiling. “I am feeling somewhat angry and frustrated. Please, Gabe, please don’t cause me any more delay by being coy. I know you are a friend and business associate of the young lady.”


  “Okay, so what if I am?”


  “Yesterday, quite early in the morning, you picked up the young lady in a station wagon.”


  “Yeah, maybe I did.”


  “Where did you take her?”


  Rich said, “Look man, what do you want Laura for?”


  Helmann moved the barrel of the gun close to the young man’s head. “Where did you take her?” “Well, see, she had to move out in a hurry. She thought I ought to, too, but I like it around here and I didn’t figure anybody could tie me in.”


  The barrel touched Rich’s temple. “Where did you take her?”


  “Mexico, man, Mexico.”


  “A large country,” smiled Helmann. “Be more specific.”


  “I drove her just over the border to TJ.”


  “Tijuana, man,” said Rich. “After that, I don’t know where she got to.”


  “Is that the truth, Gabe?”


  “Yeah, man. I swear. She was going to see a guy there in TJ about getting a lift to somewhere else.”


  “And you don’t know where that was?”


  “No, man. All I know is what I told you.”


  “Who was her contact in Tijuana?”


  Rich told him.


  “Thank you, Gabe,” said Helmann. “Need I point out how easily I found you this time? Don’t warn Laura Leverson and cause me to come looking for you again.”


  “No, man, don’t worry. I—”


  Helmann struck out with the revolver, knocking the young man to the floor. Smiling, he left him.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


  The Phantom was driving a compact blue American-made car now. They’d rented it on their arrival in Mexico an hour earlier. He wore dark glasses, a light-tan trench coat. “Glad I decided to bring the raincoat,” he remarked.


  Diana, arms folded, was watching the wipers tick back and forth across the windshield. “I guess we picked the wrong time of the year to pose as tourists,” she said, laughing. “A woman at the airport told me we just missed the tiempo seco.”


  “I don’t mind missing the dry season,” he said. “I’m hoping we picked the right time to find at least a few members of the Sea Horse gang.”


  “That matchbook you found at Laura Leverson’s,” said the dark-haired girl. “It could have been left there by some previous tenant.”


  “Yes, except that Mocosa, which we are fast approaching, is only fifty miles north of Acapulco,” replied the Phantom. “And Acapulco is where Danton’s yacht was coming from when it was last positioned.”


  Diana listened to the hard rain clattering on the car roof for a moment. “That’s a very illusive boat, the Sea Horse of Chris Danton’s,” she said. “I was promised a ride on it days ago and I’ve yet even to see it.”


  “He’s probably got it hidden somewhere along the coast.”


  “That’s a pretty big thing to hide.”


  “Danton’s managed to do it, though ”


  The fields outside were giving way to low white houses and a few small stores. These were the out-skirts of Mocosa, a town of some one hundred thousand people. At this end, there were mostly ragged boys and thin dogs roaming the rain-drenched streets.


  “Not the tourist part of town,” said Diana, shaking her head.


  “When you come in the back door, you get a different perspective.”


  They drove further into Mocosa, climbing gradually away from the small bay and its wide dull brown beach. On a level street, halfway into the hills stood a scatter of neat white-and-red-tile bungalows. The Phantom and Diana checked in here, taking two adjoining bungalows, numbers eleven and twelve.


  After she’d unpacked, Diana came over through the rain to knock on the red door of the Phantom’s bungalow. When she was inside, the girl asked, “What do you figure on doing first?”


  “I’m going to hit the All-American Cantina down on the Calle Pitanza,” he said. “See what I can find out by watching and waiting.”


  “You want me to stay here?”


  The Phantom nodded as he moved toward the doorway. “It’s unlikely Laura will recognize me, since she shot at me from a distance,” he said. “You she’ll recognize if she happens to drop into the cantina. Besides, from what I’ve been able to find out, the All-American is not a place much frequented by the sort of bright-eyed homespun tourist you’re pretending to be this trip.”


  The girl gave a resigned shrug. “Okay, Sat,” she said. “Be careful.”


  He grinned at her and walked out into the rain.


  The Calle Pitanza was a narrow, twisting street which zigzagged down toward a scrubby section of the beach. It was paved with lumpy cobblestones. A large shaggy yellow dog was investigating something in the gutter in front of the All-American Cantina as the Phantom approached the place on foot.


  The rain was hitting against the adobe front of the narrow cantina building. The red-white-and-blue lettering of the name painted on the wall above the doors was running, sending streaks of paint down toward the buckled sidewalk. The one window was filled with tiny pasted-up paper American flags.


  Heavy iron grillwork, long rusted, guarded the door. A relatively new padlock held the grill gates securely together,


  The Phantom stepped back, surveying the facade of the cantina. He could see no sign indicating when the All-American would open.


  “No es abierto, senor,” said a small wrinkled old man who was looking out of the doorway next door.


  “When do they open?”


  “Quien sabeF’ The old man backed into his little grocery store.


  The Phantom stepped into the shop. “Will they be open tonight?” he asked in Spanish.


  “It is possible,” said the old man as he moved behind a wooden counter. “Who can say?”


  “Are they no longer in business?”


  There was a hundred-pound white sack of com meal on the counter. Leaning one sharp brown elbow on it, the old man replied, “To the best of my knowledge, sir, that rogue Peter Torres is still operating his eyesore. However, the past few days, his cantina has been, somewhat mysteriously, closed up tight.”


  “You don’t know why?”


  “Perhaps Torres has had another run-in with the law; perhaps he is somewhere recuperating from another of his frequent debauches. Who can tell?”


  “Where can I find Torres?”


  “Ah,” said the old man, “where indeed? As I hear it, sir, he has not been seen at the pigsty he calls home on the Calle Ababa for two or three days.”


  “Ill ask there anyway.”


  Shrugging, the old man gave him the address.


  From the second floor of the beachfront restaurant, there was a view of the water. It was still raining. “I understand,” said Diana, “the sunsets in these parts are quite magnificent.”


  The Phantom grinned at the girl and the gray early evening sky behind her. “One more thing we’re missing this time around.”


  “You couldn’t find out anything about the All-American Cantina or the man who runs it?”


  “A lot of dead ends so far,” he answered. “The neighbors of this fellow Torres, who operates the place, say they haven’t seen him for the past three days.”


  “What next?”


  The Phantom said, “There’s another man one of the neighbors mentioned, a sort of silent partner of Torres’. Somebody’s supposed to find out where he is and contact me. I’m also going to ask some questions around the harbor tomorrow to see if I can get anything on the Sea Horse. If none of that pays off, then we’ll go back to Santa Barbara.”


  "Well,” said the girl, reaching across the table to place her hand on his, “at least were having a vacation together. I’ve seen so little . . She had glanced toward the entrance and her voice trailed off. “Kit,” she resumed in a lower tone, “that man coming in with the blonde.”


  A tan graying man of about fifty was entering the room with a very tall blonde young girl on his arm. He sensed Diana’s glance, turned, and saw her. Very casually, he stopped, smiled, and said something into the ear of his companion. They went back downstairs.


  “He seems to have recognized you, too,” said the Phantom. “Who is he?”


  “He was a guest on San Obito Island,” she said rapidly. “Claimed to be in television, or some kind of communications, but he must be one of Chris Danton’s men.”


  “It’s not likely they’ll stay now.” The Phantom pushed back from their table. “Wait here, Diana, and I’ll see if I can find out where they’re headed.”


  There was no sign of the gray-haired man in the crowded downstairs room.


  The Phantom asked the bead waiter, “The grayhaired gentleman and the blonde, where did they go?”


  The waiter smiled a perfunctory smile. “They apparently decided they did not wish to dine with us this evening. The rain sometimes makes people act in—”


  “Did they have a reservation? Do you know his name?”


  “No, senor. Although I believe. .


  The Phantom pushed out into the street. The rain had changed to a misty drizzle. No one was visible on the sidewalk.


  The window of the lone cab at the curb rolled


  down. “Don’t get wet, senor. I’ll take you anyplace.”


  Sprinting to the open window of the cab, the Phantom asked, “The couple who just came out. Which way did they go?”


  The man tugged at the left side of his lopsided mustache. “No one has come out of there in the past ten minutes, senor. A very slow night.”


  The Phantom returned inside. “Getting closer,” he said to himself. “But not close enough.”


  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


  The rain continued.


  A little after ten the next morning, the Phantom received a phone call. “Senor Walker?”


  “Yes, speaking.”


  “This is Jimenez,” said the man on the other end. “We met yesterday, you recall?”


  “Do you have some information on where Torres is?”


  “No, senor. But if you can meet me near his cantina in one hour, I can take you to his partner, who will be able to help you,” Jimenez promised him. “Also, could you be prepared to pay me, say, twenty-five American dollars?”


  “I’ll see you in an horn-.” He cradled the receiver, smiled across the room at Diana. “This may be something.”


  The dark-haired girl was sitting in a wicker armchair. “Another solo performance?”


  “Yes, that’s the safest thing.” The Phantom fetched his trench coat out of the closet. “You stay here or in your room.”


  “Where are you meeting your informant?”


  “In the vicinity of the All-American Cantina,” he replied. “I want to get there a little early to make sure no one is planning an ambush.” He kissed her on the cheek as he left the room.


  There was only Jimenez. He was huddled in the doorway of the little grocery store next to the cantina, watching the rainy street. The same shaggy yellow dog was scavenging his way down the block. “Over here, senor,” called Jimenez when he saw the Phantom approaching.


  The Phantom had arrived nearly a half hour before and carefully checked out the neighborhood. When he was satisfied that this didn’t look like a Danton setup, he let himself be seen. “Ready to go?” he asked the small thin Jimenez.


  “It is not that distant, senor.” The other man was wearing a thick black overcoat and a Panama hat. “We can walk.”


  The old shopkeeper peered out of his store, recognized the Phantom, and asked, “How are you today, senor?”


  “Fine and yourself?”


  “I would do better if rogues and rascals didn’t use my place of business as a shelter against the rain.”


  Jimenez gave him a brief scowl before stepping down onto the sidewalk. He proceeded to lead the Phantom downhill and quite close to the sea. In front of a small warehouse made of black stone, he stopped. “The twenty-five dollars which was mentioned, senor?”


  “Here you are.” Rain and wind slapped at the money when he drew it from his wallet.


  There was an awning of tattered canvas over the wooden warehouse door, and it kept some of the rain off the two men. “His name is Ramirez,” explained the Phantom’s guide. “He may want ... oh, perhaps fifty dollars to tell you what he knows.”


  “He’s expecting me?”


  "Yes, senor. It is all arranged.” Jimenez’s narrow wrist shot out beyond the cuff of his heavy overcoat as he rapped on the door three times, then twice. “Even this knock is prearranged.”


  Nothing happened.


  Jimenez cleared his throat before knocking again.


  Still no one came to let them into the black stone building.


  After a third series of knocks, Jimenez said, “Perhaps we would do well to return at a later—”


  “Well go in now and look around.” The Phantom tried the door. It was locked.


  “Allow me,” offered Jimenez. He slid a device out of an inner pocket. After glancing up and down the wet waterfront street, he went to work on the lock. “There, it is open,” he said after a half minute.


  The Phantom turned the knob, pushed the door slowly inward. All the lights seemed to be on inside the place. He crossed the threshold.


  Following him, Jimenez called out, “Hey, Ramirez! Have you forgotten our appointment?”


  The large room was half-full of cases. Canned goods for the most part, judging by the stenciling on the cartons. There were also sacks of flour and com meal.


  And toward the rear of the warehouse, just in front of a wide sliding door, a man was sprawled on the concrete.


  The Phantom ran toward him. “Is this Ramirez?” he asked.


  Jimenez had approached the sprawled man more slowly. “Yes, senor. This is he.”


  Getting up from beside Ramirez, the Phantom said, “He’s been dead about an hour.”


  The sun came out and Diana mused, ‘1 don’t suppose it would hurt if I left for a little while.”


  It was getting on toward noon. She’d returned to her own bungalow and had been sitting near the phone. She’d tried to read a paperback she’d brought with her, and a copy of the local daily.


  Standing, she said to herself, “We may be going home today and I haven’t even picked up a gift for Uncle Dave.”


  She put on a light coat, wrote a note which said: “Gone down to the market plaza to shop for flamboyant shirts. Back shortly. Love, Diana.” She slipped that under the door of bungalow eleven on her way out.


  Roughly ten minutes after she’d arrived in the shopping area, when she had hardly had time to look into more than one of the bright shops, she noticed the gray-haired man.


  He was across the cobblestone street, alone, studying a display of silver bracelets in a shop window. The newly emerged sun made the silver sparkle and flare.


  Diana reversed her direction and walked back toward the comer. Then she crossed the street. There were dozens of people out on the sidewalks now, more arriving all the time. It shouldn’t be too difficult to trail the gray-haired man, she thought. Perhaps he wouldn’t lead her directly to Chris Danton, but she’d follow him anyway. She should be able to find out where he was staying and then let the Phantom know.


  The man moved on, sauntering along the street, studying the shop windows. He paused to check the price of a fat wicker basket, then strolled on. A fat woman with a pushcart offered him a tortilla wrapped around meat and beans. He glanced at the tortilla which rested in her palm, shook his head, and continued his stroll.


  Halfway down the block, an alley branched off. The gray-haired man turned down that.


  Diana, following at a safe distance, came to the


  mouth of the alley. There didn’t seem to be anything down there except a tiny cafe at the alley end. The man must have gone in there. She decided to go closer to the cafe.


  She was ten yards down the alley when someone said, out of a shadowy alcove, “Over here, Diana.” The small red-haired Laura was standing there. She had a .38 revolver pointed straight at Diana. “Laura,” she said.


  “You walked right in, didn’t you?”


  “I—” Someone grabbed her from behind.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


  “It’s coining along, yes, very nicely.” Chris Danton, in a black pullover and dark slacks, was standing on a catwalk watching his men at work on the Sea Horse.


  The yacht was nearly two hundred feet long, with funnel and superstructure of aluminum alloy. Her original color was white, but she was in the process of being painted a dark gray. A half-dozen men, some sitting on platforms lowered from the lifeboat davits, were painting the Sea Horse’s starboard side.


  Chuck Piper rubbed several times at his short hair. “I don’t like it down here,” he complained. “I feel odd, all pressed in sort of.”


  Danton laughed. “That’s only natural. You’re in a cave.”


  The Sea Horse was floating in black water inside a huge cave. The only light came from vapor lamps fitted into the rough cave ceiling.


  “I wish we were long gone from here,” said Chuck.


  “She’ll be finished in another few days,” said the handsome Danton. “Then we will once again adopt new names and new identities. We’ll set sail for new ports of call.”


  Chuck pointed at the yacht. “All that stuff is still hidden down there.”


  “No place safer,” Danton assured him.


  “Too many people know about us.”


  “You use the wrong tense, Chuck. Some people


  knew about us.” Danton took a cigarette from his silver case. “Did you have any trouble with Ramirez?”


  “No, none. He’s out of the picture,” answered the blond young man. “And I got us enough supplies to last through the rest of our stay here. But this guy . . . this Phantom is still going to nose around. He almost got to Ramirez. How did he think to come down here to Mocosa in the first place?”


  “Obviously there’s been a slight security leak somewhere.”


  “Maybe you said something to the girl.”


  Danton laughed again. “Does that seem likely?” He lit the cigarette before asking, “And what about the fair Diana?”


  “I got a call from Laura about twenty minutes ago,” answered Chuck. “She says the girl left her bungalow, all by herself. Laura and Edwards are going to see about grabbing her.”


  “Good.”


  “What do you figure to do with her if they bring her over here?”


  Smiling, Danton said, “I’m not exactly sure. Something effective.”


  Chuck took a few steps on the metal flooring of the caveside catwalk. “I also heard from one of our contacts in Santa Barbara.”


  “Don’t tell me Marcus and Busino are in hot pursuit?”


  “Not them, no,” said Chuck. “But somebody else.”


  Danton frowned. "Who?”


  “Some peaceful-looking blond guy has been asking questions,” replied Chuck. “He was calling himself Helmann most recently.”


  “Helmann? Who is he?” asked Danton. “Is the


  syndicate thinking of trying to hold us up again?”


  “He’s not syndicate, not interested in junk,” said Chuck. It’s about something else.


  “That’s all I know.”


  “Ah,” said Danton, nodding. He moved to a metal exit door. “Find out all you can about this Helmann. And tell the men to paint faster.”


  For a long while, there had been no light in the room.


  Then a flashlight appeared some distance from her, floating in the blackness.


  Diana remained silent, watching the glare of yellow drifting closer. She was sitting on a dirt floor, among debris which seemed to be mostly broken pottery. The room had no windows in its thick adobe walls. There was one door, locked and bolted on the outside. Apparently, the whole room, including the door, was soundproof. At least no one had responded to the shouting Diana had done during her first few minutes here.


  This should be fairly near the marketplace. The gray-haired man, with a hand clamped tightly over her mouth, had dragged her down only one long corridor after grabbing her in the alley.


  “There’s a chair over there.” The flashlight beam illuminated the spot.


  “I didn’t notice,” answered Diana.


  “Well be leaving soon,” said Laura, swinging the light back so it shone on Diana. “We want to wait until nighttime.”


  Diana had no idea what time it was. She had the impression she’d been in this lightless room for hours. “Is Chris Danton here?”


  “Not right in Mocosa,” answered the redhead. “Nearby, though. Maybe you’ll have dinner with him.”


  “I can forgo the pleasure.”


  “Speaking of food, are you hungry? I can whip you up a sandwich or something,” offered the other girl. “I’m very handy that way, with food.”


  “No, thanks.”


  “Oh, it wouldn’t be drugged,” said Laura. "When it comes time to haul you out of here, well simply give you a shot to put you to sleep for a few hours.”


  “What does Chris have in mind for me now?” The flashlight rose and fell two inches as the red-haired girl shrugged. “I’m honestly not sure,” she said. “But he said not to shoot you down this time. Instead he wants you brought out to the island.”


  “Maybe after the other night he’s lost confidence in your shooting ability,” said Diana. “Does he have an island down here?”


  “Oh, Chris has always got an island somewhere,” said Laura.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


  The gray-haired man came in and said, “The truck’s here.”


  “I didn’t hear it.” Laura was sitting on the edge of a long wooden crate.


  “That’s probably because this room is soundproof.”


  There was a single wall light burning in the windowless room.


  Laura hopped to the earthen floor, taking a final look into the box.


  Diana was stretched out in there, unconscious. The gray-haired man, whose name was Edwards, had given her an injection ten minutes ago.


  “I’ll need a hand with this lid,” said Edwards.


  “Is she going to be able to breathe inside there?” The small red-haired girl was standing beside the crate, hands on hips.


  “Help me with the lid, will you?” said Edwards. “Don’t worry, there are plenty of air holes.”


  Laura picked up her end of the lid without bending her legs. “Heave ho,” she said as they fitted it into place.


  Edwards secured it with a half-dozen nails. He grunted once, began pulling the crate along the floor. He’d placed a dolly under it before depositing Diana.


  The panel truck was waiting in an alley on the other side of the building. Night had arrived and little light from the street found its way here.


  With the driver pulling from inside, they got the crate into the truck.


  Edwards quietly closed the doors. “I’ll see you over on the island tomorrow,” he told Laura.


  “Seeing the blonde lady again tonight?” Laura walked around to the front of the truck.


  “Yes, but we’re not dining out. I don’t want to be noticed by any friends of your cargo there.”


  “Bon voyage,” called Laura as the truck rolled out of the alley.


  Twenty-five minutes later, she and the crate were approaching a small hilly island some two miles offshore. Laura was sitting with one booted foot atop the box. “I’m trying to decide,” she said to the broad back of the man at the wheel of the launch.


  “Huh?” he asked without turning.


  “Which of you is the best conversationalist, the guy who drives the truck or you.”


  “People can talk too much.”


  Sighing, Laura turned to watch the approaching island. It didn’t look like much. Raw hills and a few stands of gnarled trees, a cluster of simple adobe houses. Orange light showed in some of the windows and dogs barked. Not guard dogs like Danton had on his other island, only mutts this time. Everything visible was camouflage.


  Chuck Piper was waiting for Laura on the dock. “Got her?”


  “Same-day service,” replied Laura. “Have a hammer?”


  He drew a hammer from a loop on his trousers, tossed it down to her. “Here you go.”


  Lama began prying the lid off the crate. “Hop down here and heft her out, Chuck.” The nails made a twisting, whining sound as they were drawn from the wood.


  Chuck lifted the drugged Diana up out of the wooden box.


  “Wait a sec.” Laura reached down into the crate. “One of her shoes came off.”


  Chuck carried Diana onto the dock and then almost one hundred yards across the island. He went into the first small house with her.


  Laura followed, the lost shoe swinging on her forefinger. She tugged down two consecutive hooks in a closet of the bedroom, causing a section of wall to slide away. There was a metal door behind that. The red-haired girl pushed at three of the many screws on the surface of the door. It hissed slowly open. “All aboard for funland,” she said, stepping into the concealed elevator. “Where’s he want her taken anyhow?”


  “Onto the yacht.” Chuck came sideways into the elevator with his burden.


  “Whereabouts on the yacht?”


  “Cabin A-5.”


  “Ah, she’s going to be traveling first-class.”


  Steam spiraling up from the cup of coffee hid part of Danton’s face. “At long last,” he said, “I may welcome you aboard the Sea Horse ”


  Diana was sitting in a chair next to her cabin bunk. She had awakened only a few minutes earlier. She brushed her hair back from her face and watched him without answering.


  “I really am sorry about that incident the other evening, Diana.”


  “Which incident? The one where you tried to brainwash me, or are you referring to your attempt to blow me up?”


  Danton laughed, holding the coffee cup toward her.


  She brushed it aside, making hot coffee splash on his wrist.


  “You must believe me.” Danton placed the cup on a bunkside bureau, and wiped his wrist. “I truly regret my attempts to have you killed, Diana. They were angry impulses, which I now sincerely regret. You can see for yourself that I am only holding you for a while until I am safely away. I have no intention of—”


  “Do you regret trying to kill my friend, too?” Danton laughed more loudly. “I must admit I am not as fond of the Phantom as I am of you.” “So you know who he is.”


  “Yes. As you know, I've traveled considerably throughout Bangalla. I’ve heard a good deal about the Phantom. Now, thanks to you, Diana, I’ve had the opportunity to meet him.”


  “You’ll meet him again.”


  “I doubt he’ll find you this time,” said Danton. “My people were relatively discreet. And in another day or so we’ll be safely at sea, heading for an entirely different part of the world.”


  “The Sea Horse should be pretty easy to recognize, no matter where it is.”


  “Unfortunately you came aboard while you were not too observant, otherwise you would have noticed I have crews working round the clock to change our fagade.” He sniffed the air for a second. “I’ve never been fond of the smell of paint, but it can’t be helped. When we leave this little hideaway, under cover of darkness in a couple days’ time, the Sea Horse will have ceased to exist. We will have new and believable registry papers and even I will be bearing a new identity.” “Another one?”


  Danton stared at her. “What do you mean by that?”


  “You’re not the only person who’s wanted to talk to me lately,” Diana said.


  “Something to do with who I am?” He took hold of her arms above the elbows. “Tell me.”


  “Two men,” she said, turning her head away from his. “They seemed to think I know a good deal more about you than I really do.”


  “Be more explicit.” He lifted her half out of the chair. “Who were they?”


  “They never did identify themselves exactly.” She twisted out of his grip. “But I do know they were hired to kill you.”


  Danton’s eyes nearly closed. “To kill me, yes. I see,” he said. “Surely you have some idea of who hired them. Were they connected with organized crime, with the syndicate? There’s a great deal of-”


  “They want to kill you,” Diana told him, “because they believe you’re Rolf Langweil.”


  The handsome man stiffened. He touched his face before crossing the room to stare out a porthole. All he could see was the wall of the cave. “A ridiculous notion,” he said, laughing. “Like the games mass-circulation magazines play—Is Hitler Still Alive?—and that sort of thing.”


  ‘You mean you’re not Rolf Langweil?”


  Danton, still staring out at the blackness, said, ‘What else can you tell me about these two misguided men?”


  “One of them is being held by the Santa Barbara authorities.” She leaned against her bunk, rubbing at her arm.


  “And the other one?”


  “I imagine he’s still hunting you.”


  “This latter man, what does he look like?”


  “Tall and blond, very amiable outwardly.” Danton nodded to himself. “The same one, yes,”


  he murmured. He faced the girl again. “I assume by now several people have heard of this ludicrous idea about me?”


  “Yes, the man in custody was telling anyone who’d listen.”


  “And how many people know your dear friend the Phantom has come down here to look for me?” Diana hesitated a second. “I don’t know,” she said. “He doesn’t confide everything in me.”


  “Perhaps it’s still only the three of you I have to worry about—you, the Phantom, and the other man.” He put a hand on the doorknob. “Still we’ll have to leave even earlier than I had planned. Good night, Diana.”


  “Chris, won’t you—?”


  The door opened and closed. She was alone.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


  The winds had died. The night sky over Santa Barbara was calm and clear. Uncle Dave, in a tropical shirt and candy-striped pants, was making another circuit around the pool. “Enough time’s gone by to try it again,” he said to himself.


  Back in the living room, he seated himself next to the phone. He punched out the number of Diana’s bungalow court down in Mexico. He’d memorized it by now.


  “Buenas noches,” answered the desk clerk.


  “Is Diana Palmer in yet?”


  “Is this Senor Palmer once again?”


  “Yes, is-?”


  “I am very sorry, senor, she remains out.”


  “And Mr. Walker?”


  “He also, senor,” replied the clerk. “It is as I told you on the occasion of your first call. Senor Walker asked after Diana Palmer this afternoon and then went out to look for her. Neither of them has returned.”


  “Okay,” said the old man. “When either one comes in, have them call me.”


  “Yes, of course, senor. But do not worry overly. When two people are young and on vacation in Mexico, even in the off season, they . .


  Diana’s uncle hung up. “Something’s not right,” he said. Diana was to have called him today. When he hadn’t heard from her by late afternoon, he put in a call to her, learning she and the Phantom had been out since midday. Uncle Dave rubbed at his stomach. He had one of his hunches that something was wrong.


  The doorbell rang.


  Agents Marcus and Busino were at the door. “Good evening,” said Marcus after stepping inside.


  “Have you heard anything?” asked the old man. “About what?” asked Busino.


  Leading them into the living room, Uncle Dave said, “That’s right. You two don’t even know what I’m worried about.”


  “No, we came over to talk about what we’re worried about.” Marcus sat in a sofa chair, tugging out a crumpled pack of menthol cigarettes. “But what’s bothering you?”


  “Oh, it’s probably nothing. But I haven’t been able to get in touch with Diana all day. It’s got me worried.”


  “Your niece is in Mocosa, Mexico, right?” said Marcus.


  “Yes,” the old man answered.


  “Suppose you tell us why she went there?”


  “Don’t tell me you still suspect—?”


  “No, not at all,” said Marcus. “But I want to know.”


  “Well, Walker had something to take care of down there.”


  “Something to do with all this Chris Danton business?”


  Uncle Dave nodded, saying, “That’s the way I figure it. You don’t know him as well as I do. He plays his cards pretty close to the vest.”


  “Everybody,” said Busino, watching the pack of cigarettes in his partner’s hand, “seems to be traveling to Mexico.”


  Marcus shook out a cigarette and passed the


  pack to Busino. “Your niece or Walker didn’t tell you anything else?”


  “What do you mean by everybody?” the old man asked Busino.


  “We’ve been trying to round up Danton’s known associates,” he replied. “It looks like most of them have headed south.”


  “We have been able to get our hands on one guy, a peripheral character named Gabe Rich,” said Marcus. “He tells us he drove this Laura Leverson down to Tijuana and left her there.”


  “A long way from Mocosa,” said Uncle Dave. “Rich says the girl was going to contact somebody there in Tijuana and get herself a ride somewhere else,” said Marcus. “We even know the name of her contact.”


  “What’s he say?”


  “We asked the Mexican cops to check him out,” said Marcus. “Seems the guy has suddenly dropped from sight.”


  “He on the run, too?”


  “It might also be due,” said Busino, “to that wandering assassin.”


  “According to Gabe Rich,” said Marcus, “a guy who sounds very much like Fulmer’s sidekick leaned on him and made him tell where he’d taken the Leverson dame.”


  Uncle Dave said, “So there may be some truth in all this about Chris Danton being an ex-Nazi?” “Right now,” said Marcus, “I’ll believe most anything.”


  The yellow Cessna hummed through the night. “You understand,” the pilot, a chubby man in his late thirties, was saying, “that that was the landing field we passed back there, senor?”


  The man who now called himself Helmann was


  sitting with his head pressed against the window, whistling softly. “Yes, I understand,” he answered. “I want to take a look at the entire island before we turn around and land.”


  “A little flea-ridden island inhabited by a bunch of fishermen,” said the pilot. “At night, you’ll see even less than during the day, which isn’t much.” “I’m paying you,” Helmann reminded him, “a handsome fee to indulge my whims. No more comments, if you please.”


  “As you say, senor.”


  Helmann went back to whistling. He’d learned even more in Tijuana than he’d expected. Langweil, or Danton if you preferred, wasn’t being anywhere near as careful as he should be. Helmann had had to dispose of the man in Tijuana when he was through with him. He liked to avoid that sort of thing, if possible, it took up too much time. There’d been, however, no workable alternative in this particular instance.


  “There is your beloved Island,” announced the pilot.


  Helmann looked down. All he could see were a few tiny dots of light in the blackness. He smiled.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


  The Phantom had stood up from beside the body that afternoon, and asked Jiminez, “Had he told you anything about where he thought Torres


  was?”


  The other man had taken off his sopping Panama hat and was looking everywhere but at the dead man. “We should leave here now, senor, I suggest.”


  “We will, after I’ve looked around.”


  “You don’t intend—am I correct?—to notify the police.”


  Shaking his head, the Phantom said, “What was this man Ramirez involved in?”


  “Many things, I am not certain how many.” Jimenez took a few steps backward. “He implied, when I talked to him last evening on your behalf, that he and Torres were partners in something that was going to make a considerable profit.” “Where did he think Torres was?”


  “He didn’t confide what he thought, senor. However, I have the notion he was himself concerned about Torres’s absence. He was hoping to learn something more this morning,” said Jimenez. “Then sell that information to you.”


  The Phantom strode to the sliding doors. “Learn something from whom?”


  “A customer, someone who was coming here an hour or so ahead of us.”


  With gloved hands, the Phantom slid open the doors. The rain was slacking off. “There’s been a


  truck in here recently, some kind of halftrack judging from those marks it gouged in the mud.” At his side, Jimenez nodded back at the dead man. “I notice no blood, senor. What killed him? Perhaps it was natural—”


  “You didn’t look closely enough,” answered the Phantom. “He was strangled.” He pointed at the half-open wooden gates outside. “Where does that street lead?”


  “Down to the harbor, senor, to the dock area.” “That’s probably where our halftrack went.” “It is very easy to find your way there, senor. You won’t, I am more than certain, need me to lead you.”


  “No, you can take off.”


  “I wish you a good afternoon then, senor.” Jimenez snapped his limp white hat back on his head and hurried toward the front door. “I’ll try to give the impression, if asked, that I was never here.” He left the place.


  The Phantom spent another few minutes there. Then he made his way unobtrusively to the harbor. His preliminary inquiries turned up nothing on the halftrack.


  Retrieving his rented car near the All-American Cantina, he drove back up to the bungalows. He’d better talk to Diana, let her know what he was up to, before continuing his search.


  He found the girl’s note on the floor of his room. But when he went to the market area, he found no trace of her.


  The Phantom didn’t encounter the fat vendor until after sunset. After searching the entire market plaza area that afternoon, he had returned to the bungalow complex. He’d questioned the clerk, learned nothing, and waited in his room for a time. As the day waned, he returned to the plaza to search again for Diana.


  “Yes, senor,” the fat woman told him, “I saw such a girl as you are asking about. Muy bonita, very pretty.” While she talked, she ladled steaming meat out of a caldron mounted on her cart, slapped a portion on a flat tortilla, and rolled it up.


  He had been asking everyone who worked on the street about Diana. “When was this?”


  “Before I left for my afternoon siesta,” replied the woman. “It must have been some time around midday.”


  “Where did she go?”


  Pointing with the wooden ladle, the fat woman said, ‘You see up in the next block, senor, where there is an alley? She walked down there.”


  “You see her come out?”


  “Not during the final hour I was selling my wares.”


  “What’s down there?”


  “That’s what is strange, senor. It is only an alley. There is a shabby cafe, but it has been closed for many days.”


  “Thanks.” He started to walk away.


  “Perhaps, senor, she was to meet the other man.”


  Stopping, he asked, "What other man?”


  “He was tall, such as yourself, but older,” answered the fat vendor. She touched at one temple with the handle of the big spoon. “His hair was gray here. He stopped for a moment to inspect my cart, then entered that very same alley.”


  “Before the girl did?”


  “Yes, senor, that is right.”


  Nodding, the Phantom said to himself, “Diana must have spotted Danton’s boy and decided to trail him on her own.”


  There was no activity in the alley, only darkness and silence. No lights in the small cafe and the walls on the left and right had no windows.


  The Phantom found a door in an alcove partway down the alley. It was locked. He knelt, studying the dusty ground. “Some kind of struggle here recently between a man and two women.”


  From a short distance away, he heard a truck motor starting up.


  There were people talking.


  The Phantom sprinted to the end of the alley. Between the closed cafe and the wall of the other building rose a high wooden fence.


  He climbed to the top of the fence in seconds. Poised there, he saw the gray-haired man wave a good-bye to a panel truck. The vehicle drove off into the night.


  Silently, the Phantom pulled himself up onto the flat roof of the adjoining building. He moved along until he was directly over the other man. Then he jumped.


  “Oof!” bellowed Edwards as he was propelled forward by the force of the Phantom landing on him. He staggered, twisted, and fell over backward in the dust.


  The Phantom picked him up, spun him around and locked a powerful arm around his neck. “Where is she?”


  Choking, the man answered, “You just missed her, my friend.”


  “She was in that truck?”


  “Right you are, in a box.”


  The Phantom increased the pressure. “If you’ve killed-”


  “Easy, easy, she’s only drugged,” Edwards gasped.


  “Where are they taking her?”


  “Danton,” said the man, “to Danton on the island.”


  “Which island?”


  The gray-haired man told him all about the island.


  When he was finished, the Phantom let him go. As the man turned, the Phantom hit him hard on the jaw. Edwards dropped to the ground with the Sign of the Skull imprinted on his face.


  Tying him up with his own shoelaces, gagging him with his necktie, the Phantom tossed Edwards into the nearest doorway. Then he began running toward the ocean.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


  Danton looked up from his desk and frowned. “I have no time for you now,” he said.


  “Seems to me I’ve heard that song before.” Laura came on into his cabin.


  “We’re going to have to get out of here no later than tomorrow night,” he said. “There is still much to be done.”


  The pretty red-haired girl sat on the edge of the bunk.


  The frown deepened on Danton’s handsome face. “If you’d done your job well, dear Laura, we would not have all these current worries. But you failed miserably at getting rid of the Phantom.” “Oh, come on, Chris,” she said. “Despite your gruff exterior at the moment, I know damn well you’re smiling on the inside because sweet little Diana Palmer is still among the living.”


  “Perhaps,” admitted Danton.


  “Perhaps, my elbow,” said Laura. “Why don’t you admit that if you hadn’t gotten yourself all tangled up with her, we’d still be operating safely up in Santa Barbara. Instead we’re hiding in a cave and you’ve got her installed in the bridal suite.” Danton stood and began to laugh. “Ah, I see now what is really bothering you, Laura. You’ve allowed yourself to become jealous of Diana. Isn’t that a fact?”


  “Isn’t it a fact you were seeing her every single night and day? Isn’t it a fact you invited her to Sea Horse Villa, which was a stupid thing to do?”


  “Well, Laura, we all do stupid things now and again,” said Danton, grinning at her. “Even you.”


  “Yes, I realize that now, Chris,” said the red-haired girl. “One of my all-time classic stupid things was letting you . . . recruit me.”


  Danton crossed the cabin to place a hand on her shoulder. “I’m still very fond of you, Laura,” he assured her. “And when—”


  “Sure.” She lifted his hand off her shoulder and walked quickly out of the cabin.


  Danton watched the door she’d slammed for several minutes.


  The Phantom, stripped down to his tight-fitting costume once again, swam through the black water with strong strokes. The lights of the island were quite close now and he could see three fishing boats moored at the rickety dock he was fast approaching.


  Not even winded by the chill swim from the shore to the small island, he swam silently up beside the dock.


  A lone man with a rifle was pacing the dock end.


  Since he wanted to approach as unobtrusively as possible, the masked man avoided the guard and swam away from him.


  A hundred yards further off, concealed from the guard by an outcropping of rock, the Phantom came ashore.


  At some distance, dogs were barking at each other. They didn’t sound dangerous.


  Moving across the sandy ground, the Phantom sighted the small house Edwards had told him about. The house which enclosed the elevator to the lower levels.


  There was another rifleman standing directly in front of the doorway.


  Without making a sound, the jungle-bred masked man circled the house. There was no one inside. He approached the bedroom window and tried to open it.


  The moment he touched the frame, a bell began ringing within the house.


  The Phantom darted off into the darkness, circled the house again, and came around behind the guard who’d gone to investigate. He knocked the man out with two blows from behind. Trussing him up, much the way he had the gray-haired Edwards, he dragged the guard into the house.


  The bell was still ringing. The masked man located it on the far wall, and got it switched off. “I wonder if that also rings down below,” he mused.


  From the bedroom came the sound of an elevator door opening. “What’s wrong up here, Gill?” The Phantom was across the room and next to the bedroom door before it opened.


  When this latest guard, a tall thick-necked man stepped into the room, the Phantom felled him with one chop.


  “So much for my unobtrusive entrance,” he said to himself.


  He noticed the man was wearing a seaman’s knit cap and a navy-blue peajacket. The Phantom borrowed these before tying and gagging the man.


  There was another man ten feet from the elevator exit. “Some trouble up there?” he asked.


  Keeping his back to the man, the Phantom replied, in a muffled voice, “Dogs fooling around at the windows.”


  “We ought to shoot the whole pack.”


  The Phantom saw the Sea Horse directly ahead of him now. He began to make his way along the metal walkway leading toward it.


  "Hey, you’re not supposed to go off-duty till midnight,” called the other man.


  Slowly, the Phantom turned.


  “You’re not—”


  The Phantom got hold of the man, grappled with him on the black metal walkway. Before the man could speak again, the Phantom knocked him out. He left him lying inside the elevator cage.


  When he came alongside the Sea Horse, treading on a narrow catwalk, he saw more men. They were working on the side of the ship, painting it gray. The Phantom went by, hands in the pockets of his heavy jacket. No one hailed him.


  He climbed up the gangway and was aboard the yacht. There were no guards on deck. I don’t have much time to find Diana and get her off of here, he thought.


  Aft on the main deck, a small seaplane was lashed to its catapult.


  He glanced at it before moving forward toward the cabin area. Edwards had told him Diana would probably be put in one of the forward cabins.


  Cautiously, he looked through the first porthole he came to. Laura Leverson was in this cabin, by herself, sitting with her hands pressed to her face.


  The masked man continued to explore. Two cabins further on, he located Diana. She appeared to be alone in the room. Very cautiously he tapped on the glass.


  The dark-haired girl looked up, then shook her head violently. “No, go away!” she cried.


  “Quite an impressive performance,” said Chris Danton. He was a few feet behind the Phantom, with a gun. “Hard on my staff, but entertaining, none the less. I’ve been watching your approach on my closed-circuit television monitors.”


  CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


  “An old-fashioned touch perhaps,” said Danton, laughing. “However they frequently prove useful.”


  Danton was referring to the manacles which held the Phantom’s wrists to the metal walls of the cell. The cell was somewhere in the bowels of the yacht. Though he had been held fast in his position since the night before, he showed no outward signs of fatigue. ‘Where’s Diana?” he asked.


  The handsome Danton was still leaning in the doorway, toying with a silver ring of six bright keys. “In her cabin,” he replied, “doing quite well.” The Phantom said, “What are you planning to do with us?”


  “No need to use the word us,’ Phantom. I have entirely different fates worked out for you both.” He took two steps into the metal-walled cell, chuckling. “Diana will travel with me for a while, taking somewhat of a grand tour. And you will disappear once we are out to sea.”


  The Phantom said nothing.


  “Aren’t you interested in knowing when that will be?” asked Danton. “Don’t you want to know how much longer you have to live?”


  “Nobody really knows that.”


  “Ah,” laughed Danton, “but you are one of those privileged people who do. Well leave this place of concealment tonight. So it’s safe to say you won’t be alive by this time tomorrow, Phantom.”


  “And yourself?”


  Touching his face, Danton asked, “What do you mean? Do you know something about that madman who’s stalking me?”


  “Only that he seems very dedicated to killing you,” replied the Phantom. “That is, if you really are Rolf Langweil.”


  The other man moved closer to the manacled Phantom. “I’ll tell you something you can contemplate as you wait to die,” he said. “I am, indeed, Rolf Langweil. I’ve had many names and many identities since I smuggled myself out of Berlin in 1945.” He laughed yet again. “And I’ve enjoyed them all. Furthermore, I intend to keep on living, Phantom, and keep on eluding these fools they send to track me.”


  The Phantom watched Danton. ‘You’ve enjoyed your most recent role as drug pusher?”


  “Quite a lot, yes. I’ve been able to buy everything I’ve wanted, to afford anything,” answered Danton. “It’s quite a good life.” He was only a few feet away from the masked man. “I had it all very carefully worked out, too, my smuggling operation, until you began giving me trouble.”


  “Lots of other people want to give you trouble,” the Phantom told him. “Federal agents like Terry, Marcus, Busino. .


  “They’ve never been able to prove a thing,” pointed out the owner of the Sea Horse. He stomped gently on the metal floor with one white-shod foot. “After I bought this yacht, I had a few modifications made. There’s a false section beneath us.” He stomped twice again, softly. “But you can’t reach it from within the yacht. You must go beneath the keel to reach what is stored there. So, with the judicious use of scuba equipment, I have been able to import substantial quantities of relatively pure heroin.”


  “Very enterprising of you.” The Phantom suddenly kicked out with one free foot. He aimed the toe of his boot at Danton’s midsection.


  But the handsome Danton had anticipated the lack by a few seconds. He swooped back out of reach, laughing. "Not quite good enough, Phantom.” In the doorway, going out, he added, “You can begin counting the hours.”


  Hours later, light again sliced into his dark cell.


  “I brought you something to eat, but you’ll have to promise not to kick me or anything.” It was the small red-haired Laura. She held a paper sack in her left hand, a thermos under her arm, and a .38 revolver in her other hand.


  “Come on in,” invited the Phantom. “I don’t get many visitors in the brig.”


  “Chris doesn’t really approve, but I told him it wouldn’t do to have you die of starvation before he got around to killing you.” She entered the cell, switched on the overhead lights with an elbow, and closed the door with her backside. “Do you like iced tea?”


  “That would be fine.”


  “It’s not poisoned or anything.” Staying on the other side of the room from him, she placed the gun and the paper bag down for a moment. She then poured some tea from the thermos into its cup-lid. “I have to keep saying that because nobody quite trusts me anymore.” Picking up the gun, she brought the cup toward him. "If you try anything, I’ll have to shoot you.” She pressed the gun to his stomach and the cup to his lips.


  After he’d drunk the iced tea, the masked man said, “Thanks.”


  “Would you like a sandwich?”


  “Nothing else, thanks,”


  “Not even a macaroon?” Laura backed away from him with the gun and the empty plastic cup. “I made them myself in the kitchen—galley rather. Baking cheers me up.”


  He said, “You looked somewhat unhappy last night.”


  “I was,” she said. “I am. Listen, he hasn’t got any mikes or other kinds of bugs in here. I know that for a fact, so we can talk. I—”


  “Getting tired of this set up?”


  “Not exactly,” she said. “Although, maybe the reason I didn’t hit you and her the other night is because ... I don’t know, I just don’t want to kill anyone.” She sighed, leaning back against the closed metal doors. “Listen, things were better all around before Chris met her. Better in a business sense, better between Chris and me and—well, just better.”


  “You’d like them to be that way again?”


  “I’m not sure,” she replied. “I do know I want things to stop being like they are now. If I could help you get out of here—?”


  “Can you?”


  “Yes, I know where he keeps the spare keys to those things that have you clamped to the wall,” she replied. “And I know where he put your automatics and gunbelt. If I ... if I could turn you loose, will you simply take her off the Sea Horse and away and leave Chris alone?”


  “Yes,” the Phantom promised, though he had no intention of keeping that promise. This didn’t seem like the time to debate issues.


  Laura nodded, more to herself than him. “Okay, I’ll think about it.” And she was gone.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


  Laura handed him a seaman’s outfit and said, "You’d better put these on.”


  Freed from the manacles, the Phantom was rubbing his wrists together, flexing his fingers, getting back control of his hands. “What about my guns?”


  “You look like a Boy Scout trying to start a fire.” She bent, straight-legged, and dived a hand into the plastic laundry basket she’d brought into his cell with her. “Here you are; I had them under the sailor outfit.”


  He took the wide black belt, and strapped it back round his waist. He had a little bit of trouble getting it buckled, but his hands were fast returning to normal. “Where’s Danton right now?”


  “He and Chuck and a few of the others are having dinner in the dining room off the galley. We won’t have to pass that on our way upward,” said the small red-haired girl,


  “And Diana?”


  “She’s still in her cabin,” said Laura. “Chris intended her to have dinner with him, but she, luckily for all concerned, turned down the invite. He didn’t ask me.”


  The Phantom pulled the stiff white bellbottoms on over his costume. “Is Danton still planning to leave tonight?”


  “I hope everything’s the right size. I had to guess,” she said, watching him shrug into the navy-blue jacket. “Yes, the Sea Horse . . . excuse it, were not supposed to be the Sea Horse any more. Our new gray yacht is going to pull out in less than two hours, which is why I decided I’d better hurry if I were going to spring you.”


  “I appreciate that.” He reached under his jacket and drew an automatic out of its holster.


  Laura kicked a foot at the basket on the metal cell floor. “Want a snack before you leave? I brought you a new sandwich and some donuts I made this afternoon.”


  “I wouldn’t want to eat and run,” he said, smiling. He pressed her arm, moved quietly to the cell door. “What about the key to Diana’s cabin?”


  “Oh, I forgot about her.” Laura crossed and placed a gold key in his palm.


  The Phantom looked down at her. “You sure you want to stay here?”


  “I think so, yes,” she answered. “And don’t worry, Chris won’t feed me to the sharks when he finds out what I’ve done.”


  If the Phantom had anything to say about it, Chris Danton would be in the hands of the authorities before many more hours had passed. He stepped out into the corridor now, scanned it in both directions, and headed for the metal stairway which would take him up to the main deck and Diana.


  He had gone a half-dozen steps when the first of the explosions shook the Sea Horse.


  “Good lord!” Laura came running out of the cell into the corridor. “What’s that?”


  Another dull boom sounded.


  The Phantom took hold of her arm. “Come on.” He ran to the stairs, pushing her up ahead of him.


  Down below, and behind them, doors were opening, men were shouting.


  “What the hell’s coming off here?”


  “It must be the engine room.”


  “How can that be?”


  “Look, that’s water coming in over there!” “Water?” said Laura as she opened the door at the top of the stairs. “How can we have a sea disaster when we’re not at sea?”


  More men were scurrying along the deck. One was on the rail, contemplating diving off the Sea Horse and into the dark waters of the cavern.


  There was a third explosion, stronger and more severe than the other two. The yacht reverberated in the water.


  The Phantom left Laura standing, puzzled, amidst the confusion of the deck, and started for Diana’s cabin. He inserted the gold key in the lock, pushing the door open. “This is where we get off,” he said.


  Diana jumped up out of the chair she’d been sitting in. “Oh, Kit,” she said, coming into his arms.


  He hugged her, then eased her toward the door. “I want to get you safely up out of here and off the island. Then I’m coming back for Danton.”


  “The explosions,” said the dark-haired girl. “What are they? Did you—?”


  The Phantom guided her across the deck. “I don’t know what’s causing them,” he told her. “Not me, anyway.”


  A passing crew member took time out from the pandemonium to realize who Diana was. “Wait, miss, you’re not supposed to—”


  The Phantom hit him twice and he dropped. “Just around this bend,” he said to Diana, “and we’ll reach the gangway.”


  They got there safely and made their way across to the cavern catwalk. The Phantom handed Diana one of his automatics. “Use that elevator


  over there,” he instructed, “and get yourself topside. Wait for me in the house up there.”


  “Kit, what are you—?”


  “I’m going back for Danton.”


  “Can’t you forget just—?” She didn’t finish her sentence. She had known the masked man long enough to realize he would not turn away from what he had vowed to do.


  The Phantom raced back up the gangway. The giant Sea Horse was already starting to list slightly to starboard. He wasn’t sure how long she’d stay afloat.


  He heard Danton’s voice, deep and booming, barking out orders.


  Then he saw someone else. It was the tall smiling man he knew as Anderson. He was wearing a water-slick scuba outfit and stalking toward where Danton must be. Before the Phantom could catch up to him, he was lost around the side of a cabin. He heard two shots.


  The masked man sprinted, moving with incredible speed, and in seconds he was looking on the scene.


  Danton was standing on the deck near the starboard rail. Slumped on his knees and clutching at a bloody splotch on the chest of his white pullover was the blond Chuck Piper. And stalking toward them with his .32 revolver clutched in his right hand was Anderson. There was no one else around.


  “My little diversion has succeeded in giving me a chance at you, Herr Langweil,” said the smiling assassin.


  “What did you do to my ship, you grinning fool?” cried Danton. “Some kind of plastic explosives placed against the hull, I imagine—but why?”


  “First, the Sea Horse, Herr Langweil, then


  you ” Anderson told him. “And now that we’ve used your real name, let me tell you who I am. My real name is Neil Agron.”


  Danton looked at him blankly. “Yes?”


  “It means nothing to you? And yet you killed my father—?”


  The Phantom acted. He dived at the assassin, grabbed him from behind, and chopped the weapon from his hand. The pressure he exerted on the man’s neck caused him to lose consciousness.


  Letting him slump to the deck, the masked man reached for his remaining automatic.


  “Thank you and good-bye.” Danton laughed and vaulted over the rail toward the black water. Seconds later, there was a single enormous splash.


  Without hesitating, the Phantom went after him.


  CHAPTER THIRTY


  The Phantom came to the surface of the cave lagoon. The dark surface of the water was illuminated by pale-blue light from far above. He did not see Danton anywhere.


  There was much noise and frenzy on board the listing Sea Horse.


  But the Phantom’s hearing was such that he could time out distractions to concentrate on his quarry. He had done it often in the Deep Woods.


  Now he detected a faint splash from the direction of the camouflaged cave mouth. Silently, he sped through the cold water.


  A faint metallic creaking came to his ears.


  “He’s got a way to get out through the gate,” speculated the Phantom as he neared the blocked exit of the huge cavern.


  He examined the metal fretwork and paneling. Its other side was coated with some kind of styrofoam rock, but back here, it was bare metal.


  “Right about here I’d guess.” He pressed a panel as he treaded water. It swung narrowly open, making again the faint metallic creaking.


  The night outside was clear, the sky a sharp black, and all the distant stars glistened brightly.


  Now the masked man heard a dim scuffling sound. “He must be climbing up the hillside.”


  He swam in the direction he calculated Danton was going, and pulled himself free of the sea. He halted an instant on the scrubby ground, listening hard. Yes, Danton was definitely scurrying up the hillside.


  The Phantom, moving with great speed and silence, continued his pursuit. He must have some reason for heading up here, the masked man thought to himself. Maybe some other way of getting off the island.


  He reached level ground. A gentle sea wind was blowing across the little island.


  And there was Danton, a darker silhouette against the black of the night, running. There was a barnhouse by itself, away from the other buildings. He looked to be aiming for there.


  The Phantom increased his pace, and went flashing through the night.


  He intercepted Danton ten yards short of the barn, hitting him with a powerful body block.


  Danton went sprawling, cursing. He rolled, boosting himself up off the ground with the heels of his hands. Kicking out at the Phantom with his white-shod foot, he said, “You’re not keeping me from getting to my other plane, damn you.”


  “Afraid I am.” He dodged the foot, caught Danton’s ankle, and levered the man around once in the air.


  Danton fell to the ground with a breath-slamming thud. But before the Phantom was able to leap for him again, the handsome man was up and running.


  He ran, straining and groaning, beyond the barn which held his getaway plane.


  The Phantom drew near him at the edge of a long drop to the sea. “Give it up, Danton.”


  Snarling, Danton snatched at the gun he carried under his jacket.


  Before its barrel could rise toward him, the Phantom’s .45 was out of its holster and firing.


  The first shot took the gun right out of Danton’s hand.


  “Do you realize what you’ve done?” cried Danton, backing away from the Phantom. “You and that grinning fool down there. You’ve destroyed one of the—”


  The masked man kept moving toward Danton.


  Danton went back and back and then, all at once, there was no ground underfoot. A look of infinite surprise came to his handsome face and then his full years seemed to touch him. Then he was plummeting, screaming, toward the dark sea three hundred feet below.


  The Phantom stood at the edge for a moment, looking down into the blackness. “And that’s the end of the Sea Horse,” he said.


  He turned his back to the ocean and went to meet Diana.


  It was two days later and they were in yet another rented car. It was a bright hot morning. Their tan compact was only a few miles from the border between Mexico and New Mexico.


  The Phantom’s hands rested lightly on the steering wheel.


  “This is a very roundabout way to get back to Santa Barbara,” remarked Diana. “Coming by private plane to Juarez and then picking up this car. Suppose you tell me now what we’re up to, Kit?”


  Smiling, he said, “You should be able to guess.”


  The dark-haired girl frowned. “I thought the Sea Horse business was all over. This doesn’t have something to do with that?”


  “No, that case is closed,” he said.


  “Well, I’d just as well be surprised then. I have the feeling I’ve spent the last few weeks doing nothing but trying to figure out mysteries.” She leaned back against the headrest. “Speaking of the Sea Horse, though, why did Laura really come to your aid?”


  “I imagine her conscience was starting to bother her.”


  “About time,” said Diana. “After she tried to gun us down.”


  “I don’t think her heart was in that attempt, or she might not have missed.”


  Diana glanced over at him. “You keep taking her part, I notice.”


  “If Laura hadn’t helped out, we might be in the bottom of that cavern lagoon along with the Sea Horse.”


  “You would have done something.”


  “Even so, she made things a lot easier.”


  Diana said, watching the hot yellow countryside outside, “What’s going to happen to Laura now?” “Well,” he answered, “she’s agreed to cooperate with Marcus and Busino and the Mexican authorities, to help them close down as much of Danton’s narcotics network as they can. That should help her cause. I’m sure theyll put in a good word, which should help her draw a lighter sentence.” “Did you put in a good word, too?”


  He grinned. ‘Yes, I did. I told Agent Terry how she’d come to my assistance aboard the Sea Horse.”


  «T »


  I see.


  “I didn’t bother to add she was a pretty good cook, too,” he said.


  After a silent moment, Diana said, “I guess I’m sounding sort of jealous. Sorry.” She shook her head. “And Chris Danton really was Rolf Lang-weil?”


  “Yes,” answered the Phantom. “There’d been


  some attempt to alter the fingerprints, but you can’t do that as easily as you can change a face. The prints they were able to get off the body match those in the Interpol files on Langweil.” “He was actually—how old?”


  “Almost sixty.”


  “And how did Anderson get into the cavern in the first place?”


  “He says he was able to swim in under the camouflaged gate Danton had hiding that cavern. He even got the alarm system turned off and came right up to the yacht unnoticed. Then he placed his plastic bombs, climbed the chain, and waited for his diversion to start.”


  “He took a lot of chances.”


  “Yes,” agreed the Phantom. “Anderson, or whatever his name is, would like to give the impression he’s a cool and calculating professional. But Danton was probably right in calling him a madman.”


  “He said he had some personal reason for wanting Danton dead.”


  “He was out to avenge his father whom Danton killed while he was a prisoner.”


  “It’s a harsh kind of justice, the kind he tried.” After a moment, the Phantom said, “I would have preferred to see Danton go to trial.”


  “Probably it was too late for that,” said Diana thoughtfully. “All the things he’d done, all the identities he’d had. Everything finally caught up with him.” She touched her fingers to the windowsill. “What about that man who ran the All-American Cantina? Did Chris have him killed, too?”


  “He intended to, but the man got wind of it and went into hiding,” said the Phantom. “His partner wasn’t so lucky.”


  The dark-haired girl said, “I came out to the West for a nice quiet vacation and I’ve had—well, anything but.”


  “My thought exactly,” said the Phantom. “Which is why we’re driving to the Eyrie.”


  Diana’s face brightened. “So that’s it,” she said. “I forgot all about your private hideway. It is in this part of the country, isn’t it?”


  “A few hours drive and we’ll be there,” he said. “Then you can start in on a vacation made up of nothing but peace and quiet.”


  Diana smiled. “Well, I’m glad we’re going there,” she said. “But I have a hunch our tranquility isn’t goin g to last long.”


  “We’ll see,” he said.


  The car shot along the bright road.
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