
  
    
      
    
  


  The Story of THE PHANTOM


  THE HYDRA MONSTER


  HOW IT ALL BEGAN


  Over 400 years ago, a large British merchantman was attacked by Singg pirates off the remote shores of Bangalla. The captain of the trading vessel was a famous seafarer who, in his youth, had served as cabin boy to Christopher Columbus on his first voyage to discover the New World. With the captain was his son, Kit, a strong young man who idolized his father and hoped to follow his as a seafarer. But the pirate attack was disastrous. In a furious battle, the entire crew of the merchantman was killed and the ship sank in flames. The sole survivor was young Kit, who as he fell off the burning ship, saw his father killed by a pirate. Kit was washed ashore, half-dead. Friendly pygmies found him and nursed him to health.



  One day walking on the beach, he found a dead pirate, dressed in his 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 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 his heirs 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 that the legend inspired was a great help in his endless battle against evil. Only his friends, the pygmies, knew the truth. To compensate for their tiny stature, the pygmies mixed deadly poisons for use on their weapons, in hunting or defending themselves. It was rare that they were forced to defend themselves. Their deadly poisons were known throughout the jungle, and they and their home, the-Deep Woods, were dreaded and avoided. Another reason to stay away from the Deep Woods was that 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 Walkers Table-for The Ghost Who Walks. In Europe, deep in the crumbling cellars of an ancient castle ruins, the Phantom had another hideout from which to strike against evil-doers.


  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 contained the costumes of all the generations of Phantoms. Other chambers contained the vast treasures of the Phantom acquired over centuries, used only in the endless battle against evil.


  Thus, twenty generations of Phantoms lived, fought, and died, usually violently, as they followed their oath. Jungle folk, sea folk, and city folk believed him the same man, the Man Who Cannot Die. Only the pygmies knew that 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 Hydra Monster 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 Skidl—known and feared by evil-doers 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 peo]~>le 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


  They caught up with him down by the black water.


  There was fog all around. It came spilling in off the night waters of San Francisco Bay. He couldn’t even see them clearly. There were dark blurry shapes stalking him down the empty streets. He knew what they meant to do.


  He’d known that since he’d left the saloon on Front Street and realized they were on his trail. That started him running, running through the shrouding fog. Running along the grey streets where everybody went home at sundown. Running, stumbling again and panting, under the ramps of the Embarcadero freeway. Running around the grey supporting spires, heading for any place away from them.


  It was no good. He was in no kind of shape anymore, fifty and too fat. There didn’t seem to be any air to breathe, only harsh, grey fog. Harsh fog rasping at his tired lungs.


  He thought about crying for help. But there weren’t any cars anywhere, no people. Only him, him and them behind him. He stopped, put a sweating palm against the stone wall of a waterfront building. He gasped and sucked in air through his mouth.


  For a few seconds, he didn’t see them.


  Then the pair stepped out of the drifting fog, slow and smiling.


  “Listen,” he said. “Listen, I’m sorry about what I know. I promise . .


  He had no more time.


  Two guns sounded, not loud, in the fog.


  The cab driver’s name was MacQuarrie. He was a lean, black man of thirty and most people called him Mac. He was cruising along the Embarca-dero, down below the freeway, after dropping a fare at the foot of Market Street.


  All at once, he hit his brakes. Two men had come running across the street through the fog.


  “Hey, you jerks,” he said to himself. “I almost hit you.”


  libe fog swirled up for an instant and he noticed something against one of the warehouses. Parking his dented, yellow car, Mac got out and cautiously approached. He didn’t want to get hit on the head for his few dollars in change.


  “Hey, you in trouble?” he called to the man who was sitting against the stone wall with his arms limp at his sides.


  A single word sighed through the fat man’s lips.


  Mac moved closer to him. He saw the blood now, splashed all over the front of the man’s faded windbreaker. “What happened?”


  “I know about . . .” moaned the dying man.


  Kneeling beside him, Mac said, “You stay here


  and I’ll get help. I don’t think you ought to be..


  “Hydra,” said the fat man.


  “What?” Mac had his ear near the man’s lips.


  “Hydra,” he repeated. He died.


  “Oh, God,” said Mac.


  The police told Mac who the dead man was. He was an informer named Estling who lived in one of the rundown hotels in the Tenderloin district. They didn’t think he knew anything that would be worth killing him for. Mac told the police the word the dying man had said. The word “hydra” didn’t mean anything to them. But a young shaggy-haired reporter from the Chronicle thought it would make a good lead for the story he was going to do.


  Mac got home about 1 a.m. He didn’t say anything to his wife about what he’d walked into. No use waking her up. He didn’t sleep much.


  The next morning, a warm, clear San Francisco morning, the dispatcher told him he’d made a conquest


  “Hey, what are you talking about?” he asked the radio in his cab.


  “Got a special request for you and you alone,” came the raspy voice out of the dusty speaker. “Maybe they want to ride with you now that you’re a celebrity. See the papers yet?”


  “I glanced at them,” admitted Mac. They’d spelled his last name with a Y at the end instead of an IE, “Where’s this fare?”


  The dispatcher gave him an address out in the Avenues.


  It was a white, three story apartment building


  in a row of them. Two men were standing in front of it. Young men, in their late twenties, in good suits and modish haircuts. One of them was wearing wrap-around sunglasses.


  He waved at Mac. “You MacQuarrie?”


  “That’s me,” said Mac as he parked. He’d never seen either of them before.


  “Our aunt told us you were an A-OK man,” said the young man with the dark glasses. “We got some luggage inside.” He jerked a thumb in the direction of the apartment building. “Give us a hand?”


  “Sure thing.” Mac switched off the ignition, pocketed the keys. “Where you going . .. airport?” That would be a pretty good fare.


  When he was on the sidewalk with them, the one with the glasses asked, “What did Estling say last night?”


  “Who?”


  “Estling, the fat stoolie. What did he say to you?”


  Mac looked from one to the other. “Hey, what’s with you two guys?”


  “We want to give you a little memory lesson. Now, what did he say?”


  Down at the far end of the block, a blonde mother with a baby carriage appeared.


  Mac shook his head. “The guy said, ‘Hydra’ if it’s any business of yours.”


  The other young man, the silent one, hit Mac twice in the stomach.


  “Wrong,” said the one wearing sunglasses, as Mac doubled up. “Wrong, he didn’t say anything.”


  The other one hit him twice more, hard in the ribs. Then kicked his legs out from under him.


  “Remember, mister,” said the one wearing glasses. “Estling didn’t say anything. You never heard of ‘Hydra’.”


  Mac was on his hands and knees on the grey sidewalk, gagging.


  The other one kicked him in the tailbone.


  The girl with the baby carriage screamed.


  The two young men ran.


  “Why did they do that?” The young mother stopped at the side of the fallen, black man. “Why did they do that to you? Are you hurt?”


  Mac stayed on the ground. He didn’t say anything.


  CHAPTER TWO


  The road wasn’t supposed to lead anywhere. Just a narrow road across the flat, dry, Southwest countryside, a road somebody had probably started and never gotten around to finishing. A dead end, that was what the sign out on the other side of the old, rail fence said.


  This was not, however, strictly true. The road went quite near the side of a high, rocky mesa. Right now, a little before mid-day, a car with


  three occupants was moving along this dusty road.


  In the front passenger seat sat a pretty, darkhaired girl, relaxed, arms folded, watching the orange and brown countryside.


  Beside her, at the wheel, was a good-looking broad-shouldered man. He wore dark glasses and a belted raincoat.


  Stretched across the back seat was a large, grey animal often mistaken for a dog. Actually, it was a wolf.


  There were spiky, yucca plants dotting the rocky ground, a few giant saguaro cactuses. Diana Palmer said, “I’d almost forgotten you had a house here.”


  “Well, I don’t know if you can call it a house,” said the Phantom. “It’s more of a hideout.”


  “You told me once that one of your ancestors had built it.”


  “Yes, way back on the Phantom family tree there’s the footloose ancestor who’s responsible for the Eyrie,” he answered. “The place was built roughly two centuries ago. I haven’t been here very often myself.”


  “Well,” said Diana, putting a hand over his, “I hope you’ll be able to spend a few days here at least. Your life has been pretty hectic lately.”


  He smiled. “My life is always hectic.”


  On the back seat Devil, the Phantom’s trained wolf, gave a yawning bark and sat up.


  “He knows we’re almost there.” The Phantom guided the car off the roadway and into a small, natural cave in the side of the earth-colored hillside. “Nobody will notice the car in here.”


  “I doubt anybody but some grizzled, old prospector will be passing by.”


  The Phantom got out, came around to open the girl’s door. He nodded upward. “Airplanes do fly over.”


  “Oh, that’s right. Hadn’t occurred to me.”


  The wolf gave a pleased anticipatory yelp as he jumped out of the vehicle.


  The Phantom lifted a box of supplies out of the car. Then he went outside the cave and began running his fingertips over a stretch of rocky cliff-side. “Yes, here we are.” He pressed at a section of deep, brown rock and a foot-square doorway popped open.


  “I remember now,” said Diana as she watched him. “The trip up to the Eyrie is an experience in itself.”


  There was a winch handle in the hollowed-out place in the rock. The Phantom began cranking it. “Nobody had invented elevators back when my ancestor did his roaming.”


  “Here it comes.” Diana shaded her eyes with one hand and pointed up into the bright blue sky.


  A length of rope was slowly unreeling down toward them. “Looks like my machinery is still in working order.” When the tail end of the thick rope was five feet above his head, he stopped cranking. “Okay, Diana, you and Devil wait here and I’ll send down for you in a minute.”


  The Phantom leaped and caught the rope. Pulling with his powerful arms, he made his way up the sheer rock wall. Rapidly, hand over hand, he


  climbed the rope and reached the rock plateau three hundred feet above the ground.


  He waved at Diana, then located the large basket which would carry the girl and the wolf and the supplies up. It was connected to a large windlass, the whole contraption concealed by camouflaging brush. The Phantom lowered it.


  Down on the ground, Diana lifted the box of groceries and sundries into the huge, wicker basket. She climbed in, followed by Devil.


  Moments later, she was beside the Phantom on the plateau. “That’s some ride up here!” she said.


  “Bumpy?”


  “Well, not the smoothest ascent I’ve ever made.”


  Across the plateau stood a great mound of rock, looking something like an Indian cliff dweller’s home. Devil was already trotting toward an opening in the structure.


  “Welcome to the Eyrie!” the Phantom told Diana.


  “Eagle’s nest is right.” With hands on her hips she looked around. Red, gold and brown country stretched away in all directions. “You can see for miles.”


  The Phantom picked up the supply box. “Come on in,” he invited as he walked toward the jagged entrance Devil had used.


  The big wolf was sitting before what appeared to be a stone wall at the end of a short passageway through the rock.


  The Phantom touched two spots on the stone wall. After a few seconds, it slid away.


  Beyond was a large comfortable-loolcing living room, complete with stereo setup and television. Lights in the ceiling came on as they crossed the threshold. “That’s right,” said the girl. “You’ve got your own generator up here.”


  “I made a few modern improvements,” said the Phantom. He took off his raincoat, dropped it over a chair.


  Smiling, Diana picked up the coat. “Closet’s over here as I remember.” She opened a white door, hung up his coat and her cardigan. “Now, if the kitchen is still in the same place, I’ll fix us some lunch.”


  Devil barked once.


  “Better let him have that steak we got for him first,” said the Phantom.


  The dark-haired girl beckoned to the wolf. “Let’s go, boy. Give me some help in the kitchen.” The Phantom shed his civilian clothes. He felt more comfortable in his tight-fitting costume. Adjusting his mask, he sat on a low, leather sofa. There were several things going on in the world that he wanted to keep up with. While Diana was in the kitchen, he’d catch the news on the radio.


  The big radio hummed a while before it began talking. “. . . in the wake of the latest cholera epidemic in this little Mideastern country has come a wave of looting. Government officials have called up the army and instituted martial law. And in San Francisco, the police believe the so-called ‘Hydra’ murder may be linked with the Underworld. That story in a moment.”


  The Phantom jumped from the sofa, went back


  to the radio. He squatted in front of it, one hand resting on the cabinet, waiting out the people who were singing about potato chips.


  “You have a choice of either . . said Diana from the doorway of the kitchen.


  “Quiet a minute,” the masked man told her. “San Francisco police announced this morning that they believe the informer slain last night on a waterfront street was the victim of underworld bullets,” said the deep-voiced announcer. “When asked to explain the murdered man’s last words— which consisted of the single name, ‘Hydra’—the detectives in charge of the case said it was probably only the babbling of a dying man. They attach no importance to it.”


  “They’re wrong,” said the Phantom.


  “Lt. Gores, speaking for the department, promises an early arrest.”


  The masked man clicked the radio off, stood up. “I thought they’d been wiped out,” he said, mostly to himself.


  Diana watched his face. “We’re not going to be able to stay here, are we?”


  “What?” he glanced in her direction.


  “I said, this is something important, isn’t it? So we won’t be able to stay here.”


  “Yes, it is important,” replied the Phantom. “If the Hydra is back in operation it means ... it means some very big trouble.”


  CHAPTER THREE


  Lt. Gores looked up from his desk as Sgt. Pronzini walked into the office with his forefinger stuck between the pages of a thick, blue book. Gores was a stocky man in his forties, grey flecking his crewcut, dark hair. There was a pair of barbells resting on the floor beside his desk. “You usually read paperbacks?” he said.


  Pronzini was a tall dark man of thirty, his hair moderately long. “I had another idea on that Est-ling kill,” he said. He stepped over another set of weights and slumped into a chair. “You still weight lifting?”


  “I’m going to start again at any moment.” Gores rubbed at his slight paunch. “I’m going to get back the shape I had when I was your age.” Resting one foot on the bar of the weight, Pronzini flipped the volume of the encyclopedia open to the page his finger had been marking. “Suppose that was all he really did say?”


  “What was all?”


  “Well, you had the notion what this cab driver heard was only part of a word,” said the sergeant. “That maybe Estling was trying to say hydrophobia or hydrochloric, something like that.”


  “I said ‘maybe’, since ‘Hydra’ by itself didn’t start any chimes ringing inside my head,” said the stocky lieutenant. “Or in the computers.”


  “There’s quite a history to the word,” said Pronzini. “I looked it up here and . .


  Gores’ phone buzzed. “Yeah?”


  “Call for you, Lieutenant, from a David Palmer in Santa Barbara.”


  “Dave Palmer?” said Gores into the phone. “That’s right, he is vacationing down there. I guess you can go any place once you retire. Put him on.”


  Dave Palmer was Diana Palmer’s uncle. Before retiring a few years before, he had been a police commissioner in the East. His reputation, a good one, was still known in most of the country. “Hello, Joseph,” said Uncle Dave. “Still lifting those weights?”


  “Going to start again any day now, Dave,” replied Gores. “What can I do for you? No trouble, I hope.”


  “No, everything is serene with me at the moment,” answered Uncle Dave. “I just had a call from a friend of mine. He’s up in your neck of the woods. He’d like to drop in and talk with you.” “What about, Dave?”


  “He’ll explain that. The point is, I want you to know that I think a great deal of him. I’d appreciate any help you can give him.”


  Gores nodded. “Well, sure, if you vouch for the guy . . . he’s not a reporter for some underground paper is he? I had one of those guys here last year and his story made me look like . .


  “No,” laughed Uncle Dave, “he’s not a reporter. But he is a very good friend of mine. His name is Walker.”


  “Okay, Dave. Ill be happy to see the guy.” They talked a few more minutes before the lieutenant hung up. “I wonder what this is going to be about.”


  “What?”


  “Friend of Dave Palmers wants to come and see me,” explained Gores. “Well, get back to what you were saying.”


  Pronzini cleared his throat. “'The Hydra, according to Greek mythology was a sea serpent with nine heads. When one of the heads was cut off, two new ones grew to replace it,’” he read. “ ‘Hercules, as one of his twelve labors, had to slay the Lemaen Hydra. Accompanied by his servant lolaus, he ...’ ”


  “Okay, okay,” came in Gores. “So what’s this got to do with a stool pigeon getting himself knocked off on the waterfront?”


  Slapping the thick book shut, Pronzini said, “Maybe nothing. I only thought it was an interesting sidelight to the case. Since the guy probably said ‘Hydra’.”


  “Maybe it was a sea serpent that killed him,” said the lieutenant. “Or maybe Estling has a sweet little old aunt back in Greece named ‘Hydra’, or maybe . . .”


  “It’s an organization calling itself ‘Hydra’ that you want,” said the man who stepped into the office. “At least that’s a good possibility.”


  Lt. Gores came half up out of his swivel chair,


  staring at the man in dark glasses and trench coat. “How the hell did you get in here?”


  “Nobody outside stopped me,” answered the Phantom. “My name is Walker.”


  “Well see about . . .” Gores shot a hand toward his desk phone. “Walker, you say?”


  “Yes, Dave Palmer was going to get in touch with you.” Far off in the Phantom’s native Ban-galla, the peoples of the jungle called him the Ghost Who Walks. When he moved among more civilized men and needed a name, he called himself Walker.


  The lieutenant let go of the phone. “Yeah, I just got off the horn with him,” he said. “Next time you come visiting though, Walker, have yourself announced. This is Sgt. Pronzini.”


  The Phantom held out a gloved hand. “Glad to meet you.”


  Gores asked, “Who are you working for, Walker? Dave didn’t...”


  Smiling at the stocky policeman, the Phantom replied, “You might say I am an amateur criminologist, Lieutenant.”


  “And exactly what did you want to talk to me about?”


  “I wanted to discuss the Hydra murder.” “That’s something the papers made up, Walker,” said Gores. “All we really have is another killing between crooks of one kind or another.”


  The Phantom glanced at the sergeant. “The last thing the dying man said was ‘Hydra’, wasn’t it?” “We think so,” said Pronzini.


  He turned again to Gores. “According to the


  news accounts, this man Estling was an informer.” “he gave us tips now and then, yeah,” answered Gores. “Nothing very important ever.”


  “But this time, he knew something,” said the Phantom. “Something important enough to get killed for.”


  The lieutenant laughed. “Unlike you, Walker, I’m a professional criminologist,” he told the Phantom. “People get killed for very unimportant reasons most of the time, especially people on the level of Estling.”


  “Wait a second,” said the sergeant. “You acted like you’d heard of this Hydra thing before, Walker. What’s that all about?”


  “Over three hundred years ago,” said the Phantom, “there grew up in Europe a secret society calling itself the ‘Hydra’. They took the mythological name because they had many branches and it was their boast they could never be stopped. For generations, the Hydra grew, infesting all of Europe, then North Africa and even parts of Asia. They engaged in every sort of crime, from the meanest to the most complex and lucrative.”


  “Like the Mafia,” said Pronzini.


  “Much more powerful than that at the height of their fame,” said the Phantom. “And even more vicious, much more fanatic. The Hydra had almost a mystical dedication to crime. They took incredible risks. Even when plagues raged, the Hydra was there, looting and pillaging.”


  “Hey,” said Pronzini, “I was reading in the Examiner the other day about looters hitting some Mideast country after a cholera . .


  ‘You’re talking about ancient history, aren’t you?” cut in Lt. Gores.


  “A few days ago, I might have thought so,” answered the Phantom. “I was certain Hydra had been wiped out by my . . . had been completely destroyed nearly a hundred years ago.”


  “Maybe they didn’t get all its heads,” suggested Gores, chuckling. He leaned back in his swivel chair, locked his hands behind his head. “Well, Mr. Walker, I appreciate the opportunity you’ve given me of broadening my intellectual horizons. But I really don’t see what this has to do with our case.”


  “I admit,” said the Phantom, “this may be simply a coincidence. The dying man may have had a hundred other reasons for saying ‘Hydra’ as he died . . .”


  “Or he may have been trying to say something else altogether,” added Gores.


  “Yes, I’ve taken that possibility into consideration,” said the Phantom. “But if there’s any possibility the Hydra is in operation again, I want to find out about it.”


  “Well,” said the lieutenant, “You go right ahead, Walker. And if you find any mystical secret societies lurking around town, you be sure to let me know.”


  The Phantom asked, “Could I talk to the officer who was first on the scene?”


  After a few seconds Gores replied, “Sure, why not? It’ll add a little spice to his day. Sergeant, why don’t you go along with Mr. Walker and see


  if you can round up . . . Nolan, wasn’t it? . . . yeah, let him talk to Nolan.”


  “Thank you, Lieutenant,” said the Phantom. “Oh, any time, Mr. Walker.”


  As Pronzini went out with the Phantom, encyclopedia volume under his arm, he said, “I’d like to hear some more about Hydra.”


  Lt. Gores shook his head as the door of his office shut. “Secret society,” he muttered, chuckling again. He eyed the barbells beside his desk, then shook his head and swung his feet up to rest on the blotter.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  The house was near the top of one of San Francisco’s seven hills. A narrow Victorian structure whose front window faced the Bay and the Golden Gate Bridge. The Phantom, in his mask and tight-fitting costume again, was standing at the window as night began to settle on the city. The lights of the bridge glowed a pale gold in the waning light. “You haven’t said what you think of the place.” The masked man continued to stare at the new night. “What’s that, Diana?”


  “This house,” said Diana. “I think I was very lucky that an old, college friend was taking off on


  a two week vacation the very day I arrived here, looking for some place to stay.”


  He turned to face the girl. “It’s a very nice old house,” he told her, smiling. “She didn’t object to Devil?”


  “They have two kids,” said Diana. “She didn’t think Devil could be any more destructive than they are. Of course, I had to tell them he was a police dog.” She nodded at the grey wolf stretched out in front of the empty fireplace.


  The Phantom laughed. “You’re sure you don’t want to go back home? I don’t know how long I’ll have to be here in San Francisco.”


  “No, I’m quite content,” said Diana. “What have you found out so far?”


  “Well, I’ve found out the police think I’m a crank,” he said. “At least I’m pretty sure Lt. Gores does. There’s a Sgt. Pronzini who’s a little more open-minded about the Hydra.”


  “You really believe this . . . this ancient gang is back in business?”


  “It’s too soon to tell,” answered the masked man. “So far I have only a few facts and a large hunch. The hunch tells me Hydra is very much in business.”


  “You didn’t learn anything new from the police?”


  “Only that the dying man, pretty definitely, did say ‘Hydra’. I talked to the officer who got there immediately after the killing. He didn’t have anything new to contribute, though. I’m going out shortly to find the cab driver who might have Witnessed the shooting.”


  Diana asked, “The Phantom has fought the Hydra before?”


  “Yes,” he said, “on several occasions over the centuries. You’ve been to Skull Cave in the Deep Woods, Diana. You know about the Phantom chronicles?”


  “Every Phantom since the first has recorded his exploits in those books,” said the girl. “So it was there you first heard about Hydra?”


  He nodded, saying, “The Phantom of his day fought the Hydra when it first emerged three hundred years ago. And it was a later Phantom who destroyed the last remnants of the group in the middle of the last century. So, you see, if the Hydra is back in existence . . . well, it’s my duty to wipe it out.”


  “I understand,” said Diana. “And you’re going out again tonight?”


  “Yes, I have to,” he said. “I’ll be taking Devil with me.”


  The big grey wolf rose to its feet and trotted over to his master’s side.


  Mac saw the man in the trenchcoat and the dog. They were standing on the comer in a swirl of fog. The man hailed him. The young, black cab driver hesitated, then slowed and pulled up at the curb. “Hey, is that dog housebroken?” The Phantom didn’t get into the cab. Instead he walked around the front of the car, stopping beside the driver’s open window. “You’re Mac-Quarrie, aren’t you?”


  Mac touched at a sore, scraped spot on his


  cheek. “Look, I’m in business,” he said out into the night. “My business is driving this cab. You want to go someplace, get in.”


  “I want to talk to you.”


  “Nope, no sir.” Mac reached up to shift the car back into drive.


  The Phantom caught his arm. “You found Estling near here the other night,” he said. “I want to know if . . .”


  “You don’t want to know nothing,” said Mac. “Because I got nothing to tell. I foimd a stiff, he was already dead. He didn’t say a single word. Not one word to me. Now come on and let loose of me, man.”


  The Phantom asked, “What happened to your face?”


  “I fell down on the sidewalk.”


  “Somebody got to you. Somebody told you to keep quiet about Hydra.”


  “I never heard that name before,” insisted Mac. “Go away from me, man.”


  “Who worked you over?”


  Beside the Phantom, Devil snarled.


  The Phantom turned to see a young man in dark glasses moving through the night mist toward him. “Having a little round table discussion, are we?” he said, smiling evenly. “I’d like to join in.”


  Mac licked his lips. “We weren’t talking about nothing. This guy’s drunk or something, doesn’t know where he wants to go.”


  The young man had one hand, his right, inside his coat. “Is that so?” he asked the Phantom.


  "That’s funny, because I had the impression you two were chatting about something that is none of your damned business.”


  “I’m keeping my mouth shut,” said Mac. “You guys got no need to follow me around, man.” “Me? You must have me mixed up with someone else,” smiled the young man. “I’ve never laid eyes on you before.”


  The Phantom reached out, took hold of the man’s shoulder. “You’re more than welcome to join us. I’m sure you can tell me all about Hydra.” The hand snapped out of the coat holding a .38 revolver. “No, no,” he said. “That’s really not a safe topic for anybody to talk about. I’m really sorry you . .


  Devil gave no warning growl. He leaped straight at the gunman, sinking his sharp teeth into the man’s wrist.


  “Damn it!” The gun fell.


  The Phantom caught the weapon in midair, pocketed it. He grabbed the gunman’s arm, twisted it around behind. “Okay, now get inside the cab and we’ll have our chat.”


  “I don’t . . .”


  From out of the fog two shots came sizzling. They struck the young man in the chest and he slumped out of the Phantom’s grip.


  The Phantom jerked the cab door open. “Get him to a hospital quick.” He picked the wounded man up and eased him into the back seat. “I’ll go after the other one.”


  “Hey, isn’t this thing ever going to end?” Mac roared away from the curb.


  The Phantom, Devil at his heels, ran after the other gunman. "They’d rather kill their own than risk having them talk,” he said to himself. “That sounds like Hydra all right.”


  Up ahead, in the fog, a car door slammed. Then a motor came to life with a growl.


  Sprinting, the Phantom got around the comer in time to see a dark sedan go barrelling away.


  He stood watching the tail lights blur and vanish in the mist. “Let’s hope the one we sent to the hospital pulls through,” he said. “Right; now he’s my only link to the Hydra.”


  CHAPTER FIVE


  The fog pressed against the glass walls of the sidewalk booth, enclosing the Phantom in greyness. He dialed the Harbor Emergency Hospital number. Devil was standing in front of the booth, like a sentry.


  When the hospital desk answered, the Phantom said, “I’m inquiring about a man who was brought in earlier this evening. A taxi driver delivered him to you, I believe. Gunshot wounds, a young man.”


  There was a noticeable inhalation of breath on the other end of the line. “Oh, yes,” said the girl. “And your name is . . ?”


  “I’m a friend of the family.”


  “I see,” said the girl. “Well, can you hold on for just a moment, sir, and I'll . . . I’ll let you talk to Dr. Wollter.”


  In thirty seconds a phone was picked up, and an instant after that, much more cautiously, a second phone. The Phantom frowned.


  “Dr. Wollter,” said a deep, young voice. “Who am I speaking to, please?”


  The Phantom glanced out at his waiting wolf. “Mr. Devlin,” he said. “I’m interested in finding out about the young man who was shot.”


  “You’re a friend of the family, you say?”


  “My family has known his crowd for ages,” replied the Phantom. “How is he do . . . ?” “Perhaps you can tell me his name, Mr. Devlin?” “I’m not sure what name he’s using at the moment.”


  There was a silence.


  Out on the Bay, somewhere, a fog horn mournfully bellowed.


  “Mr. Devlin, all I can tell you is that this . . . this is a very unusual case,” said the young doctor. “I really can’t discuss it further over the phone, but if you can come to the hospital, I’d be glad to see you. Where are you now, by the way?” “Yes, perhaps, I will come over there,” said the Phantom, ignoring his question. “Goodbye.” Scratching his chin, he stepped out onto the misty street. “Something’s not quite right,” he mused. “And I wonder who was listening in. We’d better take a look at the hospital, Devil. Let’s go.”


  There were two police cars, empty and double parked, in front of the small, side street hospital. The Phantom, Devil at his side, stood across the way and watched. “Maybe it’s not unusual to see police at an emergency hospital,” he said to himself. “And yet . . .”


  He and the large, grey wolf walked on through the fog. When the Phantom was beyond the hospital building, he cut across the street. There was an alley running alongside the place. Stepping into it, he told Devil, “Wait here.”


  In another minute the powerful Phantom was up the fire escape and standing next to a corridor window. He eased the window open, climbed into the hall. There was a strong smell of rubbing alcohol and disinfectant all around.


  He moved silently along the second floor corridor. At the head of the stairs leading down, he stopped, watching and listening. He could see the reception desk from here. A distraught blond nurse was trying to answer the phones and also pay attention to the circle of people nearby.


  The circle consisted of two white-clad doctors and three blue-uniformed policemen.


  “I’ve gone over it all,” one of the doctors was saving. From his voice, the Phantom judged this to be Dr. Wollter. “They came in through the emergency entrance. We’d hardly had a chance to look at the wounded man.”


  “How many guys?” asked one of the cops. “Three,” replied Dr. Wollter.


  “What did they look like?”


  The other doctor, a lean, black man, answered,


  “Two of them were young, the other one was n fat guy in his forties.”


  The policeman asked Dr. Wollter, “They carried the guy right out?”


  “Yes, while the two younger men held guns on ns, the big man picked him right off the bed,” said the young doctor. “That wounded man had a chance, you know. Now, moving him, I . . . I’m afraid he’ll die.”


  “Probably what they wanted,” suggested another cop. “You don’t have any idea who the wounded man was?”


  “None at all,” answered Wollter. “Just as you arrived, this man, calling himself Devlin, phoned. He ... I got the impression he knew who the man was.”


  “Well, we didn’t have time to trace Devlin’s call,” said the first policeman. “How long do you think this injured guy will last without some kind of medical attention?”


  “Not long, a few hours at best,” said Wollter. “You think there’s much chance of finding him?” The cop shrugged. “Not a hell of a lot. You say you didn’t even see what kind of car they hauled him away in?”


  “By the time we could get out to the street,” said the black intern, “there was no sign of a car, especially through that fog.”


  “Well, maybe this man Devlin will come in as he promised,” said young Dr. Wollter. “Then we may learn something.”


  The first cop laughed. “Not very likely.”


  The Phantom backed away from the stairwell.


  He climbed effortlessly back down to the alley. “There goes my only lead to Hydra,” he thought. He and Devil returned to the sidewalk.


  In a car parked at the curb, a young man suddenly straightened in the driver’s seat. “Hey,” he whispered, “I knew watching this place would pay off. There’s the guy with the dog.”


  The broad man beside him said, “Same guy who was trying to pump the hack driver?” “Yeah, that’s him.” He nudged the broad man. “Follow him for a while, Mumm, and then . . .” “Yeah, I know.” Mumm quietly left the car.


  CHAPTER SIX



  The fog horns seemed to be calling to eacn other, like giant bullfrogs out on the bay. The fog was thicker, hiding all but the closest objects.


  Beside the Phantom, Devil gave a low growl as his hackles rose.


  Patting the wolf, the Phantom said quietly, “Yes, I know, Devil. We’re being followed. But let’s not let him know we know.”


  He continued along the misty night street. Lamp posts appeared out of the greyness and were gone. The infrequent autos passed unseen, hissing off in the mist.


  “Just when I thought all my leads to Hydra had vanished,” mused the Phantom, “they put a man on my trail. They must have had someone stationed at the hospital.”


  He became aware of the mouth of an alley to his right. He headed down it. There were two recessed doorways in the brick-walled building he was passing. He stepped into the second, beckoning Devil to stand beside him.


  They waited.


  Presently, a shoe sole scuffed the ground.


  Devil’s ears pricked up.


  To the Phantom’s jungle-trained senses the approaching man’s careful footfalls were very loud. He guessed the man to be large.


  When the heavyset figure loomed opposite him, the Phantom leaped from the alcove.


  “Hey!” exclaimed his shadow.


  The Phantom locked one arm around the man’s neck from behind. Pulling the man’s arm behind him with his other hand, he shoved him into the damp bricks. “Looking for me?”


  “No, I . . .”


  The Phantom leaned harder on the big man. “I know you’ve been tailing me since I left the emergency hospital.”


  Coming into view, Devil snarled at the pinned man.


  “Keep that thing away from me,” said Mumm.


  “I won’t let him have you,” promised the Phantom, “if you talk.”


  “Talk about what?”


  Devil snarled again.


  “The Hydra,” suggested the Phantom. “Start with that.”


  “I don’t know what you mean.”


  “Let’s not waste time. I don’t know how long I can keep that wolf from your throat.”


  “He’s a . . . wolf?” Mumm twisted his head to get a better look at Devil. “I ... I can’t talk. They’ll kill me.”


  “You could die for not talking,” threatened the Phantom. He was bluffing, but he felt the bluff would work with this man. “And even if you don’t, you could spend most of a lifetime in jail. You’re involved in kidnapping and attempted murder.” Mumm licked his lips. “You talking about a deal?”


  “Tell me about Hydra. Tell me what you know, where their headquarters are . . . and I’ll turn you loose.”


  “I can’t do . . ”


  Growling, the grey wolf inched closer.


  “Well,” said Mumm, “well ... I don’t know much about the organization. I only joined up a few weeks ago. I mean, I’m like,on probation.” “They do call themselves the Hydra?”


  After a few seconds, the big man answered, “Yeah, that’s the name.”


  “How many members do they have?”


  “I don’t really know. They got groups all over, all over the United States, all over the world. It’s big, real big.”


  “Here in San Francisco, how many belong?” “I’m not sure. See, I only know my own group. We got a dozen members in my little section.”


  “And where do you meet?”


  Mumm’s broad face was perspiring. The beads of sweat looked as cold as the night fog. “You . .. you’ll really let me go?”


  “Yes.”


  “Well, we meet at a house in Presidio Heights. It’s right off California Street, on a little street called Laurel.” He gave the Phantom the address. “But, please, don’t let on to anybody I gave this to you.”


  The Phantom released Mumm. “You can go,” he said. “If I find out you lied . . .”


  “I told you the truth, I swear.” He turned, ran from the alley.


  Turning to Devil, the Phantom spoke softly. “Come on, now well reverse the process and track him. To his real lair.”


  The town of Tiburon lies across the Golden Gate Bridge from San Francisco. Its low hills tumble down to the Bay. An hour after he’d left the Phantom in the foggy alley, Mumm was walking down a slanting road to a large, wooden, Victorian house which sat on the very edge of the water. The Bay itself was blanked out by a wall of thick fog.


  Chuckling, Mumm climbed the wooden stairs to the door. A weather-faded sign beside the glass and oak door indicated this three story building had once been a hotel and restaurant. Mumm used a special knock.


  A thin young man with shaggy, red hair and


  sideburns opened up. “What are you doing here, Mumm? I heard you were on a tail job.”


  “Fun and games,” said Mumm.


  An enormous fat man was standing in the hallway. He was pink, dressed in candy-stripe pants and an untucked paisley shirt. “You’re not to come here unannounced, Mumm.”


  Frowning, the heavyset man said, “Look, I had to change the plan, on the spur of the moment.” After closing and locking the front door, the red-haired young man said, “What are you trying to tell us?”


  “Stop badgering me and I’ll explain. I was tailing this guy we spotted over in ’Frisco, in front of the hospital they had Hodgins at for a while.” “We know all that,” the very fat man told him. “What we don’t know is why you’ve come here.” “Well, this guy I was tailing ... he caught on he was being followed.”


  “How do you mean?” demanded the red-haired man.


  “He jumped me in an alley.” Mumm didn’t look at either of them. “And, listen, he had this wolf with him. Not a dog, a real, honest-to-god wolf. He was going , to let the damn tiling eat me alive if I didn’t talk.”


  The fat man inquired, “So you talked?”


  “No, no,” said Mumm. “I gave him a line of boloney. He wanted to know where the Hydra headquarters were and I gave him an address up in . . .”


  “You admitted you were a Hydra member?” asked the young man.


  “He already knew that.”


  When the fat man nodded, his face grew pinker, parts of his neck bounced on his shirt collar. “You’ve been very clever, Mumm. Why was it you came here, to this place?”


  “I figure that in case this guy didn’t fall for my story . . . well, maybe he’d tail me. What better place to lead him than here? This is . . . this is the Hydra death house, isn’t it? It’s where you take care of people.”


  The very fat man nodded at the red-haired young man. “It is indeed, Mumm.”


  The young man knocked Mumm out with a rapidly swung blackjack.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  The fat man made a chesty, puffing sound when he bent to help the red-haired young man carry Mumm along the corridor. “It’s a good thing we finished with our other . . . guest,” he wheezed. “What are you figuring to do with Mumm?” The fat man nodded toward the Bay side of the house. “I’m not going to do anything. The Bay’s going to do it all.”


  “Down the chute, huh?”


  “Exactly.”


  They carried the unconscious Mumm through a doorway, into a room which hung out over the night water.


  After dropping him beside a round, hooked rug, the young man pulled the rug aside and opened a trap door. The dark mouth of a wide, man-sized tube was revealed. “Mumm talked too much, huh?” “He didn’t live up to his name,” laughed the fat man. “Admitting to belonging to Hydra, that wasn’t wise.”


  “Want to finish him off before we dump him, to make sure?”


  “No, let the water take care of him. I want him to look like just another drunk who fell into the Bay accidently.”


  “What about the guy he says maybe he led here?”


  With one white-shoed foot, the fat man rolled Mumm over the edge of the opening in the floor. The unconscious man disappeared down into darkness. “We’ll prepare a little welcome for our possible visitor.”


  The young man knelt to close the trap door and eased the rug back in place.


  The Phantom crouched beside Devil on the misty hillside. “What is it, fellow?”


  The grey wolf was growling softly, his nose pointing toward the Bay a few hundred feet below.


  They were in a field to the right of the Victorian house Mumm had entered. Dry reeds and scrubby brush concealed them.


  “Something down there in the water?” asked the Phantom.


  Devil growled again.


  “All right, wait here for me. I’ll have a look.” The Phantom moved down swiftly and silently across the field, as swiftly and silently as he moved through the jungles of his native Bangalla.


  He passed within twenty feet of the big isolated house, but no one would have seen or heard him.


  Stopping at the water’s edge, he listened. Something was agitating the surface about two hundred feet out. He couldn’t see what it was. “Better check it out.”


  The Phantom quickly shed his outer clothes. Dressed in his tight-fitting costume, he slipped quietly into the chill, black water. With powerful strokes, he quickly reached the source of the noise.


  It was Mumm, barely conscious, thrashing feebly. He was about to lose his struggle and sink below the surface when the masked man reached him.


  The Phantom hooked a protective arm around Mumm, swam back through the swirling mist to the shore with him. He chose a spot some distance from the house to leave the water.


  Mumm was groaning faintly.


  By the time the Phantom had him free of the water, Mumm’s eyes were half-open.


  “Why did they try to kill you?” the masked man asked him.


  Mumm blinked, spitting out briny water. “Uh . . . uh,” he said, shaking his head and starting to shiver. He noticed the Phantom’s costume now. “What are you dressed like . . . well, it doesn’t matter. You saved me, that’s for sure.”


  “Why did they do this?”


  “Because I was stupid,” answered the big man. “I talked too much. About Hydra. You don’t get more than one chance to make a mistake. Or, like Hodgins, you don’t get any.”


  “Hodgins was the man in the hospital?”


  “Yeah, they didn’t want him to talk to you, or to anybody.”


  “Where is he now?”


  Mumm’s thumb pointed at the Bay he’d just been saved from. “Probably in there someplace, with a lot of scrap iron for company,” he answered. He shook his head, shedding water. “Who are you anyway, some kind of fancy cop?”


  “No, I work alone,” answered the masked man. “And I have a special interest in Hydra.”


  “They got a special interest in you, too,” said Mumm. “Look, I suckered you over in ’Frisco figuring you’d tail me. This place here, they call it the death house.”


  “I can guess why.”


  “I ... I was going to set you up. Lead you in there and let them finish you off,” said Mumm. “Here I try to get you killed and you save my life . . ”


  “Every man s life is precious,” said the Phantom. “That’s not what Hydra thinks.”


  “How’d you get tied in with them?”


  “They got a charge against me dropped. It would have meant maybe five years in prison,” said Mumm. “I guess I should have taken prison. Because Hydra owns me for life.”


  “They did own you,” the masked man told him. “As far as they know, you’re dead. A lot of bodies that go into the Bay and out into the Pacific never turn up again.”


  Nodding slowly, Mumm said, “Yeah, you’re right. Maybe I can get away from here, try over again someplace else.”


  “First lead me to Hydra headquarters.”


  “There is no headquarters. I was conning you before.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Hydra is everywhere and nowhere,” Mumm continued. “They recruit you and they keep tabs on you. When they want you, they always know where to contact you.”


  “There has to be a central headquarters.” “Probably, but they don’t let a flunky like me in on stuff like that. Could be any place, here, New York, Cairo, Paris . . . any place.”


  “What about this death house?”


  “They’ve only used this dump for a few months,” answered Mumm. “Pretty soon, they’ll move again. They use this house . . . well, to take care of people.”


  “How many men are in there now?”


  “Two at least. A big, lardy guy called Learman and a red-haired kid named Cisco,” said Mumm. “There may be others.”


  The masked man was staring into the fog, in the direction of the lonely house. “I think I’ll have a look inside this Hydra death house.”


  “That’s not smart,” warned Mumm. “You’ll never come out of there alive. Nobody does.” The Phantom turned to grin at him. “You did,” he reminded Mumm. Then he was gone in the grey mist.


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  The fog hung silent and thick around the masked man. Then the tall, wooden, death house emerged into view. There were no lights in the place now, no sound.


  The Phantom reached out, tugged at a drain pipe. It felt sturdy and secure. He went climbing up the side of the house, moving quickly by the shuttered windows and the ornate, woodcarved decorations known as “gingerbread.” At the top of the house was a turret room, shingled with scallop shingles, a black, metal weathercock atop it.


  He pulled the shutters of the turret window open, tried the window. It was not locked. He pushed it quietly up. In the far-off jungles of Bangalla, in the Deep Woods, they said the Phantom could see in the dark. While this was not literally true, the masked man was able to see


  uncommonly well where there was very little light.


  This small, round room contained several odd implements. At first the Phantom thought this might be some sort of display of ancient torture devices. Then he discerned that the implements had been recently used. A rack, an iron maiden, a brazier for heating coals.


  The hallway beyond the torture room was filled with darkness. Standing there the Phantom used all his highly developed senses. He got the impression there was no one in the entire house.


  “Did they take off as soon as they threw Mumm into the Bay?” he asked himself. “Well, even so, they may have left some clue behind.”


  He commenced a methodical search of the death house. In a room on the second floor he discovered an electric chair and, on the other side of a glass wall, a lethal gas chamber. He learned, as he explored further, the entire house was filled with a fantastic variety of mechanisms of persuasion, torture and death. There was even, in a first floor room, a gigantic meat grinder.


  “It’s like a museum,” the Phantom reflected. “A museum devoted to the worst side of man’s nature.”


  His search, while it told him a good deal about the methods and morals of Hydra, gave him no hint of where he should go next. He had much experience in judging men, and he believed Mumm had told him the truth about not knowing where the local branch of the Hydra society was located.


  “Maybe the police can go over this place with their equipment and find something,” said the Phantom. “But, somehow, I doubt it.”


  He crossed the threshold of a room at the rear of the first floor. There were a few throw rugs on the floor, nothing else in there. “Another dead end,” he said to himself.


  Then the door slammed shut behind him, making a strange, metallic, buzzing sound. The sound was echoed by the room’s two windows, as heavy shutters dropped into place.


  His broad shoulder hit the door seconds after it closed. He couldn’t budge it. “Reinforced with something, steel probably.”


  The Phantom paced the room, hunting an exit.


  The room was intensely dark. So he smelled the smoke rather than saw it. It was drifting in through the tiny crack under the door. From outside, too, came an unmistakable crackling sound.


  “Fire,” said the trapped Phantom. “They’ve set the place on fire.”


  Mumm jumped when he realized the wolf was standing beside him. “I’m . . . I’m on your side,” he hastened to tell Devil in a higher than usual voice.


  The heavyset man had decided to stay in the vicinity of the death house a few minutes, to see how the masked man fared. His main interest was In himself, in getting away from the Hydra organization for good and all. Yet he was curious, too. Which is why he was still standing out here in the night fog.


  The Phantom’s trained wolf had been told to remain up in the field, to await his return. Devil, though, had an uncanny way of sensing when his master was in danger. That instinct had compelled him now to leave his place uphill and approach the house.


  ‘'What . . . what do you want?” Mumm finally managed to say.


  Devil’s muzzle pointed at the house in the fog as he growled.


  “Yeah,” answered Mumm. “He’s there. I told him he hadn’t ought to, but he . . . my god, look!”


  Flames showed at the lower windows of the death house, flames which tinted the surrounding fog a harsh orange. In a moment the upper windows turned burning red, too. Then, the wooden outer walls of the old Victorian house began to burn.


  Devil growled more savagely. He went trotting toward the now-blazing house.


  “There’s nothing you can do,” called Mumm. Then he, too, ran for the death house.


  Up ahead someone cried out in pain.


  Mumm found the red-haired Cisco lying on the ground, his gun a few feet from him and his right wrist bloody. Devil stood over the young man, snarling.


  “Why,” said Cisco feebly, “did you sic him on


  me?”


  “He isn’t mine. He belongs to that guy.” Mtimm picked up the fallen gun. “What’d you do to him?”


  “Nothing,” said Cisco. He was gingerly reaching out his pocket handkerchief with his good hand.


  “Learman told me to stick out here and watch until they got the house going.”


  “Who?”


  “The guys at the tower.”


  “Is that guy still in there?”


  “In and locked up tight.”


  Hesitant, Mumm said, “I better try to save him.” Cisco pressed the folded handkerchief to his bleeding wrist. He laughed. “Can’t anybody save him now.”


  CHAPTER NINE


  The room grew hotter and hotter, more and more acrid smoke came seeping in.


  As the Phantom paced the room, seeking some way out, he felt an uneven spot underfoot. Kneeling, he pulled aside one of the throw rugs. Beneath he felt the outlines of a trapdoor.


  Tugging, the masked man lifted the door in the floor open. “Does this lead out of here? Or only into some further trap?”


  He placed his face close to the opening. Unmistakably came the smell of the Bay, salt and sealife. “Must be the way they tried to dispose of Mumm,” he decided. “So it should lead out to the water.”


  In the corridor outside the room the fire was roaring louder.


  Taking a breath, the masked man dropped through the floor. He fell through a slick-walled tube for several feet, then shot out into the water. Frog-kicking, he aimed for the surface.


  The fog all around looked bloody and soot-smeared. The whole huge house was burning now, shutters, gingerbread, scalloped shingles, all blazing in the misty night.


  Using the burning house as a beacon, the Phantom swam back to shore.


  Devil met him as he stepped from the water.


  The masked man’s hand swung toward a waterproof holster, then relaxed. “Still here?” he asked the approaching Mumm.


  “I should be long gone, I know. But I sort of wanted to see how you made out in there.”


  “I got out in one piece,” said the Phantom. “Though it looks like Hydra had a nice little trap set for me.”


  “That’s what Cisco says,” the heavyset man told him.


  “Cisco? You’ve talked to one of the men from the death house?”


  Smiling grimly, Mumm answered, “He talked tome.”


  “Where is he?”


  “Over there. He’s unconscious at the moment. I had to persuade him to talk. Turns out he knows a bit more about Hydra than I do.”


  The masked man did not approve of what Mumm had done to his former associate. But that wouldn’t keep him from making use of any information obtained. “What did you find out?” “They’ve got a control building over in Sausa-lito,” said Mumm. “They can observe this place from there with closed circuit television gear. And control some of what goes on in the death house, like closing that door on you, and so on. They call the place the control tower, but it’s really an old factory.”


  “How many men there?”


  “Three, maybe four. Cisco doesn’t know their names, he says, which I believe. Learman, the fat guv from here, may be there by now, too.” “Where exactly is this factory?”


  Mumm gave him the address. “You going to go there alone again?”


  “I like working that way.” The Phantom strode to the sprawled-out Cisco’s side. He made sure that he was still alive and in relatively good condition. Then, using Cisco’s belt and shoe laces, he tied him up. “We’ll leave him here for the police or firemen to find. He may have more to say about Hydra when he’s safely in custody.” Rising, he stood with hands on hips. “What about you?” Mumm spread his hands wide. “This is where I disappear. If you meant what you said.”


  “Yes, I did.”


  “So long then,” said Mumm. “Thanks.” He took a few backward steps, then turned and hurried away. The fog swallowed him up.


  “Now let’s get to the control tower,” the Phantom told Devil.


  Sausalito lies alongside the Bay, just across the Golden Gate Bridge from San Francisco. The old factory was across the roadway from the water. There was a boatyard and the remains of a houseboat showing through the thinning fog on the bay side of the shore road.


  Weeds grew high beside the high wire fence which enclosed the complex of three long, low brick buildings. Beer cans, milk shake cartons, french fry bags clustered against the fence, as though they were trying to push their way through to the factory grounds.


  The Phantom, in belted raincoat and dark glasses again, stepped out of the taxi which had brought him here from nearby Tiburon.


  Devil leaped out as the Phantom paid the driver.


  “That’s a very well-behaved dog,” said the plump, bespectacled cab man.


  “Actually,” said the Phantom, “he’s a wolf.”


  “Oh, yeah, sure.” The driver laughed. “A wolf, ha. Well, goodnight.”


  When the cab was gone the Phantom moved into the scrubby lot which bordered the Hydra outpost.


  The Phantom, with Devil trotting close behind, slowly circled the factory. The mist was thinning considerably, lights from the houses which dotted the low hills showed as yellow blurs.


  At the rear of the complex he once more shed his outer clothes to return to his mask and costume. Leaving the grey wolf to stand guard over


  the neat pile of civilian attire, he headed for the back fence of the factory grounds.


  He halted three feet short of the interlacing of wire. From out of his belt he drew a small metal tool and tossed it against the fence. Nothing happened, no sizzle, no buzz of alarm.


  The masked man backed up for a running start. He vaulted the fence, landing wide-legged on the gravel beyond. Like the Hydra’s death house, the factory was dark.


  Up ahead, clearly visible in the thinning fog, yawned the open, rear door of the nearest factory building.


  “Too convenient,” decided the Phantom. He ran swiftly across the gravel, avoiding the inviting open entryway. As he ran by, at a distance of about twenty feet, he caught a glimpse of packing cases inside.


  On a windowless side of the middle brick building the Phantom spotted a metal ladder leading to the roof. He tested it, determined it wasn’t electrified and climbed up. He crossed the tarpaper roof toward a curving skylight. Down on the Bay the lights of dock restaurants and shops were clearly visible.


  The masked man crouched beside the skylight, looked down into the factory. It was too dark to see much of anything, but his keen sense of hearing told him there was no one below.


  He got the skylight open, dropped straight down ten feet to the floor. He brushed against a low stack of cardboard boxes. From between two of them a piece of paper came fluttering.


  The fog was thin enough now to let through some moonlight. The Phantom was able to read the slip of paper. A page from a memo pad with the words “Be sure to ship to V” scrawled across it. There was also a date, a date only a few days earlier.


  He folded the small sheet into his belt.


  “I wonder if they’ve abandoned this place, too,” the Phantom thought as he roamed the dark and deserted warehouse.


  He came next to an office. Here it was evident someone had made a recent and hasty retreat. The smell of cigarettes still lingered in the air, all the desk drawers and file drawers were pulled out and empty. Even the wastebasket had been upturned.


  The Phantom righted it, noticing a spec of white at the bottom. He retrieved it, a small scrap of airmail paper. The only words written here were “no mistakes!” followed by an initial signature. The initial was “V”.


  “V again,” said the Phantom to himself. He put the fragment with the memo he’d found.


  Then he entered a corrugated, metal passageway which connected this building to the next.


  The moonlight was bright in here, flowing down through the skylights. This was another warehouse, nearly empty save for a few packing cases. On his immediate right stood a workbench containing a large tool box, a sprawl of wrenches and a blow torch.


  There was no one in the vast room.


  The Phantom took three more steps.


  Then a booming voice ordered, “Don’t move! Stay exactly where you are!”


  The voice continued, “You are covered from all sides.”


  The Phantom spun, scanning the entire room. It still appeared to be empty.


  “Where are they?” he asked himself as he drew one of his .45 automatics from its holster.


  “You are a disturbance,” the loud voice went on. “You are causing trouble. We cannot permit that.” His acute sense of hearing developed in the jungle, told him the voice was coming from the right of him.


  “You must be destroyed,” it continued.


  “A speaker planted someplace in that wall,” the Phantom determined. “And a taped voice at that, judging from the way it sounds.”


  He hurried to the work table, picked up the tool chest. “Looks like they’ve taken off again,” he said. “But I’d like to have a look at that tape.” “You cannot escape,” droned the mechanical voice. “You will be destroyed.”


  “So you mentioned.”


  Nearly six feet up the wall, at the masked man’s eye level, was the speaker. It was small, mounted in the wall and covered with a circle of fine, mesh wire. An empty light socket and switch was placed just above it.


  “You cannot defy us and live. We are all powerful,” the voice told him. “Destroy one branch, two will take its place.”


  “That’s Hydra all right.”


  “Now,” announced the voice, “the hour of reckoning has come. You must die.”


  The Phantom became aware of whirring sliding noises all around him. The now bright moonlight showed him what was happening. Panels were sliding back in various parts of the walls and ceilings. Gun barrels moved out of the openings. The whole sequence, the spoken messages and the guns, must be part of a cycle set off when he entered the warehouse.


  “Machine guns planted all over the place,” said the Phantom. “Rigged to start shooting automatically.”


  “You cannot escape,” repeated the voice.


  The guns in the ceiling began firing first. Short, choppy bursts, which missed the Phantom in his position against the wall.


  He plucked a nail out of the tool chest which he had set down beside him. Reaching up, he placed it in the light socket with one gloved hand. He clicked the light switch, then rammed the metal nail into the socket with the wooden handle of a hammer. “The guns must work electrically,” he said. “So ...”


  Guns along the far wall commenced shooting.


  “Maybe the switch was already on.” He clicked it the opposite way. Blue light sizzled in the socket for an instant. There was a loud, clumping sound.


  All the guns fell silent. The Phantom had succeeded in shorting out the electrical system.


  “Now to get on with the tour.”


  In the front office of the warehouse, he discovered the control room. It, too, was abandoned.


  One wall contained a dozen television monitoring screens. These had been smashed. Below them ran an intricate control panel, which was now a ruin of twisted metal and tangled wires.


  “They probably’ reflected the masked man, “have other quarters around the area. All kept under surveillance from their so-called control tower here. I wonder if I can find out, from what’s left here, where their other hangouts are.”


  After opening the door to the outside and whistling to the waiting Devil, the Phantom made a methodical search of the Hydra control center. Nothing had been left behind to tell him where the Hydra men had gone.


  After an hour, he picked up the phone, which was the only instrument still working in the ruined office, and made a call across the Bay to Lt. Gores of the San Francisco police.


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  “Yeah, they found him,” said Lt. Gores in his early morning office. “Bight where you said he’d be, Walker.”


  The Phantom sensed something was wrong. “But?”


  “Cisco was dead,” said the policeman, tilting back in his swivel chair. “Somebody’d cut his throat.”


  In the chair opposite, the Phantom nodded. He was dressed again in trenchcoat and dark glasses. “A very effective way of keeping him from talking.”


  The lieutenant rubbed at his grizzled, close-cropped hair. “You wouldn’t know anything about who might have done that to this Cisco guy?”


  “I know Hydra did it,” replied the Phantom. “They’re willing to destroy anything, property, or people, to keep anyone from learning about them.” “Maybe,” said Gores. “Or maybe we just got us a simple war among hoods, and you’re trying to make it look fancy.”


  The Phantom said, “Everyday hoods don’t usually have a three story house full of implements of torture, plus their own electric chair and gas chamber.”


  “No, that’s not usual,” admitted Gores. “And from what the sheriff’s office over there tells me, they’re finding the remains of some pretty oddball stuff in the place that burned down last night.” “Do you know yet who rented the house?” “Sure,” answered the police lieutenant, picking up a yellow memo. “It was taken on a year’s lease by a Mr. Johnathan Smith. A little fancier than John Smith, but no easier to trace. Security deposit, first and last month’s rent all paid for in cash. And the real estate agent remembers Johnathan as being an average-looking, middle-aged man.”


  “They had to move all that equipment in,” said the Phantom. “Anything there?”


  “It’s being looked into. So far, no mover’s been located who hauled any iron maidens or electric chairs to Tiburon.” He let the memo drop back to his desk top. “It’s awful easy to rent a van, you know. It’ll be checked out, but I’m willing to bet the most we’ll find out is that Johnathan Smith rented himself a truck a few months back.” “What about the factory set up in Sausalito?” “That’s a little more complicated.” The lieutenant consulted a sheet of blue paper. “According to a preliminary check by the Sausalito authorities, that factory is supposed to be abandoned. The realtor who handles it claims he hasn’t even had a query on it this year.”


  “Difficult to use it as a Hydra control center without someone knowing it,” said the Phantom.


  “Further inquiries are being made,” said Gores. “I got a hunch we’ll draw another blank. These guys are real good at covering their tracks. Even that tape you say you heard is blank.”


  “Fixed to erase, once it played,” saidxthe Phantom.


  “Could be.”


  “What about Cisco?”


  “He’s got no local criminal record, and Sacramento doesn’t have anything on him,” replied Gores. “They rolled prints off the body soon after they found him in the field where you left him,


  Walker. We’re waiting to hear if Washington has something.”


  The door opened and Sgt. Pronzini came in. “Good morning, Walker.” He had a morning paper, open at an inside page, folded under his arm. “Seen today’s Examinerp”


  “Haven’t had a chance yet ” replied the Phantom.


  Pronzini cleared a space on the lieutenant’s desk and spread out the newspaper. “Story here about the big earthquake yesterday down in Santa Florenza, South America. It says here . . .”


  “Wait, wait.” Gores raised his hand in a stop gesture. “Is this going to be some new, nutty theory?”


  “Walker’s theory wasn’t nutty,” reminded Pronzini. “He found that Hydra layout over in Tibu-ron, didn’t he? And the factory where . . .”


  “He found a house,” cut in Gores. “A house with some funny stuff in it. That doesn’t prove there’s any such thing as an outfit called Hydra.” The Phantom asked Pronzini, “What’s in that story that’s got you excited, Sergeant?”


  “Well, maybe it’s nothing,” answered the young policeman. “But I remember when you said how Hydra, in times past, went in for crimes like looting and such.”


  “They were very good scavengers, yes.”


  “So here in this story about what’s happening in the little country of Santa Florenza after the quake,” continued Pronzini, “there’s a mention of looters.”


  “Every time you have a disaster,” said Gores. “You get looting.”


  “These looters are sort of different. They’re described as wearing black clothes and hats, and they seem to show up right after the trouble hits.


  I mean, they don’t worry about risks. They come right in and start taking.”


  “Can’t the police and the troops stop them?” asked the lieutenant.


  “Right after a major quake, with half your capital city in ruins, cops and soldiers are busy elsewhere,” said Pronzini. “Besides, these looters are armed and well-organized. Almost like commandos, or guerrilla fighters.” He pointed to another paragraph in the newspaper account. “Says, so far, they’ve caught only one of them. Before they could question him, though, the guy took some kind of poison. When they examined him, and this is sort of weird, they found out he was wearing a wig. And tatooed on his bald head was the letter ‘V’.”


  “What?” The Phantom came over to look down at the paper.


  “Right here,” said the sergeant. “The guy had a V on his head. Now, I don’t know if this ties in ...” “A ‘V’,” repeated the Phantom, mostly to himself. That memo he’d found in the factory last night, and the fragment of a letter . . . both had alluded to someone, or something, designated by aV.


  “Don’t tell me,” asked the lieutenant, “this rigmarole means something to you, Walker?”


  “I wonder,” said the Phantom. “I think I’d bet-


  ter find out.” He moved to the door. 'Til keep in


  touch with you about developments here in the Bay Area.”


  “Where are you going?” Gores wanted to know. The Phantom grinned and left them.


  “Where’s he going?” said the lieutenant again. “I’d guess,” said Pronzini, “he’s heading for Santa Florenza.”


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  Diana asked, “How long will you be gone?” Setting his single suitcase down in the center of the living room of the borrowed house, the masked man answered, “I’m not certain, Diana.” She crossed to the bay window and stood watching the clear afternoon outside. “I’d like to come along,” she said.


  Joining her, he placed his hands on her shoulders. “I know you’re capable of taking care of yourself in some pretty tough situations,” he told her. “But I don’t think you’d be safe in Santa Florenza. The devastation, the damage done by the quake, is massive. There’s no way of telling whether or not there’ll be other earthquakes.”


  “I know,” the girl said out toward the afternoon. “I know.”


  “After a calamity of this size, with so many people killed and so many more uprooted, you’ve got the danger of disease and plague,” he said. “Granted there are some precautions which can be taken, shots and such, but still . .


  ‘It’s not only the danger of quakes and illness.” Diana turned to face him. “You think Hydra may try to kill me if I go along to South America with you.”


  “They’re a merciless bunch,” he said. “With no more morals or ethics than the mythical monster they take their name from. In the few days I’ve been on their trail, they’ve killed at least three men.”


  “And they’ve tried to kill you twice, Kit,” Diana said. “That’s what concerns me. I don’t know, I feel if I could be with you .. . no, you’re right. It’s not safe, and I might get in your way, to boot.” The Phantom said, “I had to pull quite a few strings to get the powers that be to allow me to go into the quake zone by myself. I don’t know if I could take you along even if I wanted to, Diana.” After a second, she said, “Is everything set for your chartered plane?”


  “Yes, Devil and I are due out at San Francisco International Airport in two hours. The plane will set us down across the border of Santa Florenza. Then tomorrow morning, hopefully, a copter will come to take us to the temporary capital.”


  The dark-haired girl left the window, walked slowly toward the sofa, trailing her right hand along a lamp table as she passed it. “You really believe Hydra is operating down there?”


  “I’ve been trying to remember something all morning,” said the masked man. “Ever since I read the newspaper story about the quake looters. I even called a friend of mine with the local office of one of the wire services for more background on the scavengers.”


  “Have you succeeded in remembering?”


  “Yes,” he said. “It’s something else from the Phantom chronicles. I wish I had them here to look for more details.”


  “You remembered reading about this particular kind of looter before?”


  “They formed a special branch of Hydra, a cadre, an elite corps. One of my ancestors believed they might even be the controlling head, the central brain, of the entire Hydra monster.”


  “They wore black uniforms and had this V mark?”


  The Phantom tapped the front of his scalp. “Each member of this particular Hydra faction shaved his head and had the V inscribed, permanently, there.”


  “What did the V stand for?”


  “I recalled that on the way over here,” he said. “It stood for Vulture.”


  “That’s an appropriate name for looters,” Diana said. Sitting on the edge of the sofa, she asked, “Do you think they’re all coming back to life again . . . Hydra, all its branches, the Vultures?” “I don’t know, Diana. I hope to find out in Santa Florenza,” he said. “Whoever’s behind it, and for whatever reasons it’s been revived, I have to crush Hydra.”


  “It has to be someone, or some group of people, with as detailed a knowledge of this particular branch of history as you have.”


  The masked man grinned. “I am something of an expert on the history of crime, now that you mention it.”


  “The piece of a letter you found in the factory last evening was signed with a V, didn’t you say?” “Right, and the memo made mention of V.” “Do you think V could be a single person, the one who heads this Vulture wing of Hydra?”


  “A single individual, or a committee of them.” “How did they operate in the past?”


  “According to the records left by previous Phantoms, there was always one man at the top.” “Perhaps, then, the same thing will turn out to be the case this time.”


  “It well could be.” The masked man began to get into his covering civilian clothes.


  “Maybe,” said the girl.


  “Maybe what?”


  “Maybe when you return from Santa Florenza, we can have the vacation we’re supposed to be taking.”


  “I guarantee it,” the Phantom promised.


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  Santa Florenza is a country of some six million people. Its shape, on a map, resembles the lion in a box of animal crackers and it has an area of roughly 120,000 square miles. The little country lies on the Pacific side of the South American continent, between the equally small Ecuador and the considerably larger Peru. The capital city, hard hit by the recent quake, is Calavera, which had a population of slightly over a million and a half. Santa Florenza’s chief agricultural exports are coffee, cocoa and sugar. Little cattle raising is done, but some hogs and goats are produced. There is also some oil refining and, chiefly in the North, a flourishing textile industry.


  Now that Calavera, the capital, is so extensively damaged, the offices of the central government have been temporarily moved to Lanza. This city of a half million is west of the capital, on the coast, and suffered much less damage. Half-way between Calavera and Lanza is the city of La Planta. La Planta houses the world-famous National Museum of Art. Over twenty five percent of its buildings were leveled by the quakes and nearly five thousand people died.


  A jagged crack, several feet wide, runs down the principal street leading into La Planta from the hills beyond. The paving cobblestones are strewn everywhere, as though some huge beast erupted from below and tossed them every which way. A hospital stood at this end of the city and now, at dusk, men with cloth masks protecting their faces are still at work searching for bodies in the rubble.


  A few brightly-colored birds, yellow, scarlet and green, are perched in the splintered, leafless trees which line the ruined street. From the direction of the hills comes a rumbling sound. The birds take flight, flapping up into the twilight.


  The rumbling grows louder. Three heavy trucks, led by a dusty landrover, are rolling into the devastated city. They stop near the pole of debris which was once the hospital.


  From the back of each truck climb men. It seems as though the same man is dropping down from the truck to the cobblestones over and over again. Because each man looks very much alike. Each is dressed in black . . . black riding pants, black boots, black tunic and high-crowned black sombrero. And each man has a similar expression on his face, a cold, detached look. They wear gun belts, with a revolver holstered on the right hip and a hunting knife on the left.


  Every third man carries a submachine gun.


  A dozen of the black-clad men wait at the trucks. The rest, thirty or more, move down the street.


  A young man, working at the hospital ruins,


  in dungarees and undershirt, lowers the cloth from his mouth. “Look,” he shouts. “Look, it’s theml The scavengers.”


  Three machine guns sound and he is cut down dead.


  The scavengers continue their march.


  The National Museum of Art is in the next block. Four members of the Federal Police, all that can be spared at the moment, stand guard in front of the cracked, marble steps. Two local policemen are inside.


  Only one of the soldiers is able to draw his pistol before they are all gunned down by the machine gun fire of the advancing scavengers.


  One of the men on guard inside manages to run, making his escape out a side window. His partner is killed inside the front entrance, near the statue of one of Santa Florenza’s great liberators.


  The men in black work quickly, fanning out through the domed rooms of the museum. Those without machine guns do most of the looting work. They use their knives to slash paintings from their frames, the butts of their pistols to smash in the glass of gem cases.


  The entire raid takes imder nineteen minutes. Then the trucks, loaded with the treasures of the museum, back up and wait for the landrover to turn around. They swing around after it and roar out of La Planta.


  No one at the hospital tries to stop them. No one there says anything this time.


  After a few moments, the last of the daylight


  is gone. The bright birds come back to roost in the trees.


  Captain Jose Silvera Miranda of the Federal Police was a tall muscular man of thirty-five. He had a small moustache and dark, curly hair. He was standing before a gilt-framed mirror in his temporary office in Lanza studying his hair. There was a power shortage and so the lamps didn’t shine as brightly as they should. Even so, Miranda was certain he detected two grey hairs at his left temple.


  He returned to the long carved dining table he was using as a desk to search for a pair of tweezers.


  Someone knocked on the door.


  “Come in,” invited the captain.


  “Any details?” asked the blond, young man in casual American clothes who came sauntering in. “Details about what, Senor Sumter?”


  Gig Sumter said, “The latest outrage.” Lowering himself into the padded, antique chair he was using as a desk chair, Miranda said, “There are a great many outrages going on in my country at present. Be more specific, Senor.”


  “I mean the scavenger raid on the La Planta museum.”


  The captain blinked. “They’ve struck at the museum?” He stood up. “How do you know this? ’ Sumter perched on the edge of the long table. “My stringer in La Planta phoned me at my hotel over a half hour ago.”


  The captain snatched up the phone. “Put me


  through to DaCosta in La Planta,” he ordered. “How long ago did this happen?” he asked the blond, young man.


  “Couple of hours,” answered Sumter. “Right about sundown. The scavengers came into town in a half dozen big trucks, shot down anybody who moved and then walked right into the museum. Grabbed everything of value, including the Velasquez, the two Degas and that handsome Cellini teapot or whatever it is.”


  Miranda talked to Lt. DaCosta for a few minutes and hung up. “He was just going to call me,” he told Sumter as he sat down again.


  “You should have the kind of stringers News Magazine does.”


  “I should have your budget.”


  The young magazine reporter noticed a cablegram on the table and read it upside down. “Who’s this guy Walker?”


  “Who?”


  Sumter tapped the upsidedown message with his forefinger. “It asks you to give every courtesy to a Mr. Walker, who’s due to arrive in Santa Florenza tomorrow morning. I don’t recognize the name. He’s not a reporter, is he?”


  “I’m not certain who he is,” replied the captain. He ran a thumb over the brass buttons on the front of his green uniform jacket. “I do know, however, that he has some very influential friends.”


  “Oh, so?”


  “Yes, so.”


  “Like who?”


  “You’ll have to wait until Senor Walker arrives and ask him yourself.”


  “Is he coming down here because of this scavenger business?”


  “That I don’t know,” said Miranda. “Perhaps he’s a another representative of a United States charity organization.”


  “They would have said that in the message,” Sumter pointed out. “No reason to be mysterious about the Red Cross or UNICEF.” He slid off the table and wandered around the living room office. “What did DaCosta have to say about the raid?”


  “What you already know.”


  “Got an estimate of the loss?”


  “They seem to have taken everything of value that was portable,” said the Captain of Police. “They left only the heavy marble and bronze statues behind.”


  “Several million dollars?”


  “At least.”


  “And you still haven’t any notion who they are?”


  “Not yet. But we’re working on it.”


  “You said that yesterday.”


  “We continue to work on it.”


  Sumter stretched one arm above his head. “I think I’ll go get some dinner. I’ll let you know if I hear anything else.”


  “I’ll appreciate that.” When the young reporter was gone, Miranda, locating the tweezers, returned to the mirror. He extracted both the grey hairs.


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  The helicopter came chuffing down out of the hazy morning. The Phantom, in dark glasses and trench coat, was standing at the edge of the government airfield. Devil and his one suitcase sat beside him. Beyond the landing field stretched thick forest, a hundred shades of green in the filtered morning sunlight.


  A circle of dust danced below the descending copter. When it was on the ground, it’s door popped open and a grinning blond, young man jumped out. “Mr. Walker, is it?”


  “Yes,” replied the Phantom as he shook hands. “And you’re . .


  “Overly curious, some people say.” The young man winked at Devil and picked up the suitcase. “Name’s Gig Sumter. I’m with Neivs Magazine. Sent down from New York to do a yam on the quakes.”


  “It’s nice of you to take time off from your work to help with my luggage.” The Phantom and his trained wolf followed Sumter to the helicopter.


  Sumter stood aside to allow them to climb into the airship. He laughed. “Purely selfish motives. When I heard you were arriving, I finagled myself


  onto this chopper.” He got in, taking the seat next to the pilot. “This is Sgt. Romero of the Federal Police, Mr. Walker.”


  “Good morning,” said the plump, moustached pilot.


  “Good morning.” When the copter was in the air, the Phantom asked the young reporter, “How’d you know I was due in Santa Florenza?” “Reporters don’t have to reveal their sources. But, in this case, it’s no big secret. I was in Captain Miranda’s office in Lanza and I sneaked a look at a cablegram on his desk. Who are you with, Mr. Walker?”


  “I’m a freelance, Mr. Sumter.”


  “Okay, a freelance what?”


  “No comment,” replied the Phantom, grinning. “Up in Frisco you were working with the police, weren’t you?”


  “Did you learn that from Captain Miranda, too?”


  “Nope,” said Sumter. “But the message about you said you were coming from Frisco. So I wired our News office there.”


  “For a man here to write about earthquakes,” the Phantom told the young reporter, “you’re awfully interested in a lone tourist.”


  “Believe me, Walker,” said Sumter, “there’s a bigger story here in Santa Florenza.”


  The helicopter was high above the field and swinging southward.


  “That sounds interesting,” said the Phantom. “These scavengers who’ve been looting the pities,” continued the newsman. “I’ve heard vague


  reports about them before, from Europe and Asia. They’ve turned up there, too, in the wake of riots and natural disasters. This is the first time I’ve been on the spot. I want to find out what’s behind the whole business.”


  “How long have you been hearing about them?” “Couple months. They’re a relatively new phenomenon. Which means my piece on them will be the first in-depth study.” He twisted in his seat, watching the Phantom’s face. “You are curious about them, aren’t you?”


  “You tell an interesting story,” said the Phantom. “Who wouldn’t be curious?”


  “Are you trying to tell me you didn’t come down here to look into this scavenger gang’s activities?”


  “I’m trying to tell you as little as possible,” said the Phantom. “Why do you assume my visit has anything to do with these looters?”


  “You’re not connected with any of the aid organizations, you’re not a writer,” said Sumter. “Interpol had something to do with arranging your visit. And Miranda doesn’t send a special chopper to meet every visitor.”


  The Phantom said nothing, turning his attention to the landscape below. They were over a populated area and signs of the quake’s passage showed. Toppled buildings, cracked roadways, a bridge which had fallen in on itself. Sooty smoke rose up from fires which were only now being brought under control. On the roads, hundreds of people were moving away from the quake area, moving on foot, by cycle, horsecart and auto.


  The roads were a scrambled jigsaw of clogged movement.


  “We could cooperate,” suggested the young reporter after a moment. “You give me an exclusive interview, and I’ll share whatever I dig up on these scavengers with you. A deal?”


  Shaking his head, the Phantom answered, “Why I’m in Santa Florenza, what I intend to do here, has to remain my business for a while.”


  “Okay. Within a couple days, I’ll know what you’re up to anyway.” He nodded at the drowsing Devil. “That dog of yours is as big as a wolf.”


  “He is a wolf.”


  “Oh.” Sumter turned and faced forward.


  The morgue was warm.


  “We’re having trouble with the power supply,” apologized Captain Miranda. “Nothing in Lanza is working at full capacity.” He lifted the tan sheet off die upper part of the body.


  The Phantom studied the corpse of the captured scavenger who’d taken poison after being caught. “There’s the V sure enough,” he said. The letter was about two inches high, tattooed in black ink toward the front of the dead man’s scalp.


  “We really must bury this body today,” said the Captain of Police. “We kept it this long for you to see it. With insufficient cooling . . .”


  “You learned nothing from his fingerprints?” The Phantom had noticed the dead man’s fingers still bore traces of ink.


  “This man appears to have not only no criminal record, but no history at all.”


  The Phantom moved back from the morgue table. Miranda let the sheet fall.


  Outside this mortuary room was a small, walled courtyard with a dry fountain in its center. The captain led the Phantom out there. “What can you tell me about these marauders, senor?”


  “I believe that man in there is part of a gang of looters who call themselves the Vultures’ he answered.


  “Ah, that would explain the V.” The captain seated himself on a wrought iron bench. “But who are they?”


  “Right now, I don’t know. This Vulture operation is only part of a much larger organization. The larger group is called Hydra, after the mythical monster.”


  “The monster with the unlimited supply of heads, yes?” Miranda touched his temple, at the spot where the two grey hairs had been. “What else can you tell me about Hydra and the Vultures?”


  “The original Hydra organization goes back hundreds of years. I thought they’d been crushed for good in the last century. They seem, though, to have sprung up again,” the Phantom explained. “They’re absolutely ruthless, and involved in every kind of criminal activity. From what I’ve been able to find out so far, I’d say they’ve been back in business only a short time, a matter of a few years at most.”


  “History and folklore,” commented Captain Miranda, “are always vastly fascinating, senor. I’m afraid, however, they won’t help me capture


  these Vultures as you call them. So far they’ve


  been able to bring off eight successful raids since the quakes visited us. They are indeed ruthless, striking down anyone who stands in their way.” “It may be possible to anticipate where ..the Phantom stopped. A look of stunned surprise had come over the Police Captain’s face.


  Miranda leaped up, reaching toward his holster. “Don’t!” ordered a crisp voice.


  The Phantom turned to see nine, black-clad men climbing over the wall of the mortuary courtyard. Each had a cold, detached look, each wore black riding pants, black boots and black tunic, with a high-crowned black sombrero.


  They came leaping down into the garden courtyard. Four of them carried submachine guns.


  “The body,” said the gaunt-faced Vulture who’d spoken before.


  “Surely you don’t . . .” began Miranda.


  The Vulture slapped his open hand twice across the captain’s face. “Our comrade’s body. We’ve come for it.”


  Miranda’s nostrils flared He pointed at the glass-paneled doors behind him. “In there.”


  Three of the Vultures pushed inside.


  The man nearest the Phantom was holding his machine gun cradled in his arms. When his glance strayed for an instant toward the mortuary doors, the Phantom jumped.


  He gripped the man’s weapon and at the same time thrust a booted foot between his legs. The Vulture let go of the weapon as he toppled awkwardly backwards.


  The Phantom was turning toward the gaunt


  faced-leader when he was hit from behind. Three sharp blows with a metal object.


  The machine gun seemed to fly slowly away from him. He stumbled, swayed and plunged head first into a rose bush.


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  The walls were white. The floor was white, too, and it was bouncing. The Phantom opened his eyes wider. There was a dead man on the floor beside him.


  When the Phantom tried to move, he discovered his hands and feet were tied, tightly, with wire. The bouncing continued.


  He was on the floor of some kind of tnlck, an ambulance from the look of the interior. The windows were all curtained with a thick, white material which prevented him from seeing out. The Phantom guessed he’d been unconscious for at least a half hour. His neck and the back of his head ached.


  Up in the front of the ambulance compartment were two Vultures. One sitting on a white, metal chair, the other leaning against the wall with a thin, black cigar between his lips.


  “V2 will be happy” said the seated Vulture. “Nothing makes him happy,” said the one with the cigar.


  “This will. We’ve got V202’s body back and, for good measure, this Walker guy.”


  Blowing out smoke, the other Vulture shrugged. “I don’t see any sense in taking prisoners. It’s a hell of a lot of trouble and for what?” “Walker’s down here to nose around. V2 will want to question him, find out how much he’s found out so far and exactly who he is.”


  “He’s Walker, he probably doesn’t know much of anything. We should have killed him and Miranda both.”


  “You don’t want to kill a guy like Captain Miranda,” said the seated Vulture. “Even in a chaotic setup like they’ve got around here right now, you knock off the big honcho of the police and they’re going to go all out to get you.” “The law in Santa Florenza couldn’t find an elephant in a zoo.”


  “You haven’t been at this as long as I have. It never pays to underestimate the cops. I remember one time in Belgium..


  “Oops, little Sleeping Beauty is awake,” said the cigar smoker. “Getting a cheerful earful, Walker?” “I’ve heard it all before,” said the Phantom. “Hoods who think they’re smarter than the law.” The man with the cigar walked over to look down at him. “Pretty soon you won’t be in a position to hear anything. So enjoy it while you can.” He sucked the thin cigar until the end glowed.


  Squatting, he pushed the glowing end toward the Phantom’s face.


  “Knock it off, V306,” warned his companion. “V2 won’t like that.”


  “Walker won’t much like it either.” V306 laughed, stood up and returned the cigar to his mouth. He gave the Phantom one sharp kick in the ribs before turning away.


  Devil, the great, grey wolf, had been left on the front steps of the mortuary to await his master. After he had been sitting there for some time, he suddenly sat up, fur bristling, nose sniffing the air. Once again, he sensed something was wrong.


  The big animal trotted up to the oaken front door, rose and pushed against it with his forepaws. Nothing happened. Devil scratched hard at the wood. The door did not open, no one came to admit him.


  Devil ran down the marble stairs of the morgue building, a rumbling growl starting up in his chest. He went down an alley, emerging at the rear of the building.


  The grey wolf was in time to see his master, unconscious, being thrown into the back of a white ambulance. He snarled, went running for the vehicle.


  A black panel truck started up, swung into the road and sideswiped Devil. He yelped, went tumbling across cobblestones and into the gutter.


  The ambulance was pulling away, following the black truck.


  Devil got himself upright. Limping very slight


  ly, he began running again, on the trail of the ambulance that was carrying the Phantom away.


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  “Nothing serious,” said Sumter.


  Captain Miranda sat up. He had been sprawled out on a bed of scarle.t flowers. “How’d you get here?”


  The young blond reporter grinned. “Came over to see what you and Walker might have learned from viewing the body.”


  The captain noticed one of the white-coated, morgue doctors standing nearby. “What condition am I in?”


  “Nothing serious,” said the thin, old doctor.


  “I’m glad to have two expert opinions.” With an assist from Sumter he stood. Brushing flower petals from his uniform, he asked, “How is Senor Walker?”


  “Question should be,” said Sumter, “where is he?”


  When Miranda glanced around, it made him momentarily dizzy. “He was knocked out before I was. He’s not here now?”


  The old doctor said, “Those bandits in black carried him away over the wall.”'


  “Why would they want Walker?” The captain frowned at the courtyard wall.


  “Maybe they’re curious about him,” said the News reporter. “The way I am.”


  “It could be in the hope of ransom,” murmured the old doctor.


  “Ransom is not the Vulture style.” Miranda began to move slowly toward the morgue. “I suppose they also took the body of their fellow Vulture.”


  “The body is no longer here,” said the doctor. Scratching at his blond hair, Sumter said, “You’ve used the word vulture twice, Captain. Any particular reason?”


  “It’s a name Senor Walker suggested.”


  “Very poetic. Or does he have some other reason?”


  “He has a theory that . . . but that’s not important right now. I’ve got to get to the phone.” He turned to the doctor. “Did you see what kind of vehicle they used?”


  “No, Captain. We were warned to stay inside until they were gone,” replied the old man, “I’m truly sorry.”


  “What about you, Senor Sumter? Surely you know something.”


  The young reporter laughed. “Got here after the fun was over, Captain. All I saw was you flat on your back among the tulips.”


  “Well, maybe we can get a lead by questioning the people who live around here.” He hurried inside.


  There were a half dozen simple adobe houses with red tile roofs on the hillside above the lake. The Vultures had left their truck and ambulance off the winding hillside road. The two men who had shared the long, bumpy ride with the Phantom were carrying him uphill.


  V306 was working on a new cigar, letting the ashes drift down into the Phantom’s face. “Pretty soon we’re probably going to have to carry him all the way back down, to the lake.”


  “You may have to carry V202 as well,” said his companion who was holding onto the Phantom’s legs. “So save your breath.”


  When they reached the first house, the Vulture in the lead knocked three times on the door.


  The door swung inward.


  The Phantom was tossed inside onto a dirt floor. The men who’d carried him there did not enter.


  “You may call me V2,” announced a thin, nasal voice.


  Seated in a high-back wicker chair across the room was a lean man of about fifty. He, too, was dressed all in black. Around his neck, on a silver chain, hung a medallion with the letter V and the silhouette of a swooping vulture embossed on it. At each side of the chair stood a burly young Vulture.


  “Only number two?” said the Phantom. “Don’t I get to meet number one?”


  The lean man laughed. “It isn’t necessary for V himself to see you.”


  Working himself into a sitting position, the


  Phantom looked at the man. “Does V run Hydra as well?”


  “Ah, so you do know something; about us. That’s one of the things I wanted to find out before . .


  He allowed the sentence to trail off.


  “I understand you plan to drop me into the lake.”


  ’’Some of our newer recruits talk too much,” said V2. “But, yes, as a matter of fact, you will be joining the late V202. He, poor lad, is being disposed of at this very moment. Sinking to the bottom of the lake in a sack filled with rocks shouldn’t bother him much. Our lake is named Lake LaPaz, by the way. That means it’s peaceful. I’m sure you’ll find it so.”


  “You haven’t answered my question about V,” the Phantom reminded him.


  “I see no harm in telling you, since this is your last day among the living, that we are part of the great Hydra organization,” replied the lean V2. “An organization which grows more powerful with each passing hour.”


  “What caused you to revive Hydra, and the Vultures?”


  The lean man left his chair. “You are familiar with some of. our history, are you?” He came nearer to the bound Phantom. “Hydra has never really died, my friend. No, not since it began many long centuries ago.”


  “That’s not the way I heard it.”


  “I will admit Hydra fell on bad days in the 19th Century,” continued V2. “However, it never completely died. For even though most of its


  leaders were caught and unjustly killed, many of their sons lived. Those sons had sons. While they carried on no direct activities for many decades, they still kept the flame of Hydra alive, my friend. Finally, when there were enough good strong men to rule Hydra, it emerged again. We, the Vulture wing, are a part of the glorious rebirth.”


  The Phantom asked, “Are you one of those who descends from the earlier Hydra members?” “Proudly,” answered V2 in a louder voice, “I am able to say I am indeed. My family has been associated with Hydra for over two hundred years.”


  “A long time to be crooks.”


  V2 laughed. “And what of you, Mr. Walker? What is your interest in our organization?”


  “I came here to find Hydra and destroy it.” Toying with his vulture medallion, the lean man said, “Things haven’t quite turned out as you planned then, have they? It is we who will destroy you.”


  “Perhaps,” said the Phantom.


  “Who do you represent, Walker . . . Interpol, the CIA, who?”


  “I’m self-employed.”


  “Then what is your motive for seeking us out?” “Let’s say I have family reasons.”


  V2’s eyebrows rose. “Of course, that must be it.” He gestured at his two minions, asking them, “Do you realize who this man must be?”


  “Huh?” said one of them.


  “You really must learn to pay attention, V196.”


  Chuckling, V2 circled the Phantom. “Yes, I’ve read of your family in the chronicles of my ancestors, Mr. Walker. You might say there is a longstanding feud between your family and Hydra.” He leaned his face close to the Phantom’s. “For you are indeed the Phantom, aren’t you?”


  The Phantom did not reply.


  “You needn’t answer,” said V2. “I’m certain I’ve guessed correctly. This will cause V to be quite elated, to know that after so many long centuries the struggle between Hydra and the Phantom is at long last at an end. Yes, at an end, with Hydra victorious.” He laughed once again, long and loud.


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  A light wind was blowing down through the brown hills and across the waters of the lake.


  V306 struck a wood match into flame on the sole of his black boot. After lighting a fresh cigar, he bent and picked up his end of the burlap sack. “This guy was heavy enough before,” he complained. “Now with these rocks . .


  His companion merely grunted, hefting up the other end of the sack.


  “Suppose he starts struggling to get out of this


  bag?” asked the cigar smoker.


  “He has been rendered unconscious,” said V2 from the doorway of the small adobe house. “Now stop grumbling and get down to the water. We’ve got to be up and moving.” -When they had the unconscious Phantom some distance downhill, V306 said, “Are we moving our hideout again?”


  “You know Vulture policy as well as I do,” answered the other black-clad Vulture. “We never stay in one place for more than a few days.” “Seems like a lot of wasted motion. Nobody’s likely to find us here. This Walker guy isn’t going to give anybody our address from the bottom of Lake LaPaz.”


  “The reason we’ve been successful is because we have a system, a system that works.”


  They reached the gritty shore of the lake. A rowboat was beached there. Straining, the two men tossed the sack into the prow of the boat.


  “If we’re so successful, you’d think we could afford a motor boat,” remarked V306 as they pushed the boat into the water.


  “I’ll row,” offered his companion.


  The pair of Vultures climbed into the little craft.


  When it was a half-mile from shore, they stopped.


  They lifted up the sack holding the Phantom. Struggling with the weight, they heaved it over the side.


  The Phantom’s unconscious body, sewn up in


  a sack weighed with heavy stones, entered the water with an enormous splash.


  “Sinking straight down,” observed V306.


  His companion rowed them quickly back to


  shore.


  Captain Miranda wandered around the large dining room he was using as an office. Dusk was touching the leaded windows. He turned on various lamps. Stopping at the gilt-framed mirror, he studied his hair. He wasn’t concerned about the injury of this afternoon, but he wanted to make sure all he’d suffered through hadn’t put more grey hairs in his head. Yes, that looked like a new one. If only the lights weren’t so dim, he might be ...”


  “Interrupting anything?”


  The tall police captain straightened his shoulders. “You were just learning to knock very nicely, Senor Sumter.”


  “Sorry,” said the blond reporter. “Shall I go out and come in again?”


  “That won’t be necessary.”


  “Anything new on the Walker kidnapping?” Miranda moved behind the big table desk. “You know we located three witnesses who saw Senor Walker and the dead Vulture loaded into an ambulance behind the mortuary building.”


  “Yeah. Any leads after that?”


  “We’ve found the ambulance.”


  “You don’t say that with much enthusiasm.” “The vehicle was abandoned a few miles outside the city. We found it a half hour ago.”


  “Didn’t give you anything to go on?”


  “It appears to be an ambulance stolen from the Sisters of Mercy Hospital last week. Nothing about it, at least nothing our preliminary check turned up, to indicate where they took Walker.” “No ransom requests?”


  Miranda shook his head. “I don’t believe there will be.”


  “Neither do I.” Sumter slouched into the ornate chair and sat with his legs over one arm of the chair. “I hate to say it, but I think he’s dead.” “It’s possible. The Vultures aren’t noted for gentleness and restraint.”


  “Exasperating,” the reporter said. “They may have dumped him off in the wilds somewhere, in some remote canyon or at the bottom of a river. We may never find out what . . .” Sumter’s feet swung round and he popped up out of his chair.


  “Good evening, captain,” said the Phantom as he crossed the office. “Hello, Sumter.”


  Devil, looking somewhat damp, followed his master into the room. He eyed the other two men before settling in front of the wall heating unit.


  “I would have been here sooner,” said the Phantom. “Unfortunately, I had to stop at my hotel to change.”


  Sumter swallowed. “Where the heck have you been?”


  “Most recently,” replied the Phantom, “at the bottom of Lake LaPaz.”


  “Perhaps you will explain,” suggested Captain Miranda. He sat down.


  “The Vultures tied me up, put me inside a gunny sack with a load of rocks,” said the Phantom. “Then they dropped me overboard into the lake.”


  “How did you ... ?”


  Smiling in the direction of Devil, the Phantom said, “I had a helper.”


  “You mean,” asked Sumter, “that dog, or wolf, or whatever, saved you?”


  “A long time ago, I trained Devil to meet every kind of emergency,” the Phantom said. “He’s very expert at life-saving.”


  “He was able to pull you out of the water, senor?”


  “Yes, he got me to a safe spot on shore, out of sight of the Vultures. I’d been knocked on the head, but I was awake by this time. Devil used his teeth to rip open the stitched-up sack. I got hold of my knife and did the rest.”


  “Incredible, senor.” Miranda looked from him to the resting wolf.


  “How’d this wonder dog of yours know which lake to jump in?” Sumter wanted to know.


  “Devil’s also good at following a trail. He followed the Vultures’ trail from the morgue to the lake district. Fortunately, he reached there just as they threw me in.”


  “Fortunately,” echoed Sumter.


  The captain asked, “What of the Vultures, senor? Are any of them still there?”


  “I’m afraid not. By the time I got myself free and returned to the house where I’d been questioned, it was empty,” the Phantom told him.


  “Did you learn anything while you were with them?”


  “A few things” said the Phantom. “We can discuss them later. Nothing, I’m afraid, which will lead to the apprehension of the Vulture gang in the immediate future.”


  “Got the hint. You don’t want one of America’s leading journals listening in.” Sumter drifted to the door. “I’ll be on my way, Captain. Glad to see you back among the living, Walker. When you decide to tell all, keep me in mind.”


  “I will,” said the Phantom.


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  Three fishing boats were coming in across the twilight harbor. Captain Miranda turned away from the panoramic window of the seaside restaurant. He refilled his wine glass from the bottle of local wine on the table, asking, “You’re certain you won’t join me, Senor Walker?”


  “No, thanks,” said the Phantom.


  After an appreciative sip, the Police Captain said, “Now that we’ve enjoyed an ample dinner, perhaps you will tell me what else you know about these Vultures. I take it you were reluctant to discuss the matter further in front of Senor Sumter.”


  “His curiosity is a little excessive.”


  “An American habit, is it not?”


  “It could be simply that.”


  “You don’t trust him?”


  “Ill reserve judgment until I know a little more about him.”


  After a bit more wine and a shrug, Miranda said, “So be it. Now what of these scavengers?” “They are, as I suspected, part of the Hydra organization,” the Phantom said. “And the group responsible for the looting are known as Vultures. The cluster of shacks in the hills above the lake. .


  “I sent three of my men out to investigate the locale, by the way, though it’s not likely to produce much new information. But please continue, senor.”


  “At the shack, I met a thin man with a gaunt face in his early fifties. He refers to himself as V2.” “Indicating he’s second in command?”


  “That’s the impression I got. The leader, and he may be the leader of the entire Hydra set up, is known simply as V.”


  “Do you think this V ... is he, too, in my country?”


  “I have that impression.”


  “Then,” said the captain, turning again to watch the darkening sea, “we might be able to put an end to the entire Hydra movement.”


  “Exactly what I’m aiming at.”


  “Do you have any suggestions for what they call in the United States a game plan?”


  Grinning at the phrase, the Phantom replied, “We might be able to anticipate them.”


  The captain tapped his finger against the stem of his glass. “By discovering some pattern to their raids?”


  “Yes. You should be able to draw up a list of likely targets . . . other museums, banks and so forth which haven’t been hit yet.”


  “I could,” admitted Miranda. “But that list might include a good dozen or so possible locations, senor. With the country in such a state of disorder, I can’t spare the men for such an operation . . . and the army is in much the same position.”


  “Perhaps not enough men at each spot to apprehend the Vultures,” said the Phantom. “Not enough to stand out in front of places and be shot down. But if you have, say, two dozen men who are good at keeping out of sight, and good at tracking.”


  “You mean, station only two men at each target site and allow the Vultures to bring off their raid?” asked Miranda. “Then follow them to their lair?” “Yes, it might work,” the Phantom told him. “Once your team gets a fix on the Vultures’ current hideaway, they can radio in and you can send in more men.”


  Miranda grew thoughtful. “There’s certainly some merit in your suggestion, Senor Walker,” he said finally, “The thing is, I don’t know if I can spare even twenty men for more than a few days.” “A few days may be enough time.”


  “Very well, I’ll draw up the list. Meet me in my


  office tomorrow morning.” Miranda refilled his glass.


  Sumter was sitting on the edge of the desk table with the list in his hand. “Thorough, pretty complete.”


  The Phantom closed the door, crossed the room and took the list out of the reporter’s hand. “I don’t think Captain Miranda is ready to release this to the press.”


  “Excuse me. He stepped down the hall for a minute and I couldn’t resist a peek.”


  Scanning the list, the Phantom said, “I don’t want any of this to get out yet, Sumter.”


  The reporter smiled at him. “Carrying around a good ton of info in my head already,” he said. “Stuff I’m not supposed to reveal. One more ounce won’t bother me. So consider your deep dark secrets safe with Sumter.”


  “You’re showing considerable interest in the Vultures,” remarked the Phantom.


  “Told you before, Walker, earthquakes make good copy, but they don’t amount to much alongside a secret conspiracy,” said Sumter. “People love to read about mysterious societies of criminals. If I can dig up enough material, I can get a book out of this, besides the News piece.”


  “Sounds like a valid motive.”


  “Speaking of motives, I’m still not very clear about yours.”


  “I told you as much about that as I’m going to.” “If you’d like to confide a little more in me,


  Walker, I could make sure you’d get a nice play in my article. Some publicity wouldn’t . .


  Captain Miranda returned to his temporary office. “Good morning, Senor Walker, we’re . . . Senor Sumter, I must ask you to leave us now.” The reporter hopped to the floor. “Okay, I’ll go off and tap some other news sources. Good hunt'll


  When the door closed on the reporter, the Federal Police Captain moved to his desk and picked up a pen. “While I was combing my hair, I thought of one more possible target for the Vultures. I’ll add it to . .


  The Phantom stayed his hand. “Don’t write it down,” he said. “And don’t send any men there.” “But why, senor?”


  “Tell me what place you have in mind. I’ll look after it.”


  “Very well,” said Captain Miranda. “What makes you desire to take an active part in this operation?”


  “A hunch,” the Phantom told him.


  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  The city of Zurrapa was thirty miles inland and north of the port city of Lanza. Because of the fault pattern, Zurrapa had been much harder hit. All its civic buildings, which had stood around the


  plaza in the center of town, had now collapsed. Fissures cut across the plaza; palm trees lay on their sides, as though they’d been uprooted by a giant hand; a large pack of wild dogs, more than fifty of them, roamed the ruins of the square.


  Most of the central core of Zurrapa had been evacuated. The buildings which hadn’t toppled were leaning at odd angles, all out of kilter. The understaffed army had approximately two hundred men in the city. Only about fifty of the blue-uniformed soldiers were actually guarding anything. The rest, along with several hundred civilians, were in the rubble digging out bodies. There was still a strong possibility of plague.


  On the west side of the central area was a business district. Most of the buildings here had remained upright. It was here that Zurrapa’s jewelry row was located. A line of ten shops, each dealing in retail and wholesale gems. The owners of the shops had had to vacate and leave much of their stock behind. The gems, mostly diamonds and rubies, were valued at over two million dollars. This was why a dozen armed soldiers patrolled the street which housed the jewel dealers’ shops.


  At twilight, three black shapes appeared over the tallest of the buildings. A harsh whirring filled the air. Then three dark helicopters, swaying, dropped down closer to the street.


  Five of the soldiers aimed rifles at the lowering airships.


  From one of the copters, cannisters began dropping. The black containers snapped open on hitting the paving stones, releasing wisps of a yellowish gas.


  The rifles fell from the soldiers’ hands. They began scratching at their throats, tearing at their tunics. Then they were lying sprawled on the street. In less than two minutes, eleven of them were down.


  The twelfth man had run, trying to keep ahead of the spreading yellow gas but it soon caught up with him, and yellow streamers tangled around him. He ran a few more wobbling paces before falling over into a stone bench.


  The copters landed, waited for the gas to dissipate. Then black clad Vultures spewed out of the ships, armed and watchful.


  "Too easy,” said V306 when his booted foot hit the ground. “This is probably some kind of trap, too.”


  His companion said, “This is one target we know isn’t on the police list'. You can relax.”


  “Who can relax on one of these damn raids? I’m always waiting for some trigger-happy cop to pop out from behind a lamp post and start blasting away.”


  The two of them, along with three other Vultures, had been assigned the looting of the shop of Pieter, Goedewaagen, Diamond Merchant.


  V306 tried the door. It was locked, so he smashed the glass out with the butt of his machine gun.


  An alarm started to ring, but that didn’t matter. The soldiers were in no condition to do anything, the Zurrapa police headquarters was now a heap of stone, wood and shattered glass two miles across town.


  The five Vultures stormed into the diamond shop.


  It was the last time their comrades ever saw them.


  The Phantom had arrived in Zurrapa slightly before noon that day. He had traveled alone from the port city, using a small minibus the Police Captain had loaned him. The military guards at the main entrance to town, after looking at the letter Captain Miranda provided him with, had passed him into the devastated city.


  The only likely target for a Vulture raid which Miranda had failed to place on his original list was jewelry row here in Zurrapa. At the other dozen potential spots carefully selected police teams of two and three men had been stationed. The Phantom felt it would be worthwhile to keep an eye on this thirteenth target.


  Traveling a roundabout route, because of the many impassable streets, he’d parked the minibus two blocks from the location he sought. Then, leaving his civilian clothes behind, he had moved through alleys and over rooftops, in his tight-fitting costume, to the street of the gem merchants.


  He had let himself into one of the shops. So deftly had he accomplished this that the soldiers in the street were unaware he was waiting inside the shop of merchant Goedewaagen.


  The jungle teaches many things, one of which is patience. The Phantom was able to remain for several hours in the back room of the gem store.


  It was possible, he admitted to himself, the Vultures would not strike here today at all. He felt, though, that it was a likely spot.


  When the day began to wane, the masked man heard the sound of helicopters dropping down through the darkening sky. “It may be a military patrol,” he thought.


  The soldiers outside began shouting to each other, running.


  “Those copters aren’t ours!”


  “Must be scavengers!”


  “It’s the looters! It’s the looters!”


  “Get ready to fire!”


  “Look out! They’re dropping something!” “Cannisters! It’s gas! It’s . . .”


  The Phantom stayed in the back room of the diamond dealers. No gas penetrated into the store.


  The whir of the Vulture helicopters grew louder and louder and then died. Booted feet began running on pavement.


  The Phantom ran into the front of the shop and stationed himself next to the door. The heavy drapes on the shop windows hid him from view.


  When V306 stepped into the store, the Phantom allowed him three steps before he hit him. He dealt the man a numbing blow to the neck, and another chop which rendered him unconscious. t


  As each Vulture stepped into the store, in single file, the Phantom acted similarly. In thirty seconds, he had five unconscious Vultures strewn on the floor.


  Working swiftly, he tied each man, using cord


  he’d brought with him. Before gagging them, he inspected their mouths for possible concealed poison capsules. He found none.


  He picked up the nearest man and hefted the limp form up over his broad shoulder. Carefully, he moved out through the rear of the diamond dealer’s shop.


  The masked man had decided to take prisoners. Since the Vultures had arrived by air this time his original plan to trail them to their hideout was not practical.


  There was no one in the lane behind the shop. He carried the stunned Vulture quickly to his minibus. He then drove the vehicle near to the rear of the shop and brought out the rest of his catch.


  Fifteen minutes later, he was back on the highway to Lanza with his five captives.


  CHAPTER TWENTY


  “It was once a dungeon,” explained Captain Miranda as they descended the stone staircase. “Dining a much earlier and less liberal administration. Of course we’ve made a good many improvements and modernizations.”


  The Phantom, in trenchcoat and dark glasses


  once again, glanced up at the fluorescent lights in the stone ceiling. “So I notice.”


  “Senor Sumter has been quite persistent,” said the tall Captain of Police. “He’s aware we’ve captured these five Vultures and is very anxious to get a look at them.”


  “I imagine he is.”


  They reached the bottom of the steps and Miranda led the Phantom along a stone corridor. “He has all the necessary papers of identification, all the proper permits. Plus, I have read his stories in the South American edition of News often.” “That doesn’t necessarily mean he’s not passing information on to Hydra.”


  “Yes, admittedly.”


  “There wasn’t a sign of the Vultures at any of the other possible raid locations yesterday, the places you had staked out,” reminded the Phantom. “The place they hit was the one place not on your list when Sumter snatched a look at it.” Nodding, the Police Captain said, “Possibly this is only a coincidence, senor. Despite what you may have heard of justice in my country, I don’t like to condemn a man without sufficient proof.” “I’ll have proof, one way or the other,” said the Phantom, “before I do anything about him. What I’m suggesting now is that you keep Sumter away from these captured Vultures, and away from any further information about the whole affair ” “Very well, I can see the wisdom of that.” Halting, the captain pointed at a heavy glass window which was built into the grey stone wall. “One way glass.”


  The window looked onto a corridor. Across the corridor were three cells. There were two men each in the outer cells and one in the middle. All the men still wore their Vulture uniforms. The solitary prisoner had discarded his wig and the tattooed black V showed clearly.


  “Since you brought them in yesterday, senor,” said Captain Miranda, “they have steadfastly refused to talk. In recent years we have not been allowed to use the harsher forms of interrogation. I think that’s for the best, and yet . . .”


  “The man in the cell on our right, the one


  slouching against the bars,” said the Phantom. “I’d like to talk to him.”


  “I’ll have him brought to one of the questioning rooms,” said Miranda. “Why this particular man?” “He’s known as V306. He was one of those who captured me and took me off to Lake LaPaz,” replied the Phantom. “He’s a great complainer, an injustice collector. I think he might be willing to give us information if I can promise him a deal.” “You can promise him a light sentence and protection if he talks,” said the Police Captain.


  “I’ll have him sent for.”


  V306 squinted over at the air conditioner. “They keep this damn prison too cold,” he complained. “I got a stiff neck already from the chill.” The Phantom stood across the small, green room from the seated Vulture. “I can help you get out of here.”


  “Sure, and off to the gallows.”


  “Santa Florenza still favors the firing squad.”


  V306 shrugged. “Were you the one who ambushed us down in Zurrapa? It sounded like you from what some of the other guys said. You hit me so hard I didn’t wake up until . . .”


  It was I.


  “Too bad you didn’t drown in the lake,” said V306. “How’d you get out of that sack?”


  The Phantom didn’t explain. He asked, “How long have you been working for Hydra?”


  “For what?”


  “I don’t think you’re satisfied with the Vultures.”


  “Maybe not. It doesn’t much matter now.”


  “If you tell us what you know about the Vultures, and about Hydra,” continued the Phantom, “their plans, their possible hideouts . . . you won’t have to serve a very long sentence.”


  V306 didn’t speak for several seconds. “They took my cigars away when they threw me in this hole. You got any smokes?”


  “No”


  The Vulture shifted in his chair. Then he gave a short barking laugh. “I’m better off in jail,” he said. “If I finked on them . . . well, I’d probably end up in a sack full of rocks myself.”


  “South America is very large,” said the Phantom. “The world is larger still and . . .”


  “I don’t need a geography lesson, Walker.”


  “If you cooperate, Captain Miranda might even be able to get you a suspended sentence. He’ll arrange for you to get safely out of the country. With a new passport, a new identity, perhaps even a new face. It’s been done before.”


  V306 rubbed his fingers over his cheek. “You don’t know them. It wouldn’t matter where I went, they’d find me. Find me and kill me.”


  “I intend to smash the Vultures, to destroy the whole Hydra organization,” the Phantom told him. “With your help, I’ll be able to do that even sooner. By the time you’re safely out of Santa Florenza, the Hydra could be well on the way to oblivion.”


  “Oblivion,” echoed the Vulture. “That might be where I’d head, too. I ... I don’t know, Walker. Let me think about it.” He stood up. “You’re not conning me? I mean, if I deal, you’ll deal.” “That’s right. You have my word.”


  “I’ll think about it.”


  When the man had been returned to his cell, Captain Miranda came into the small, green room. “Were you successful?”


  “He’s getting ready to talk,” said the Phantom. He made a slow circle of the room. “Better bring the other Vultures in, one by one, for me to talk to.”


  “Why?”


  “I don’t want them to get the idea we’ve made a special offer to V306. They might pressure him.” “You intend to offer any of the others immunity?”


  “Probably not,” said the Phantom. “I think most of the others will refuse to say anything much to me.


  Which proved to be the case.


  CHAPTER TWENTY- ONE


  When the phone rang the man who called himself V came in from the terrace of his seaside villa.


  The mammoth house was built on a cliffside several hundred feet above the Pacific. This was one of the most fashionable stretches of Santa Florenza coastline. The quakes had left this resort area untouched.


  V picked up the gold and white phone from his massive, wooden desk with one sinewy hand. “Yes?”


  “Been thinking?” asked the man on the other end.


  “I am always thinking.”


  “About the five captured men.”


  V said, “I would imagine you’d be doing a good deal of thinking about this particular situation yourself. Since it’s mostly due to your stupidity that the trap was sprung.”


  “Possibly. Name calling isn’t going to save our bacon, though.”


  V settled into his comfortable leather desk chair, turned to watch the midday sea. “Walker is the main source of our present trouble,” he said.


  His large head dipped slightly as he followed the flight of a distant white gull.


  “Any opinions about what V2 said?”


  “He’s quite probably right. Walker is very likely the Phantom.”


  “Ordinary methods won’t work on the Phantom.”


  The gull was flying very low over the water. “I wasn’t aware ordinary methods were part of my stock in trade.”


  “So let’s hear something extraordinary.”


  “You mentioned you’d obtained a good deal of information from San Francisco,” said V. “I wasn’t therejong enough on my last trip to pick up much background on Walker. But I recall your saying he had a girlfriend ...”


  “Diana Palmer,” answered the man on the other end. “She’s still in Frisco.”


  “It would be much more to our advantage if she were here in Santa Florenza,” said V. “Perhaps in the citadel in the hills.”


  “A lever to use on the Phantom?”


  “A simple exchange. Something which is done quite often in international diplomacy, a swap,” said the man who called himself V. “Our five men for the return of the fair Diana.”


  “Good idea. Ill set it up.”


  “Yes, do that.” V hung up. He remained in his chair, watching the calm ocean and smiling.


  Diana left the teahouse in Golden Gate Park, walked across the wooden bridge and onto a path which wound through green grass and trees.


  Though San Francisco was one of her favorite cities, she was not as happy as she might be. And although she had friends here, she preferred to be alone. She was used to being separated from the Phantom, yet sometimes it wasn’t an easy thing to go through.


  She heard a car door close, somewhere not too far off, hidden by trees.


  Then in a moment there were footsteps coming up the path behind her.


  “Miss Palmer?” called a polite young voice.


  The dark haired girl stopped, turning, “Yes?”


  A clean-cut young man was approaching her. He had short, dark hair and was wearing a conservative, grey, business suit. “Forgive me for disturbing your vacation, Miss Palmer.” He flipped open the flat leather wallet in his hand to display his identification. “My name is Lumbard. You can see from my ID I’m with the United States government.”


  Diana asked, “Yes, what is it you want with me?” There was a single picnicker stretched out on his back with a soft drink can balanced on his stomach far uphill. No one else was near them.


  “You’re acquainted with a man named Walker, I understand.”


  She hesitated before replying. “Yes, is there something . . . ?”


  “Would you mind stepping into our car, right down there through the trees, Miss Palmer?” “You can tell me what you want right here,” said Diana. “We’ve got acres of privacy.”


  “One can’t tell these days,” said Lumbard, “with


  the sophisticated scientific equipment available. It would really be much safer if you’d accompany me to the car.”


  Something, something she couldn’t quite explain, about the way the affable young man insisted on her getting into the car bothered Diana. “Really, Mr. Lumbard, you’ll have to explain a little more about what you want before I do anything at all.”


  “I don’t want to be insistent, Miss Palmer. But I must request you to come to the car with me at once.”


  Diana turned her back on him and began walking away. This wasn’t quite right, this pleasant yoiiTi g man, none of it.


  “Wait, Miss Palmer.” He ran after her and caught her arm.


  “Look, I don’t . . .” Something concealed in the young man’s palm jabbed into the bare flesh of her arm. “What’s that you . . .” The sunlight began to dim, the trees began to stretch and twist, the grass turned black.


  “Why, Miss Palmer, what is this? Another of your fainting spells?” He put an arm around her shoulders. “Let me get you to the car. You know what the doctor said about too much exertion so soon after leaving the hospital. It’s not wise at all. No way to get back into first class shape. And you surely know how very much concerned we all are over you.” He kept up the pleasant chatter until he had Diana in the rear seat of the large, black sedan.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


  Captain Miranda enjoyed having breakfast, when he could fit it into his schedule, on the wide terrace of the Santa Florenza Hotel. The hotel stood close to the ocean and from his outdoor table he had a view of miles of blue horizon. This morning his coffee had grown cold in its cup, he’d eaten only one of the three crescent rolls on his plate and only one bite of the slice of green melon. “It’s entirely my fault, Senor Walker,” he said finally. “I should have taken greater precautions.” “Do you know yet how he was killed?” asked the Phantom.


  The Police Captain poked at his melon slice with his spoon. “I thought if I came here to one of my favorite spots it would lighten my mind for a while,” he said. “Alas, I keep dwelling on this unfortunate . . . yes, our Police Surgeon has found a tiny needle mark on the poor man’s neck. Some very deadly, very quick-acting poison. Many such come out of the jungles of my country.”


  The Phantom said, “Did you find the needle, or any implement which might have been used to administer the poison?”


  “No, senor. Nothing,” answered Miranda. “So


  that rules out the possibility, quite remote anyway, of suicide.”


  “V306 didn’t kill himself,” said the Phantom. “Even though that may be part of the Vulture and Hydra code about what to do when captured.


  He was getting ready to talk, to make a deal with us.


  “His cellmate is the most obvious suspect, but since we cannot discover the precise method used to kill V306, there is little we can do,” said the captain with a sad smile.


  “I searched those men myself,” said the Phantom. “And your people searched them as well. I’m certain there was nothing on them, not even a tiny poison needle.”


  “I know, even their wigs were scrutinized.” Miranda lifted a spoonful of melon halfway to his mouth, then lowered the spoon. “I had better bring in Senor Sumter for questioning.”


  The Phantom frowned across the table. “Why Sumter?”


  “He was down there among the captured Vultures.”


  “How did that happen?”


  “Against my orders,” replied Miranda. “He is very persuasive, this Senor Sumter. Very likeable, in his brash, American way. He talked one of the guards on the night watch into allowing him a brief talk with the five captives. Besides his winning personality, he offered a cash payment. Unfortunately, it was accepted.”


  “Then it’s likely he slipped something to one of the men,” said the Phantom. “We apparently


  didn’t succeed in convincing the others we hadn’t made a special arrangement with V306.”


  “It may be the organization had him down as a weak link already, senor,” suggested Miranda. “That they sensed in him the same potential for betrayal which you did.”


  The Phantom said, “I wonder why they didn’t all kill themselves?”


  “You mean, if it was possible to sneak in poison for one why not for all?” N


  “That’s it, yes.”


  “Perhaps some of these men are more valuable to them alive,” said Miranda. “Or perhaps they have in mind some other way of keeping them from talking.”


  “You’d better double your security measures at the prison,” said the Phantom.


  “That was done, at dawn, when I first heard of the death of V306.”


  “They must have some plan,” said the Phantom, “Some way to get those men away from us.”


  “It will be most difficult, senor.” Miranda picked up his coffee and was able to drink some of it. “Would you care to be present when I question Senor Sumter of News Magazine?”


  The Phantom had turned for a moment toward the bright morning sea. Still facing that way, he said, “Why don’t you let him go on about his business for a while, Captain? He may be more valuable to us loose and moving around.”


  “You’re suggesting, as the Americans phrase it, giving him enough rope?”


  “Something like that,” answered the Phantom.


  The Phantom’s hotel suite faced onto a patio which was thick with tropical foliage. Green palms, huge, leafy ferns, enormous scarlet and yellow blossoms. Large, golden butterflies hovered in the late, morning sunshine, unseen bees hummed. Seated in a chair next to the open glass door to the patio, the Phantom, finally, succeeded in placing a call to New York City.


  “Hi, good morning, Walker,” said the man he called in New York. “I just got in. How are you? Any new quakes down there?”


  “I’m fine, Bob. The quakes seem to have subsided,” said the Phantom. “You’ve been with the New York office of News Magazine for six years now..


  “Hope to stay on, too. Lots of the mags have been folding, you know. But our circulation is still up around . . . that’s not what you called about, though.”


  “Do you know Gig Sumter?”


  “Gig, sure. A good man, really digs into a piece. I don’t care for his parajoumalistic style, but when you have a byline I guess you can . . . what about him?”


  “How long has he been with your magazine?” “About four years.”


  “Where was he before that, where’d he come from?”


  “One of the papers here in town. It folded around that time.”


  The Phantom asked, “Why was he sent to Santa Florenza? That is, who... ?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Who suggested his coming here to cover the quakes?”


  “Nobody. Gig’s over in Vietnam doing a piece on truce violations. Been there a week or more. What made you think he was down there?”


  “A case of mistaken identity.”


  “Wait a second. Sounds like you’re on to something. Give me the . . .”


  “You’ll be the first to know, Bob. Thanks.”


  A second after he hung up, the phone rang again. Out on the warm, yellow flagstones of the patio Devil lifted his head to look back toward the room.


  “Hello?”


  “We’ve had a difficult time reaching yon, Senor Walker. Your line has been busy an hour or more, it seems,” said an unfamiliar voice.


  “Who is this?”


  “The name is not important. I will merely tell you the initial is V.”


  “The head man himself?”


  “Oh, no. He doesn’t bother himself with trivia,” continued the Vulture on the phone. “Now then, let us get down to business. We’ve wasted enough time in simply waiting for you to get off the telephone. As a matter of fact, we’re onlv going to be able to allow you eleven hours instead of twelve now.”


  “Eleven hours for what?”


  “Eleven hours in which to release our imprisoned men.”


  The Phantom said, “I’m afraid that’s . .


  “Hold on.” The Vulture left the phone.


  “I’m sorry, Kit. They . .


  “Diana!” The Phantom’s hand tightened on Ihr receiver. “Where are you?”


  “I think ... it must be Santa Florenza someplace,” said the girl in a weak voice. “They gave me ... I don’t know . . . something to make me pass out . . . that was in San Francisco in the park ... I woke up here . . . but . . .”


  “Are you all right?”


  “Groggy . . . and my stomach is upside down . . . but they haven’t done . . .”


  “That is quite enough chitchat.” The Vulture was back on the line. “You give us back our four comrades and we’ll return Diana Palmer to you unharmed. You have eleven hours in which to arrange for the release. We’ll call you again this afternoon. Goodbye.”


  Devil came trotting in from the sunny patio to look up at his master. After nearly half a minute the Phantom put down the phone and patted the animal’s head.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


  Gig Sumter, or rather the man who was pretending to be Sumter, was sitting in the lobby of the Phantom’s hotel. He jumped up from the over-


  stuffed chair when he saw the Phantom come striding through alone. “Anything new on . , „ say, you look pretty grim, Walker.”


  “Yes, I . . .” His voice faltered.


  “Something wrong?”


  “Something’s wrong, yes. They . . . they’ve kidnapped a very, close friend of mine. It’s unsettled me quite a lot..


  “You mean these so-called Vultures?”


  “Yes, they’ve . . . they’ve apparently captured her. They’re holding her prisoner.”


  “For what purpose? Ransom?”


  “You might call it that. They want their men released by tonight or they’ll . . .”


  “Tough situation. What are you going to do, Walker, go along? Get Miranda to spring the group?”


  “There’s still hope we won’t have to,” said the Phantom. “You see . . . she and I . . . well, we’ve worked out a special verbal code for emergencies. They let her . . . allowed us to talk just now over the phone and she was able, before they took the phone away . . . she was able to give me a few clues as to where she’s being held.”


  “Oh, really?”


  “Not a complete message, but enough to go on. With any luck, I can find her.” He put his hand on the fake reporter’s arm. “Please don’t tell anyone about this, Sumter. If I wasn’t so . . . upset, I wouldn’t have mentioned . . .”


  “Sure, I understand. You can count on me,” promised Sumter. “And good luck.”


  The Phantom left him and crossed the lobby.


  He waited outside the door a few seconds, then went back inside, a grim smile touching his face. As he’d suspected, the blond young man was hurrying for the bank of phone booths at the far end of the lobby.


  By the time Sumter picked up the receiver, the Phantom was in the next booth, his hat off and back turned.


  The young man gave the operator a long distance number, which the Phantom noted. The call took five minutes to place. Sumter drummed his fingertips on the glass while he waited.


  The Phantom, in a growly voice, pretended to be having an argument with his business partner.


  “Finally,” said Sumter into the phone. “Listen, I just talked to him. Yeah, you shook him up pretty good. But ... I said but. He thinks he knows where you’ve got her. Impossible? He says they’ve got some kind of personal code. She gave him a message while . . . you brought her in there unconscious? Well, could be she looked out a window. No windows in her room? Okay, but I think still you better be on the lookout. No, I’m not overreacting. But we’re dealing with the Phantom, remember, and . . . okay, maybe he is simply talking tough. Okay, okay, bye.” Sumter left the booth.


  The Phantom put through a call to Captain Miranda.


  Tapping the map with his finger, the Police Captain said, “Right here, Senor Walker. The phone company tells us the number you provided belongs to the Escabar family’s private estate, located here in the hills beyond Hondillo.” He glanced up from the spread out map. “A much respected family.”


  “Until now,” answered the Phantom. “How far from us is their estate?”


  “It is known as La Fortaleza, which means fort or citadel. Hondillo, a small city, is two hundred miles to the north of us, and this citadel lies some ten miles beyond the city. You believe they are holding your friend, Miss Palmer, there?”


  “I do, yes,” he said. “My distraught act worked on our false Sumter. He phoned to warn them I. might know where they were holding Diana.” “You do not think perhaps his warning will cause them to move her?”


  “Probably not,” replied the Phantom. “They’re feeling pretty confident now. They think Sumter was simply being overly cautious.”


  “We could,” suggested the captain, “release these four remaining Vultures. It might be the simplest course.”


  “You know how the Vultures and Hydra work, Captain. Do you honestly think they’d honor their agreement?”


  Miranda shook his head. “Probably not,” he admitted. “Once their men were free they might . . . what, therefore, do you propose to do?” “Storm the citadel.”


  “I will order all the men I can . .


  “No, I’ll do it alone.”


  “The area around Hondillo was hard hit by the quakes, senor. The railroad and many of the highways leading in are not passable. You’ll need a plane to get in, and a pilot.”


  “I know how to fly,” said the Phantom. "All I need is the loan of a plane.”


  “I was going to offer you a plane,” said Miranda, “with myself as pilot, of course.”


  The Phantom looked at the captain for a few seconds. “All right, I’ll accept both offers.”


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


  Captain Miranda pointed to his right out the cabin window of the light, military, reconnaissance plane. “You can see it now, Senor Walker.” Far below, seemingly wedged between two hills which were thick with foliage, lay a many-towered castle. It was vast, made of pale yellow stone, its roofs of orange and blue tiles.


  “Only that one road leads directly there?” asked the Phantom.


  “Yes, and it is guarded by the gatehouse at the roadway’s beginning. You see it?”


  The Phantom nodded. “The citadel can be approached through the forest, though,” he said, studying the castle as their plane circled it once. “I can come right up to the back of the place.” “You’re looking at a very wild piece of jungle


  forest,” Miranda pointed out. “It would be very difficult going, and dangerous.”


  “I know a little about jungle travel, Captain.” Their plane left the vicinity of the citadel. "Now we must find a place to land.”


  The ship swung to the east and began to lose altitude. The sky all around had a thick, hazy tinge. In a moment they were flying over the small city of Hondillo. Many of its buildings had fallen; others were missing a wall or a roof. The small airfield at the town’s edge had two long ruts cutting across it. The control tower was leaning far to one side on its metal legs, looking like a giant, crippled bird.


  “The field won’t do,” said Miranda. He glanced


  at his charts. “We’ll see how the grazing fields are.


  Beyond the city, they located, after some low level circling, a wide, flat pasture which appeared suitable for a safe landing.


  “I haven’t landed in a cow pasture since my student days,” remarked Miranda as he took the light craft down. “The ranch owner had, as is proverbial, an attractive daughter and the whole adventure turned out to . . .” The ship touched down, bounced, swayed once to the right, and settled in. “Not perfect, but good enough.”


  “Very good,” the Phantom said.


  When they were on the ground in the low grass, Captain Miranda said, “It has grown very sultry.” He scowled at the muggy day. “I know there is no scientific basis for it, yet this feels to me very much like earthquake weather.”


  “You think we’re likely to have another big quake so soon after the others?”


  “It is, unfortunately, a familiar pattern in my country,” answered Miranda. “You wish me to accompany you on your trek to the citadel?” “I’d like you to wait here, Captain.”


  “Very well. I'll remain behind,” said the Police Captain. “If you don’t return in a reasonable time, I’ll contact the local authorities and come to the castle.”


  “Give me a few hours first.”


  “As you wish.” He pointed at a low, white farm house in the distance. “I’ll go explain to the owner of this pasture why we’ve used it rather than the airfield. Perhaps he has a daughter, too.”


  The Phantom left him, heading for the nearby jungle.


  The lean man let himself into the windowless, stone, walled room. “The sand is rapidly running out, Miss Palmer.”


  Diana was sitting in a straight, wooden chair. She didn’t answer the man who had earlier introduced himself as V2.


  “I have attempted to make my second phone call to your dear friend, Walker. Or shall we call him the Phantom?”


  “Call him whatever you wish.”


  “He is not at his hotel.” V2 twisted the chain of his vulture medallion. “Nor can he be reached at the Lanza police headquarters.” He moved slowly closer to the dark-haired girl. “He wouldn’t be attempting to come and rescue you, would he?”


  Diana said, “Since you brought me here drugged and have kept me locked up ever since, I really don’t have a very good idea of what’s going on outside.”


  “You didn’t, by any chance, convey some message to the Phantom when we allowed you to talk to him?”


  “You heard every word I said.”


  “You wouldn’t,” asked V2, taking hold of her shoulder and digging his sharp fingernails in, “have some special way of communicating to him? Some special phrase?”


  Pulling free of his clutch, the girl answered, “I don’t know what you . . .” Then she stopped herself. “No, certainly not. Whatever gave you that idea?”


  “Do you?” he gripped her shoulder again. “I admit I can’t see how you could know where you are. However, since we can’t locate him . . . I’m considering every possibility.”


  Diana didn’t know why this man had the ideas he had. As long as he did, though, she thought it would be a good thing to allow him to believe she had perhaps been able to communicate her whereabouts to the Phantom. It might cause them to change their plans, to move her. To do something which might give her some chance to escape. “That’s a completely ridiculous notion!” she told V2, making her voice sound a slight bit insincere.


  The lean Vulture moved away from her. “You realize we will kill you if he attempts anything,” he said. “Perhaps you don’t appreciate the fact that we never make empty threats, Miss Palmer. We told the Phantom he had only eleven hours to arrange the release of our comrades. We mean that. The time has now diminished to a trifle more than eight hours. Whatever he is up to, if those men are not free when the time runs out, then we will surely kill you. The Phantom will never see you alive again. Your corpse will be thrown on his doorstep. You see, we always keep our word.” Diana said, “You’ve never met a man like the Phantom before.”


  V2 laughed. “He’s no diff . . . What’s that?” The room had begun to move, the small table against the wall did a chattering dance across the bare, stone floor before falling over with a crash.


  Diana jumped from her chair, which was hopping, too. “It’s . . .” she began.


  “Good Lord!” cried V2, “it’s another earthquake!” He ran from the room.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


  Greenness surrounded him, thick foliage on all sides. The trees were rich with spade-shaped green leaves, shaggy, green vines snaked around the branches, green plants filled in most of the spaces between wide trunks, green-feathered birds flew through the hazy air.


  The Phantom had once more shed his civilian clothes, to move freely through the wilds in his costume. Though he had so far come across no man-made trails through the dense forest, he was able to move unerringly toward the citadel.


  He could see it now, rising up ahead of him. All pale, yellow stone and upthrusting towers. The Escabar family must have built it centuries ago.


  As he worked his way closer, the masked man became gradually aware of something. It was an increasing stillness. He halted, turning his head from side to side, sniffing the muggy air. “I wonder if Captain Miranda was right about this being earthquake weather,” he said to himself.


  The gaudy birds had ceased calling, the monkeys high up in the twined branches of the trees had stopped their chattering. A feeling of anticipation was filling the shadowy woodlands.


  The Phantom resumed his course toward the castle where he believed Diana was being held by the Vulture wing of Hydra. The quiet grew, the feeling of expectancy, even the rustlings in the underbrush stopped.


  All at once, there was noise and motion. The first thing the masked man was aware of was leaves starting to fall down out of the trees, a great, green shower rattling down around him. He felt the earth rumble and shake and buck.


  Birds screamed, monkeys cried out. The tree trunks groaned as they began to splinter. Everything was swaying, harshly, from side to side. The Phantom ran, ran forward toward the castle.


  There was a loud crashing sound above him, so


  he threw himself to the right, just in time to miss a huge, toppling tree. The topmost branches slapped and tore at him when the big tree fell nearby. He pushed himself up, almost reached an upright position when another, greater, tremor shook the ground. It flipped him hard against the fallen tree.


  The masked man disentangled himself and fought his way on through the thick jungle. There was a lull in the quakes. And it felt like that, a lull only, a temporary cessation and not a final stop to the earth’s violence.


  He was only a quarter mile from the citadel. He could see its near walls clearly. As he watched it, jogging steadily nearer, the whole enormous structure seemed to jump. A new tremor snapped the ground, shaking everything. One of the stone towers began to teeter. In another second, the tile roof came apart, disintegrating into thousands of squares of color. Next, the stones of the tower wall gave up, let go of each other and began to tumble down through the afternoon.


  “I’ve got to get Diana out of there quickly!” The Phantom sprinted forward.


  He reached the rear of the citadel as the last of the pieces of the tower smashed to the ground. A few feet to his right, a wooden door was flung open.


  V2, the lean Vulture leader, burst out of the castle. His face was a sweaty, frightened white.


  The Phantom drew out one of his .45 automatics. “Stop right there!” he ordered.


  V2 wheeled. “We’ll all die under that pile of


  rock, man. Run, run for your life!” He began running for the forest.


  “Stop!” repeated the Phantom.


  V2 ignored him.


  The Phantom shot him once in the left leg.


  Stumbling to the ground, the Vulture sobbed. “You fool, what are you doing?” He clutched at his woimd.


  At his side, looking down at him, the Phantom asked, “Where is she?”


  “I don’t...”


  “Where is she?”


  “In there, in there. For god’s sake, let me get away from here before I’m buried under all that stone.”


  The Phantom reached down, grabbed up the lean man and tossed him over one broad shoulder. “Lead me to Diana.”


  “Are you insane? I won’t go back in . .


  “It’s the only possible chance you have of living.”


  “All right, all right, but we must hurry. She’s in a room to your left as you enter by this back hall.”


  The masked man, gun in hand, entered the corridor from which the fleeing Vulture had exited. He encountered one other Vulture, a startled young man with his wig askew. But the young Vulture was running in another direction.


  Then around another bend, he saw Diana. The dark-haired girl, realizing V2 had left her door open, had left her prison.


  “Diana,” said the Phantom.


  She ran toward him. “Darling . . .”


  The walls began to shake again. The sound of lamps, glassware, chairs, all falling and crashing, echoed through the stone hall.


  “Another quake” cried V2. “This one will finish us.


  The Phantom set the wounded man down. “I’ll be back for you.” He picked up Diana, pivoted, and went running for the rear way out.


  “Don’t leave me here!” called V2. “I can’t walk now. Don’t.”


  The masked man got the girl clear of the citadel and up into the beginning of the forest. An enormous shake of the earth came at that moment, throwing them both to the ground.


  “Are you okay?” The Phantom sat up, turned toward the girl.


  “Yes, I’m fine. I . . . oh, Kit!” She was staring back at the citadel.


  Slowly, not able to withstand the mighty rumbling in the earth, the castle was dissolving before their eyes. Melting like an ice sculpture, or a castle made of sand left at the beach for the tide to take. Rocks and tiles came cascading down, dust, huge spinning clouds of dust rose high into the sky as the citadel fell into ruin.


  After a moment, the girl said, “He’s still in there.”


  “There wasn’t enough time for him.”


  They sat there a few moments longer, gradually realizing the quakes had stopped, for now.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


  Little by little, unevenly, the sounds of the jungle were starting up again. A few birds fluttering and cawing here, a few monkeys picking up a dropped conversation there.


  “So you were right about them?” Diana asked as the masked man led her back toward the field of grazing land where the plane had been left. “Right about what you guessed up in San Francisco?”


  “Yes, Hydra has been very active here in Santa Florenza since the quakes hit.” They came to a fallen tree. He took her by the waist to lift her up over it.


  “The men who kidnapped me, these Vultures,” she said, “they’re part of Hydra?”


  “An elite unit within the larger organization.”


  “I suppose,” Diana said, looking back in the direction of the fallen citadel which they had left fifteen minutes before, “they’re all dead back there.”


  “Any of them who were inside.” He had gone back to the ruins before they left to make a rapid check. There seemed to be no possibility of survivors.


  “That man, V2 he called himself, was he the leader of the Vultures?”


  “Only the second in command,” answered the Phantom. “There’s still a man known only as V.” He took hold of her arm to guide her through a tangle of thorny brush. “Now, what about you, Diana? What exactly happened?”


  “I can tell you what I remember,” she said, “but I don’t think it’s going to be much help in rounding up the rest of the Vultures.” She brushed back her long hair. “They must have been watching me and they followed me from the house. I’d gone out to Golden Gate Park. It was a nice day and I wanted to spend part of it outdoors. In the park-near the tea garden, you know—a very presentable young man approached me. He identified himself as a government agent, told me he had something to tell me about you. I was concerned about you, but this man didn’t strike me as quite right. For one thing, he was too anxious to get me into his car.


  “Did he come down here with you?”


  Diana said, “I really don’t know, Kit. He gave me some kind of injection, did it right out in the open. There weren’t any people nearby. He pretended I’d been taken ill. I’m sorry, I lost consciousness before I was even inside his car. So, outside of the nice young man, I have no recollection of seeing any others. When I woke up, I was in that room back there.”


  The masked man asked, “While you were in the citadel, who did you see?”


  “Only V2. He came to talk to me several times, brought my meals.”


  “How about when they let you talk to me on the phone?”


  “He brought the phone to me, on a long extension cord. Then took it away when he wanted me to stop talking.”


  “During the time you were there, he didn’t say anything . . . anything at all which might tell us something about them?”


  The girl shook her head. “He bragged a lot, about how they were always successful. And he knew you were the Phantom.”


  “We’d met before.”


  “Oh, he did mention ... at least I suppose it was a reference to this head man V,” said Diana. “I asked him whether he had anyone over him, a boss or something like that. He answered that very few outranked him. That the head man was too busy basking in the sun to bother himself with petty details such as me.”


  “Basking in the sun?”


  “Yes. Does that tell you anything?”


  “Not at the moment,” the masked man replied. “Good, it looks like we can get out of here.”


  The trees had thinned. Downhill a quarter of a mile away sat the airplane. It and the field had suffered no damage.


  “Fm very pleased to see you are well, Senorita Palmer,” said Captain Miranda. The ship was in the air. The Phantom, still wearing his costume, was taking a turn at piloting. The girl sat next to


  him, with Miranda in the rear seat. “I feared for the worst when the new quakes came.”


  “All things considered,” said the girl, “I’m fine.” Miranda nodded. Taking another careful look at the Phantom, he said, “I can understand even better now why these Vultures do not care for you, senor. For you are more than merely Senor Walker, you are . . .”


  “I’m someone who’s dedicated to stopping them,” cut in the Phantom.


  “I’ve instructed the local police in Hondillo to go through the ruins of the citadel,” said the captain. “They won’t be able to do that until tomorrow at the earliest. There is much else to do in the aftermath of these quakes.”


  “What about the Escabar family?” asked the Phantom.


  “I made a few local phone calls while I was enjoying the hospitality of the ranch owner, who has only three strapping sons, by the way. It seems the last of the Escabars left the citadel more than a year ago. The property has been leased for the past three months, according to the attorney in Hondillo who handles it for the family.”


  “What does he know about his tenants?” “Nothing,” replied Miranda. “Everything was done by mail and phone. He was not even aware they had actually moved into the place. They, of course . . .”


  “Paid in cash,” supplied the masked man. “Exactly, yes.” The captain sighed and leaned back, touching at his temple. He’d been so pre


  occupied today he hadn’t managed to check for . grey hairs. “What do we try next, senor?”


  “Next,” the Phantom told him, “we try our imitation Gig Sumter.”


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


  The Phantom came running out of the hotel. He leaped into the borrowed Fiat. He swung the car away from the curb, went roaring down the street.


  He was wearing dark glasses and a belted raincoat now. The day was fast fading, great streaks of orange and black were scrawled across the darkening sky, the tile roofs and the spired cathedrals of Lanza were tinted a glowing scarlet.


  Expertly, he wove through the traffic, heading for the edge of the city. When he had asked for Gig Sumter at the bogus reporter’s hotel, the desk clerk informed him Sumter had checked out moments before. The garage attendant who’d brought a black, rented Renault to the blond young man in front of the hotel had told the Phantom that Sumter drove off toward the north of the city.


  “The airport’s out that way,” reflected the Phantom as he drove. “Sumter must have heard about


  what happened out at the citadel. He’s talcing no chances.”


  Beyond the urban area of Lanza stretched miles of flat fields, with an orchard here and there. The Phantom clicked on the headlights, began passing the other cars on the broad roadway.


  Ten minutes later, he sighted a black Renault up ahead of him. He pressed down on the gas pedal, pulling up beside the other car.


  It was the spurious Sumter at the wheel.


  “Pull over,” ordered the Phantom, edging his car against the other man’s.


  Sumter gave him a startled look, before speeding up.


  The Phantom accelerated, caught up and again nudged his Fiat against the Renault.


  “Damn you!” shouted Sumter. “Leave me alone.”


  The Phantom kept his car against the other, pushing at it, forcing it finally off the road.


  The blond young man yelled as the car jumped free of the highway entirely. The Renault bounced over a ditch and slammed into a rail fence, the motor coughing and quitting. Sumter jerked the door open and threw himself out of the vehicle.


  The Phantom swung his car to a stop at the roadside and sprang to the road.


  Two other cars squealed to a stop, headlight beams illuminating the running Phantom for an instant.


  “Que pasa?’ called out the driver of the first car. “What’s going on here?”


  Sumter was huffing over the fence around the


  orchard, which lay just off the road. He got over, went running in among the dark, apple trees.


  Swiftly, carefully, the Phantom pursued him. His hearing was such that he heard Sumter click off the safety of a gun. The Phantom dropped behind a tree as the first shot flashed out.


  He began working his way from tree to tree. He hadn’t needed the flare of the gun to tell him where Sumter had stopped to make his stand. He could hear the young man’s labored breathing in the darkening twilight.


  Sumter was standing there, with his gun pointing toward the roadway, when the Phantom dropped down on him from the branches of the tree above him.


  “Nothing to say.” Sumter was slouched in his favorite chair in Captain Miranda’s office.


  The captain, sipping a cup of coffee, watched him. “Very well,” he said, getting up from behind his desk. “It is out of my hands.” He went to the door, opened it and stepped into the corridor. The door closed.


  There were only two lights on in the long room, both of them small lamps shining on Sumter. There was deep darkness around the edges of the office.


  Out of the darkness stepped the Phantom. He was in his costume, one hand resting on his gun-belt. As he neared the young man, the lamplight flashed on the skull sign on the wide belt. “Do you know who I am?”


  “Walker dressed up in a trick suit. So?”


  “You know better than that.”


  “Okay, you’re probably the Phantom.”


  “Yes, I am the Phantom. And I think you know enough of the history of Hydra to know there has been a war between the Phantom and Hydra for centuries.”


  “You must be tired. Why not take some time off?”


  The Phantom leaned, placed his hands on the arms of Sumter’s chair. “I won’t rest until I destroy Hydra for good and all.”


  “Maybe so.” Sumter licked his dry lips. “But one thing you won’t do, Phantom, you won’t work me over to make me talk. You don’t believe in that, neither you nor Miranda.”


  The Phantom smiled. Not a pleasant smile. “If you don’t tell us what we want to know,” he said slowly and evenly, “we’re going to let you go.” “Huh?” The young man blinked. “What do you . . ?”


  “Well let you go, turn you loose.”


  “Doubt that. What good would it do you?” “It’s what it would do to you that’s important,” the Phantom told him. “Because we’d give out the word you’ve talked.”


  Shifting in his chair, the young man said, “You think I’m afraid of dying? It’s a basic part of the code of Hydra, to die for the cause if need be. All those guys you’ve got in the dungeon would gladly have killed themselves if I hadn’t given them the word we were going to spring them. A Vulture will never allow himself to . . .”


  “Is that why you were running away?”


  “I wasn’t exactly . .


  “You were on your way to the airport, to get away ... to save yourself,” reminded the Phantom. “Maybe you would have made it, but now you’ve lost whatever head start you might have had. They must know we have you, know you didn’t take the approved suicide way out. Know you broke and ran. Once you step out of here . . .” “Listen,” began Sumter, “you’re trying to . . .” “I’m telling you what you know is true.”


  The bogus reporter went slack in his chair. “What kind of deal are you offering?”


  “Captain Miranda will see you stay alive.”


  “A light sentence?”


  “Tell me what you know,” said the Phantom, promising nothing further. “I want V. I want to go to where he’s basking in the sun and grab him.” Sumter sat up. “How ... I mean, what makes you think I know where he is?”


  “You’re fairly high up in the organization,” said the Phantom. “For your sake, you’d better know where V is. Otherwise, it’s out on the street for you.”


  After letting out a long sigh, Sumter said, “Okay, here’s where you can find V.”


  CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


  Captain Miranda unscrewed the lid of the thermos, paused to check his reflection in the chrome lip of the bottle, and poured himself a second cup of coffee. He bent over the small camp table he’d set up in the back of the minibus. “Here you have the beach area known as Rayo del Sol,” he told the Phantom. “A very exclusive locale, quite expensive.” The coffee splashed against the side of the cup as the bus went around a curve on the night road.


  The masked man was holding a small flashlight, shielded with one palm, over the map which the Police Captain had spread out. “The profits from the Vulture and Hydra operations must be considerable, more than enough to pay for a villa or two for V.”


  “This is the villa Sumter told you about.” Miranda tapped a spot on the map. “It’s called the Casa del Sol.”


  “House of the Sun,” said the Phantom. “That’s what V2 meant about V basking in the sun.” “Much like the late, lamented citadel,” the captain went on, “the villa has only one obvious


  entry. It’s a private road which runs through roughly ten acres of villa property.”


  Tapping the map, the Phantom said, “The house is close to the beach at this point, isn’t it?” “Yes, but it is several hundred feet above the beach, senor. The house sits on a cliff, high above the sand.”


  “The cliff can be climbed.”


  “I don’t . . . yes, I suppose it can.” He looked back at the headlights of the other police vehicles which were following this one. “Let me suggest once again, senor, that the simplest course this time would be an all-out assault. From what I’ve been able to learn, V has, approximately, two dozen guards and servants, plus a half dozen dogs. We should be able to overcome them quite easily.” “You’ve forgotten the code of each Hydra member, Captain.”


  “Senor Sumter didn’t abide by the suicide role,” reminded Miranda. “He chose to stay alive and well.”


  “It’s not likely V will,” said the Phantom. “I want that man alive, and I want the records, which our imitation News reporter says, V keeps there. If you lead an all-out raid, it’s going to alert V, alert him long before anyone can get near him and his villa.”


  “There is truth in what you say,” admitted Captain Miranda. “Still . . .”


  “Even if V didn’t kill himself, he’d have plenty of time to destroy all his Hydra files,” the masked man said. “I want to cut off all the heads of this monster organization at once.”


  “Very well,” said Miranda. “I will position my men all around the perimeter of the sun house estate, far enough away so as not to warn anyone inside, yet close enough to take action quickly if need be.”


  The Phantom was studying the map once more. “I can reach the beach itself by this road, come out roughly a quarter mile from the cliffside of the villa.”


  “Yes, that will work.”


  Nodding, the Phantom clicked off the flashlight. “All right then, I'll go in alone and pay V a surprise visit,” he said. “By the way, did you learn anything about who owns the Casa del Sol?”


  “The usual,” replied Miranda. “The villa was taken on a one year lease about a week ago, the day after the first quake. Obviously, unlike the citadel, this is not a headquarters base. It was, in other words, rented only after V decided to come to Santa Florenza to oversee the current Vulture operations of Hydra.”


  “Has anyone seen him in the week since he’s been here?”


  Miranda shook his head. “The villa was rented by a man who identified himself as the private secretary of the actual tenant,” he said. “The secretary called himself LaVerga and identified his employer as F. X. Tramoya. We’ve been unable, in the few hours we’ve had, to find any evidence tihat either of these gentlemen existed prior to last week.”


  “Sumter, and I think he was being truthful, indicated he didn’t know V’s real identity,” said the Phantom. “He described him as a large man. in his forties.”


  The driver of the minibus turned his head for a second. “Nearly there, Captain.”


  “Pull off onto the side road we agreed on.” Then to the Phantom, Miranda said, “You are on your own now, senor. I will wait an hour. Very good luck to you.”


  As the bus slowed to turn off the main highway, the masked man opened a rear door and dropped out into the darkness.


  The sand glowed a dead white in the moonlight, the sea was quiet and black. The Phantom left the narrow, downhill road and, staying close to the scattered rocks and scrub brush, began to make his way along the beach. There was a faint breeze coming in off the ocean, blowing cold over the pale sand, tangles of seaweed and the thousands of tiny fragments of seashells.


  A quarter of a mile later, he encountered an eight foot high wire fence which ran from the cliffside out into the water. A sign announced, in both Spanish and English, that this was a private beach from this point on, absolutely no trespassing.


  The masked man cautiously examined the place where the high fence was bolted to the rocky cliff. He noticed two new-looking wires running down from above. “Looks like V wanted to make extra sure of his privacy by adding electricity,” he mused.


  He stared upward. The cliff was, he judged, over three hundred feet high. It slanted slightly inward and had a bumpy, jagged look by the light of the moon.


  The Phantom rubbed his powerful hands together once, then leaped and caught an outcropping of rock. Using the shallowest of footholds and the smallest of handholds, the masked man pulled himself up the sheer wall of rock. He had learned to climb, at such an early age that he could not now even remember when, in the jungles of Bangalla. To him, therefore, this hazardous ascent to the Casa del Sol was difficult, but not the impossibility Captain Miranda believed it to be.


  In just fifteen minutes, he was at the top. A hundred feet in front of him stood a whitewashed, stone wall. The wall appeared to circle most of the estate, except for a stretch where the terrace of the villa itself ran out to the very edge of the cliff. There a wrought iron fence stood guard.


  Taking a few careful steps back, the Phantom stretched to scan the top of the high, stone wall. Rusty spikes and shards of broken, bottle glass festooned the top of the wall. And, barely visible, an electric trip wire ran along the top just above the spikes. “The previous occupant wasn’t all that cordial either,” reflected the Phantom.


  Next to the wall, on the masked man’s left, was a narrow stretch of forest. He moved in among its shadows as he walked parallel to the villa wall.


  The house looked to be large, a two story affair of white stucco walls, Moorish arches, grill work and slanting tile roofs. There were lights glowing on both floors.


  Another dozen yards and he saw the first guard. The man was fat, wearing loose, dark clothes, squatting against a wooden gate in the wall. The man held his rifle upright beside him, like a warrior’s spear. He was smoking, taking rapid puffs on a cigarette.


  Feeling quietly with his hand, the Phantom located a large rock in the loam of the forest floor. He hefted it from hand to hand, then threw it straight at the guard.


  The stone cracked against the man’s fat fingers just where they clutched the rifle barrel. He gave a low startled exclamation.


  Before the guard could cry out again, the Phantom was upon him. Two deftly administered chops dropped the fat man. The Phantom searched the senseless guard, found a brass key on a twist of wire. After hurling the rifle off in the direction of the woods, the Phantom tried the key in the lock of the wooden door.


  When the door swung inward, the masked man crossed into the estate grounds. He closed the gate behind him and headed toward the villa.


  He’d covered only a few yards when a snarling white police dog came charging out of the night at him.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


  The white police dog, legs spread apart, hair bristling, halted a few feet from the Phantom. It snarled at him, showing sharp, yellowish teeth.


  The masked man knew the animal had been trained in such a way that it would either attack him or start barking to warn the guards. He wanted neither of those things to happen.


  Without hesitating he dived straight at the growling animal. With one strong hand, he clutched its mouth shut, with the other he applied pressure to the nerves at the back of the police dog’s neck.


  Whimpering quietly, the huge dog passed out. The masked man deposited him behind a hedge and resumed his journey.


  The drapes were not drawn over any of the ground floor windows. From behind a tree, the Phantom watched the house. Toward the rear, in a room which opened out onto the wide terrace, was a large office. Seated at a desk with papers spread in front of him, his broad back to the window, was the man who must be V. There was something vaguely familiar about him.


  The view of the man was blocked suddenly by


  the figure of an armed guard. He’d come pacing by, moving as though this were his regular route. He looked in at V, then marched on. He carried his rifle on his shoulder, army fashion.


  When the guard was a safe distance off, the Phantom made his way closer to the house. A French window leading out onto the tiled terrace stood half-open. By scaling the wrought iron fence, he could get through the window and right into V's sanctum.


  He eased close to the fence, scrutinized it to make certain there were no wires attached. “Seems safe,” he decided and reached out to grab hold of a bar.


  A police whistle shrilled nearby in the night. “Trouble! Come quick!”


  “What is it?”


  “One of the dogs . . . he’s out cold on the lawn here!”


  “Better turn on all the floodlights!”


  The masked man vaulted over the fence.


  He met V face to face the next instant, when the big man stepped out onto the terrace to see what all the shouting and noise was about.


  With his hand hovering over his holster, the Phantom said, “So you’re V.”


  “And you’re the Phantom.”


  Twin .45 automatics appeared in the Phantom’s hands. “Let’s go back inside your office and have a talk.”


  “Your luck won’t continue to hold.” V backed over the threshold he’d just crossed. “There are enough men here to kill you twice over. You'll never get out alive.”


  The Phantom, eyes always on V, closed the French window and then drew the drapes on all the windows. “Sit down on that sofa there, with your hands on your knees.”


  The leader of Hydra obliged. “How’d you find me, if I may ask?”


  “I always find the people or animals I’m hunting,” replied the masked man. A wall safe, its door open, was set in the mantle. He could see it contained several, thin record books. Holstering one gun, he lifted out a book. He opened it at a random page and quickly scanned what was written there. “The Hydra membership list.” “That’ll do you little good, Phantom, since you’ll be dead before the night is much older.” The masked man snapped the book shut, placed it on the mantle. “So this is the new life you wanted to start?”


  V laughed. “I was very good, wasn’t I? The not-too-bright hood, well-meaning but weak of will.” His laugh grew louder. “I think it’s quite a tribute to my abilities that I was able to fool you so completely.”


  The big man on the sofa was the man the Phantom had let go in Tiburon, the man the local chapter of Hydra had known as Mumm. “Yes, you fooled me,” admitted the Phantom. “It was you, then, who killed Cisco while he lay in the field.”


  “Poor Cisco was of no further use, since you’d seen him.”


  “And what about that business of your being dumped into the Bay?”


  “Fat Learman knew I was more than simple Mumm, though Cisco did not,” said V. “I was deposited in the Bay as a ruse, to convince you I was a good but misguided fellow at heart. Learman saw to it that nothing serious was done to me.”


  “Then I was sure to walk into the death trap you had set for me, once I trusted you.”


  “Exactly,” said the man who’d once been Mumm. “Though you were not the original reason for my masquerade. Like the king in the Arabian Nights, I am fond of keeping a personal eye on our far-flung activities. It doesn’t do, however, to have everyone know who I am. I adopt a variety of personas. In Cairo recently, for instance, I was a highly-convincing rug merchant. You wouldn’t have recognized me.”


  The Phantom watched the man for several, long, silent seconds. “Why have you brought Hydra back to life?”


  V straightened in his chair. “Hydra never dies, Phantom. It has a tradition as ancient and venerable as does the Phantom,” he said. “Though instead of wasting time on good deeds, Hydra has obtained its satisfactions across the centuries through the pursuit of personal gain.”


  “A polite description of what you do. Your late friend, V2, talked in much the same way.”


  V let out an amused snort. “Even though he was all wrapped up in our traditions, he was not a top caliber man. His people had been connected with Hydra for generations, but rarely in positions of authority.”


  The Phantom reached for the rest of the record books; there were five of them altogether. “You and I and these lists must now leave your villa.” The broad man gave an amused shake of his head. “You were able to escape the Death House, the guns of the warehouse and even the waters of Lake LaPaz,” he said. “You won’t escape Hydra again. This is the final encounter, Phantom.” Gesturing with his automatic, the masked man ordered, “Get up.”


  “When you closed those drapes,” said V, not moving, “You sealed your fate. My men know that if they don’t see me in here for any reason when I’m at work, it means an emergency. Right at this moment, behind the walls of this study, six separate guns are aimed at you.”


  “A nice bluff,” said the Phantom.


  “Not a bluff at all,” the leader of Hydra assured him. “I am above such cheap tricks. Let me give you a convincing demonstration. He waved his hand toward the wall on his right. “Station 2, fire a warning shot into the floor.”


  A second passed, a small hole in the wall slid open. A bullet came singing into the room to dig into the hardwood flooring.


  “It goes without saying that the next bullets will be a good deal closer to you, Phantom,” V told him. “Drop that automatic of yours.”


  The Phantom held out his hand, letting the gun fall.


  “Take the other one out. Drop it beside the


  first. I don’t understand why you favor such a heavy weapon. To me . . . but I’m straying from the main point which is your death.”


  A light tapping sounded on the office door.


  V smiled. “A few of my men are here,” he explained to the Phantom. “To help me dispose of you. Yes, come in.”


  The door opened. Captain Miranda, gun in hand, stepped in. “We’re getting much better at these surprise attacks,” he said to the Phantom. “This time we made hardly any noise at all. I think it’s that course in guerilla warfare we all had to take last year.”


  CHAPTER THIRTY


  V asked the Captain of Police, “Was that one of your men behind the wall with the gun?”


  “Yes, I could not resist,” replied Miranda. “I hoped it would add to the surprise.” He turned to the Phantom. “And did I surprise you, too?”


  “No, the hour was just about up,” replied the masked man.


  “This gentleman on the sofa is the one we seek, V himself?”


  “That he is.” The Phantom bent to retrieve his


  automatics. The captain’s glance swung down toward the floor for an instant.


  V moved. He flung a sofa pillow at Miranda, knocking his gun from his hand. Then he ran for the French window, pulled it open and ran onto the terrace.


  The Phantom, holstering his guns, ran after him.


  The big Hydra leader ran across the terrace and leaped to the fence.


  “Come back,” called the Phantom. “You can’t get away.”


  “There’s one place I can go where no one can follow.” He climbed for the top of the six-foot, wrought iron fence.


  Sprinting, the Phantom came up to the iron bars and lunged. He caught V by the ankle.


  The other man twisted, kicked out. The point of his shoe smashed into the Phantom’s fingers.


  The masked man let go for a second.


  That was enough for V. He made it to the top of the fence. He jumped.


  He fell silently, not crying out, down and down through the night. Three hundred feet to the rocky surf. The black water foamed in to touch at his broken body.


  “The end of Hydra,” said the Phantom as he turned away.


  Captain Miranda crossed the tiles. “V held to the code to the end. Suicide before capture,” he observed. “You think the Vultures and Hydra are truly finished now?”


  The Phantom returned to Vs den and lifted the


  five record books from the mantle. “Names and addresses of all the members throughout the world,” he said. “Plus the locations of every Hydra base.”


  “Yes, that should finish them.”


  The Phantom nodded, tucking the volumes under his arm.


  It was a sharp, clear day in San Francisco. Lt. Gores stood beside his desk, frowning down at the barbell beside it. He scratched at his grizzled head. “Funny, I can t seem to lift this thing anymore,” he said to himself. “After all those trophies I got for body building, you’d think . . .”


  “See the Examiner this morning?” asked Sgt. Pronzini as he strolled in.


  Gores straightened, went behind his desk and shuffled through some of his papers. “I heard something on the radio driving in.”


  The young sergeant sat down, unfolded the newspaper. He tapped the front page. “ ‘Smash International Crime Ring in S.A.,’ ” he read. “That’s the headline. Then ‘Mystery Man Aids Police.’ You know who that mystery man is, don’t you?”


  “Yeah, yeah.” Gores lowered himself into his swivel chair. “I can guess.”


  “Sure, it’s our mystery man. Walker, the guy who tried to give you all the information on Hydra.”


  “That mystery man, yeah. I know.”


  “ ‘Representatives of Interpol and the UN state


  the crime ring, known as Hydra, may have been the largest in the world, rivalling even . . .’ ”


  “I heard it all on the radio,” cut in the lieutenant.


  “They don’t give you all the details on the radio,” Pronzini said. “Which is why I like to read the paper first thing every day. For instance, it says right here, ‘the looting of quake-ravaged Santa Florenza was carried on by a group of Hydra members called Vultures.’ That’s what that tattooed V stands for. Remember when Walker was here? I was the one who suggested . .


  “I remember, I remember.”


  “Now over here on page 13,” continued the sergeant as he unfurled the paper, “is an interesting follow up. Seems like they think there were possibly two mystery men involved in the caper down there.”


  Two?


  “That’s what they think,” said Pronzini. “See, it’s positive our boy Walker was in Santa Florenza helping out the national police. But there are also rumors floating around about a mysterious guy in a costume and a mask, who..


  “A guy in a costume?”


  “Right. A couple of the captured scavengers swear they saw this guy. Wore a mask over his eyes like this.” The sergeant drew an imaginary mask on his face. “Had a skull design on his belt buckle.” He tapped his own belt.


  Gores sighed through his nose. “You got a theory on this, too?”


  “Sure,” replied Pronzini with a grin. “I figure


  maybe this guy Walker and this mystery guy with the mask are one and the same. And I figure the guy with the mask must be ...”


  “Good morning, Lieutenant. Good morning, Sergeant.”


  Gores blinked. “You did it again. You got in here without anybody knowing about it.”


  The Phantom, once again in trench coat and dark glasses, came into the Police Lieutenants office. “I had something I wanted to deliver to you,” he said. “Since I had to return to San Francisco to pick up some luggage and my car, I thought I’d do it in person.”


  “We were right,” said Pronzini to the Phantom, “about Hydra and the ...”


  “What do you have for me?” asked Gores, his eyes not quite meeting the Phantom’s.


  “I found the Hydra membership lists when I was in Santa Florenza,” he said as he reached into a coat pocket. “The newspapers haven’t made any mention of the fact, though by now the gang is surely scattering. At any rate, here’s a photocopy of the California section of the list. I think you can still put it to good use.”


  After hesitating for a second, the grizzled lieutenant accepted the proffered pages. “I like to do my own work, Walker, but I guess we can use this.” He read part of the first page, nodding to himself. “Huh,” he said after a moment, “some very interesting names on here.”


  “You think Hydra’s really done for?” Sgt. Pronzini asked the Phantom.


  The Phantom moved to the window, looked


  out at the clear sky. “Its leader is dead,” he said. “Right now, throughout the world, its branches are being destroyed. Yes, Hydra is dead at last.” “But,” persisted the young sergeant, “it might flare up again, like it did this time.”


  “It might," concluded the Phantom. “Then it would have to be smashed again.”


  Pronzini folded his paper to page 13. “There’s a story here about a guy with a mask who was . . .” Smiling, the Phantom said, “As of now I’m on vacation, Sergeant. No more questions will be answered.” He nodded at each policeman in turn and left the office.


  “I bet he is,” said Pronzini, his eyes on the door. “Is what?”


  “The Phantom,” said Pronzini.


  “Who’s the Phantom?”


  “You never heard of the Phantom?” asked Pronzini. “Well, I’ll tell you about him . .


  He went on for some time.


  CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


  “We’re actually here,” said Diana, stopping in the center of the lodge-like living room of the Eyrie.


  “I promised you a vacation,” said the Phantom.


  He set their suitcases down against the rustic wall.


  Devil made a circuit of the room, then trotted back out into the bright dry afternoon.


  “Of course,” said the pretty, dark-haired girl, “a lot of people would consider a trip to South America a vacation.”


  The Phantom shed his trenchcoat and dark glasses. “By the way,” he said, “just before we left San Francisco, I heard the police had picked up the amiable young man who arranged your sudden departure from Golden Gate Park.” “Agent Lumbard as he called himself,” said Diana. “Where’d they find him?”


  “Well,” said the Phantom with a smile, “it seems he had a cover identity and a cover occupation. He was working as a travel agent in Maiden Lane.”


  “The perfect man for the job.” The girl laughed. “Then he couldn’t have been the one who took me all the way to Santa Florenza?”


  “He undoubtedly turned you over to other Hydra agents, who flew you down there in a private plane.”


  The girl hugged herself. “I won’t forget how I felt in that citadel of theirs,” she said. “When the quakes started.” She moved toward the open doorway. “I hope the earth tremors are over for the people of Santa Florenza.”


  “Captain Miranda told me his country has frequent quakes. Though usually not so severe.” “He seemed a competent man, and likeable.” “A good man, yes,” agreed the Phantom.


  Diana watched the desert sky outside. “Your


  job is through then, Kit? Hydra is wiped out, isn’t it?”


  “According to the reports coming in from round the globe,” he replied, “a good many of the Hydra members are being rounded up. Nearly all their permanent bases have been located and smashed. Yes, the job is finished.”


  “I can’t quite understand their leader,” Diana said, 'Killing himself like that.”


  “Pride perhaps,” the Phantom said. “A kind of twisted pride which made him prefer death to capture. As I said before, Hydra was an almost mystical thing to many of its members, despite its highly materialistic objectives.”


  The girl said, “I’d better get into the kitchen and start thinking about fixing dinner. I had the menu all worked out when we were here last and never got the chance to so much as put a pan on the stove.” She crossed the room, entered the compact, white kitchen.


  While Diana busied herself there, she was aware of the Phantom moving about the other rooms. He carried the luggage to their respective bedrooms, then turned on the radio.


  The girl heard the voice of the newscaster but couldn’t catch any of the actual words. After a few moments, the Phantom got suddenly out of his chair and snapped off the broadcast.


  Something made Diana turn from the sink and go back into the living room. “What did you hear, Kit?” she asked.


  The Phantom was standing before the radio,


  his hands locked behind his back. “Something,' he said, a frown creasing his forehead.


  “Something to do with Hydra?”


  “No,” answered the masked man. “This is some-think entirely new, Diana.”


  “And you’ll have to leave again?”


  “I’m not sure,” he said. “I’ll have to check up on a couple of things first.”


  “I see.” She returned to the kitchen and began putting everything away again.
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