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CHAPTER I


FATAL SLEEP

STEVE HUSTON, ace reporter for the Clarion, heard the Cadillac’s powerful engine choke and miss. Twice, on the way back from the newspaper convention in Baltimore, the car had acted up. Now, close to midnight, again it sounded as if about ready to stop entirely.
Frank Havens, wealthy owner of the Clarion and a string of coast-to coast newspapers, roused himself. His gray eyes turned in Steve’s direction. “Same thing?”
Huston, small, redheaded, and wiry, nodded. “I guess so. I’m no mechanic, but I’ve got a hunch the timing’s wrong, or the generator isn’t working.”
“Where are we?”
Steve glanced out of the open window beside him. The road they were on was some alternate route back to New York. Havens, who didn’t like traffic, had told him to take it. In the moonlight it stretched away between open farm fields, woods, and general desertion.
“We’re somewhere in lower Jersey.”
The motor caught, pulsing rhythmically, and Havens relaxed on the upholstered seat. But Steve wasn’t deceived. Twice since they bad left Baltimore the car had performed in that same manner.
Figuratively he kept his fingers crossed while he glanced at the electric clock on the dash.
In fifteen minutes it would be midnight. Havens wanted to get back to Manhattan in a hurry. The two-day convention in Maryland had kept him from his desk in the Clarion Building. Steve knew a terrific amount of work demanding his attention had piled up there.
Under the gas pedal his foot rested on, the reporter felt the power begin to drop off again. They were near a crossroad. In the moonlight he had, a glimpse of signposts, white against the dark. He coaxed the engine, which had begun to miss and sputter, as far as the intersection.
He stopped there, Frank Havens sitting erect again.
“I don’t think we’re going to make it,” Steve said. “It’s getting worse instead of better. We haven’t passed a garage or a gas station for miles.”
“What do the road signs say?” The publisher opened the glove compartment and took out the flashlight he always carried there.
Huston opened the door, stepped to the signs. He used the flash briefly.
“Lake Candle is three miles straight ahead. Morristown is thirty-eight, and Bear Hill is twenty-five.”
“Lake Candle?” Havens fingered his close-cropped gray mustache. “That sounds familiar.”
He seemed to ponder while the reporter gingerly tried the gas treadle to see what would happen. The engine. was still running, but only on two or three of its eight cylinders. He let it idle, waiting for further instructions from the man beside him.
“Of course!” Havens spoke suddenly. “Lake Candle – that’s where Matthew Arden has his lodge! I knew it had a familiar sound. I’ve been there several times. Arden is one of my oldest and best friends.”
Steve Huston nodded silently. The name rang a bell in his memory. Matthew Arden, he recalled, had once been an important person in the legislative affairs of the country. He had held several diplomatic posts before becoming Attorney General in an administration two decades ago.
While he was linking Matthew Arden’s name with the man’s background, Havens had an inspiration.
“We’ll try to make Lake Candle, Steve. If I remember correctly, Matt Arden spends a lot of time at the lodge at this time of the year. He may be there now. Even if he isn’t, there’ll be someone around who’ll telephone a garage, see that we get fixed up.”
Huston let the brake off and started again. The Cadillac rolled, protesting violently. The engine backfired and rattled, but the wheels went around. Limping along, they covered the distance at a pace that made three miles seem like a hundred.
Ahead, Steve caught the glimmer of a lake in the distance. A road to the left curved down to it. Havens supplied directions while Steve followed them, not sure which minute the big car would call it a night and quit cold.
Another road, going in between thick woods, crunched under their tires. For a quarter of a mile the Cadillac nosed along through walls of darkness. Frank Havens, peering through the windshield, said: “This is Arden’s private road. The lodge can’t be too far now.”
Another few minutes and Huston heard the crackle of gravel. They were on a driveway lined with high banks of rhododendron. What little moonlight sifted through the interlaced branches of the trees gave the reporter a glimpse of the slate roof and tall chimneys of a building set sharply to the left of them.
He stopped the car, cutting the motor with a turn of the key and a sigh of relief. Havens switched on the flash and got out.
“Let’s see what luck we have, Steve.”
Beside him, Huston skirted the rhododendrons. In the faint glow of the moon they gave the place a sort of funereal touch. Coupled with the dense tree growth and thick underbrush, they gave Arden’s lodge all the seclusion anyone could ask for. The trouble was, Steve told himself, a kind of melancholy gloom hung over the surroundings.
He could feel it settle over him like a pall. He didn’t know why but his nerves seemed to react oddly. Usually, nothing somber affected him in his reportorial career he had become accustomed to varied settings and situations, some of which were not conducive to mirth and cheer.
But this place, Steve told himself, did things to his imagination. Or maybe the strain of keeping the Cadillac alive had jarred his nerves to a tension that had left him tightened up to an unusual pitch. But whatever it was, the sprawl of the lightless building he and Havens faced when they penetrated the green shrubbery’s barrier, did nothing to ease his feelings.
It was a stoutly timbered, casement-windowed, two-storey affair. A terrace paralleled the south side, dropping away at its west end to allow a view of Lake Candle below the cliff on which the lodge had been built. Down there Steve saw a white boathouse, a dock jutting out into the water.
He moved his glance back to the lodge. Havens went briskly up the flagged walk that led to its beamed front door. The publisher used his flash to find the bell. He put his thumb over it; and, far inside, Steve heard its shrill, insistent ringing.

A MINUTE or more passed. No one came to open the door. Havens pressed the bell again. Still there was no reply. He reached for a heavy iron knocker. That awoke thunderous echoes, but failed to bring anyone to open the door.
With a shrug Havens stepped back from the broad, low step. “How are you at housebreaking, Steve?” he asked.
Huston stared. “I’ve never done any, but I’ve covered plenty of cases where it was accomplished. You mean – we’re going in?”
“Exactly. There’s nothing else to do. I’ll explain to Matt when I see him. How about the windows?”
“Casement, metal frames.” The reporter shook his head. “Too tough. I’ll look around and see if there is an easier way.”
He found what he wanted on the north side of the lodge. There, a small conservatory with ordinary windows looked out over the edge of the cliff. Steve went back to the Cadillac and got a screwdriver. Using that on the latch that fastened the end window, he managed to pry the lock open and raise the sash.
Frank Havens followed him over the sill and onto a green, tiled floor. A door opened from the conservatory into a sitting room. The publisher, puffing slightly from his exertion in climbing in, found a switch, and turned on lights in several lamps.
As the electricity glowed, Steve grew familiar with the fact that, after all, while no one had come to answer the bell, the lodge wasn’t deserted. It had the smell of occupancy. The faint aroma of tobacco hung on the listless air. A warmth that Steve traced to the embers of logs in a fireplace, was pleasant after the cool of the outside night.
He noticed a silver cocktail shaker with two glasses beside it on an end-table, while the luxury of the room began to impress itself upon him. Fine paintings were on the walls; the antique furniture, time-mellowed, was worth a fortune.
But he didn’t have full opportunity to appraise the furnishings. Havens, impatient, had gone out of the room and into the main hall. Steve followed, while his employer snapped on lights en route.
“Must be a telephone around somewhere,” he heard the publisher saying as he flicked on the electricity in the various rooms along the hallway.
Following, Huston tagged along until they reached a door at the end of the hall. Havens opened it, fumbled around for the switch, and Steve – coming up beside him – blinked in the sudden cold shine of lights in fixtures designed to throw their rays upon the green felt of two pool-tables, one on either side of the large, square, wainscoted room they peered into.
Havens’s glance went around it in search of a telephone. He saw it at the same moment Huston did. A black, plastic instrument in a wall niche on the opposite side of the room. The publisher started toward it. He took several forward steps, froze to a stop, and gave a startled, strangled exclamation.
Steve Huston understood the next second. Following Havens’s horrified stare, the little reporter saw what had stopped his boss.

A MAN lay on his back in the shadow of one of the pool tables. It was a tall, slimly built young man, wearing a tan linen coat and blue slacks. His posture was one of repose, as if he had slipped down to the floor and dozed off. But Steve, as his strained eyes moved over the recumbent figure, realized that the aspect of slumber was false.
It was sleep, but one from which the man would never awaken.
Proof of that was visible where the linen coat gaped at the chest. The white, open-throated sports shirt was splashed vividly with the same ominous, red stain that puddled the rugless floor beside the body. Huston needed only another quick glance to notice two things.
One, the fact the man they peered at had been shot through the chest and apparently had been dead for some time. Coming in on him as they had, brought a fantastic recollection of a hospital term to Steve’s taut mind. That was the abbreviation for the expression ‘Dead On Arrival’ used in emergency ambulance calls. DOA, as they called it.
The other thing that held Huston’s attention was a pool ball from one of the tables – a black ball with a number in a white circle. That, grotesquely, was placed beside the dead man’s feet.
It took Steve a split second to realize the sardonic significance of the pool ball’s position. The corpse was directly behind the eight ball!
“Arthur Arden, Matt’s son!” – Frank Havens’s smothered words came out of a silence that seemed to shriek in Steve’s ears. “The telephone – get the police, Steve! This is – murder!”



CHAPTER II


THE PHANTOM!

TWENTY-FIVE miles north of Lake Candle, a late session of bridge was winding up at Tall Tree, the home of Clayton Marsh, a retired railroad executive whose aim in life, Richard Curtis Van Loan had come to believe, was the snaring of week-end guests for the sole purpose of playing cards with them.
Marsh, an inveterate bridge fiend, had written several pamphlets on the subject. He fancied himself an authority on the game. The stakes meant nothing just so long as he could put some of his theories into practice and, between hands, deliver post mortems on how the cards should have been played or how expertly they had been played – by him.
Van, a New York socialite, wealthy in his own right, had never been a guest at Tall Tree before. As he glanced at his watch he decided he would see that it never happened again. Bridge was all right in small quantities. But to be forced down at a table and made to play for more than four solid hours was a chore that had little appeal.
Marsh, with a gold pencil, began to total the score. Van Loan, helping himself to a surreptitious stretch while he smothered a yawn, glanced at the others around the table to see how they were taking it. His recent partner, the elderly Matthew Arden, seemed numb. The former US. Attorney General, who played a shrewd, mathematical game, rubbed his eyes as if to get the fog out of them, while a horse-faced Englishman who had been Marsh’s last partner, poured himself a stiff brandy and soda.
Through the quiet of the pine-paneled card room, Van heard the far off tinkle of a telephone. Then the sleepy voice of a servant answering it.
Clayton Marsh completed his addition. He stared at the score pad, frowning. As if in disbelief, he checked back over the figures. Finally he looked across at his partner.
“What do you make it, Hackett?”
“Van Loan’s top man. Wins everything.” Hackett took a long drink and rattled the ice in his glass. To Van, he said, “I don’t mind telling you, old chap, you’re a bit of a wizard at the game. I’ve played plenty of bridge, but I’ve never seen anyone get top score out of a lot of bad hands. Marvelous!”
Marsh’s frown deepened. He was a man in his middle fifties, slightly heavy from lack of exercise. He had pale, shrewd eyes. They focused on the handsome profile of Dick Van Loan, speculatively.
“I had no idea you were such a worthy opponent, Dick. I don’t recall ever having played with you before.”
“I play occasionally.” Van moved his wide shoulders. “I don’t profess to be an expert. I was just lucky tonight.”
“Yes, of course. Luck. I’ve often said that luck is at least sixty percent of every played hand. The technique of bidding, as well as of a stubborn and scientific defense -”
About to launch into another lecture, Marsh stopped when his butler entered the room and coughed apologetically.
“Begging your pardon, Mr. Arden is wanted on the telephone.”
Arden got up. He was about six feet, a partially bald, loosely built man with an aristocratic face and a certain amount of dynamic impact despite his years.
“Who would be calling me at this hour? It’s almost one o’clock.”
“In the lounge, sir,” the butler said.
Arden left the room, and Van Loan shot some seltzer into a convenient glass. He added a pair of ice cubes as Clayton Marsh began talking again, and Hackett hastily replenished his own glass.
Marsh was still droning away when Van saw Matthew Arden return to the room. A glance was enough to straighten Van Loan in his chair. The former Attorney General’s face was ashen. His big hands seemed to tremble as he came in quickly.
Marsh broke of! as he caught a glimpse of Arden’s expression.
“Matt! What’s happened? Are you ill?”
“That call -” The big man seemed to have difficulty getting it out “It was from my place at Lake Candle. The – Sheriff McCabe – he wants me to come down immediately. My son’s there – dead!”
He reached for a chair for support. Marsh and Hackett, as if stupefied by the news, peered at him speechlessly. Van, on his feet instantly, said:
“Let me drive you down, Mr. Arden. My car’s outside.”
“Would you? I’d be grateful.” Arden drew a deep, gasping breath.
In less than ten minutes Van had his sleek black sedan on the main cement highway that ran south through the New Jersey hills. On the front seat beside him, Matthew Arden sat in an apathetic huddle. There was no conversation as the fleet car sped along through the night.
None was necessary. Van knew the thoughts of the man beside him. He didn’t want to intrude upon them. Conversation, he decided, was superfluous at a time like this.
While he drove, Van Loan pieced together all that he knew about Arthur Arden. He had had a brief acquaintance with the young man. He knew that Arthur, inheriting his mother’s estate upon her death, was well known around the hot spots of New York. Arden’s son had the reputation of being a spender and a playboy.
Van remembered him as a good-looking youth, slenderly built, with a rakish, carefree personality of the kind that appealed to women. And he was dead? Van’s brows drew thoughtfully together.
In a short time the north end of Lake Candle was visible from the highway. Matthew Arden stirred himself and gave directions where to turn. But they were hardly necessary. As Van Loan headed into the private road leading to the lodge, he saw the bright shine of floodlights, local police cars, figures moving through the gloom.
They were stopped halfway down the road. Arden identified himself and, with Van beside him, hurried into the lodge.
More of the constabulary were on the terrace and in the house. But Van hardly saw them. Through the lamplight in the long, beautifully furnished living room his gaze fell on the stockily built, gray-headed Frank Havens.
Van Loan stared, puzzled. Havens was one of his closest friends. The publisher had been a friend of his father, too. It was the Clarion’s owner who had made a protege of Richard Curtis Van Loan, advising him in financial matters growing out of the vast estate Van’s father had left him. Now, to find the newspaperman at Lake Candle, well after midnight, was a surprise that made Van hurry over to him.
“Mr. Havens! Don’t tell me the Clarion is featuring a split-second coverage of what happens when it happens?”
The publisher swung around, equally surprised at seeing the tall, trim Dick Van Loan confronting him.
“What are you doing down here?” He asked the question, his eyes narrowing queerly, an enigmatic expression crossing his square, dignified face.
Anyone observing that expression and hearing what he said might have had the idea that there was something behind the publisher’s query known only to him and Van.
Van Loan explained rapidly. Matthew Arden, with the sheriff and a couple of deputies, had left the room. From the corner of his eye Van had a glimpse of a small, red-headed young man who was busy scribbling shorthand notes. It wasn’t hard to recognize him as Steve Huston, one of the top reporters on Havens’s metropolitan sheet.
Steve came over, nodding to Van Loan. He knew the wealthy socialite was one of his boss’s friends. Secretly, Huston had always wished that he could wear clothes the way Van did. He wished he were tall and as attractive as the blasé young man who often came to the Clarion Building.
Steve nodded to Van and said to Havens, “The sheriff won’t let me in the billiard room until he’s finished with Mr. Arden. I want to get an open wire on that telephone. I can break the story in the first edition if I can get through to the city desk. Can’t you do something about it, Mr. Havens?”
“In a few minutes.” Havens led Van Loan aside. “A horrible thing,” he muttered, and went on to explain what he and Huston had stumbled in upon.
Van Loan listened without comment. His friends in town might have thought it odd that Havens took the trouble to give Van a complete word picture of Arthur Arden’s murder. And Van’s friends would have considered it entirely out of character for him to listen to such macabre details with so much apparent interest.
Finished, the publisher, with Van Loan and Huston in tow, went down the long hall to the lighted room at its end. Sheriff McCabe, rugged, carroty-haired and pot-bellied, was surrounded by several of his deputies. An anemic little man in a black suit, whose spectacles had slipped half-way down the bridge of his nose, was putting instruments into a well-worn leather bag. Van decided he was the County medical examiner.
The sheriff verified it the next minute. “You’re sure about the time, Doc? Ten o’clock.”
“Or thereabouts.” The little man pushed his glasses back in place. “Two shots, large caliber bullets. One went in and up. I think we’ll find it in one of the cardiac chambers. The other entered straight, several inches lower. Probably find it near the spine.”
He snapped his bag shut and went out. Matthew Arden, chalk white and shaken, sat in a straight-backed chair across the room. On one of the two pool tables, where the cold shine of lights fell, Van Loan noticed a sheet-draped figure.

*****

NOBODY paid any attention to Van as he took up a position in the background. McCabe went across to Arden. The sheriff gave his belt a hitch and rubbed the beard stubble on his chin.
“Just a few questions, Mr. Arden. I wouldn’t ask them if they weren’t necessary.” He tried to make his voice sympathetic and understanding. Arden nodded, and the sheriff went on, “When did you see your son last?”
“A few days ago, at our home in New York.” Matthew Arden spoke slowly, in a flat, dead voice.
“You knew he was down here?”
“Yes.”
“Did Arthur Arden have any enemies?” McCabe hooked his thumbs in his belt. His questions were almost casual, but the watching Van Loan saw the gleam in the man’s eyes.
“None that I know of.” Matthew Arden’s mouth tightened. “To the contrary, Arthur was everybody’s friend.”
McCabe rocked on his heels. “That’s all for now. We’ll want to talk to you again – tomorrow.”
Arden got up. With Havens he left the billiard room. Van, feeling out of place, watched McCabe’s fingerprint experts powder the wooden edges of the pool tables and give their attention to the sills of the casement windows.
Huston had put his telephone call through and was reading from his shorthand notes on the other side of the room. Idly, his narrowed glance moving to the sheet-draped body on the pool table, Van Loan got out of the chair he had played wallflower in.
A camera flash bulb flared. He saw one of the deputies holding up a black pool ball for a picture. Van in his usual unhurried way slipped out of the room and went down the hall.
A few minutes later he encountered Frank Havens. The publisher, consulting his watch, dropped a hand to Van’s arm.
“I have to get back to New York, Dick. Are you leaving?”
“Mr. Arden won’t be going back to Bear Hill.” Van frowned. “My car’s outside. Suppose I drive you in.” He hesitated for an instant. “What about Huston?”
“He’s staying. Naturally, young Arden’s murder is of tremendous importance. Steve wants to cover all angles.
Why?”
But Van didn’t answer. Back in his big car, after the Clarion’s owner had talked to Huston, he waited for Havens to arrange himself comfortably before starting the purring motor.
On the main road, Van Loan headed north. But he drove slowly, still without speaking, Half a mile further on he ran the car off the shoulder of the road in behind a protecting fringe of trees. Quickly he snapped off the headlights; transferred himself from the front seat to the rear of the car; and, turning on a pair of small lights there, got busy.
The big, black car was deceptive. The rear compartment looked like that of any other expensive sedan. But there was a difference. Van Loan’s car, designed for his peculiar and secret needs, had built-in features that few other cars possessed.
One was the folding mirror-flanked table that came into view when he pushed down a spring button on the top of the front seat. This contrivance, fit to grace the dressing room of any theatrical star, was complete in its cosmetic and make-up supplies.
Frank Havens, as silent as Van Loan, sat motionless while, behind him, the good-looking young man began swiftly to change his attractive face with the use of skin crayons and color creams.
Some hint of the odd way Havens had spoken to Van at the lodge was expressed in the publisher’s manner. There was no surprise in his face, no amazed questions voiced when, a few minutes later, Van walked around to the door beside him and looked in through the open window.
In the moonlight a totally different character had replaced the suave, well-groomed socialite. The face that Havens stared at was that of a man several years older than Van. It was an unrecognizable countenance, so cleverly and skillfully devised that, even when subjected to the closest scrutiny, it gave no hint of its falseness.
From under the rear seat Van had taken a plain gray suit. He wore it with none of his usual grace. He let it hang on him a trifle disconsolately, so it gave him a slightly stoop-shouldered appearance. And the felt hat he had produced, had been worn just enough to be in complete harmony with his outfit.
For a quick minute Havens studied the stranger who had replaced Richard Curtis Van Loan in the moonlight.
Then his hand closed over Van’s before he transferred himself to the wheel of the big car.
“You’re going back to the lodge -” Havens said quietly – “as the Phantom Detective!



CHAPTER III


CLUES

RICHARD CURTIS VAN LOAN was the Phantom Detective!
This closely guarded fact, known only to Frank Havens, tied in with the publisher’s unrelenting crusade against crime. Years previous, Havens, needing a scientific, super-clever aide, able to use highly developed crime-detecting talents that would go beyond ordinary police methods, had found in the son of his old friend the perfect answer to his problem.
So the Phantom Detective had been created.
From the first case that had claimed his attention, Frank Havens had found in Van a person of extraordinary ability. Vested in him were courage, imagination, an amazing education, and a thorough knowledge of crime in all its black and sinister aspects.
The Phantom Detective that Havens sponsored had launched himself on a brilliant and eminently successful career. Combating the forces of evil he had written into his case book a long list of achievements. But his specialized means of solving the most difficult and complex crime-riddles were not wasted on ordinary, run-of-the-mill cases.
The Phantom took only those assignments on which the police had admitted failure, or which, to him, presented problems intricate enough to be worthy of his interest.
But, in spite of his astonishing record, the Phantom laid no claim to any supernatural powers. He liked to think of himself as a laboratory detective rather than a man-hunting sleuth who tracked down the guilty with a plodding, old-fashioned technique. To Van a solution that came out of a test tube and brought a ruthless killer to the bar of justice was the perfect fulfillment of a job well done.
He opened the door and got in beside Havens.
“Drop me off at the nearest town. I’ll get a taxi back to the lodge. I want some time to elapse between Van Loan’s exit with you and the Phantom’s arrival. Steve’s a smart operator. I wouldn’t want him to get notions.”
The nearest town was some eight miles farther on. The Phantom found an all-night livery service at the railroad station there. Once more he shook hands with Havens, then watched the newspaper man drive off in the big black car.
Then, rousing a middle-aged taxi driver, who, inspired by the idea of a double fare, came out of a doze in a hurry, Van gave directions where he wanted to be driven and dropped down on the rear seat.
He lapsed into a thoughtful brown study while the taxi took him back to Lake Candle. While apparently uninterested when he had been in the billiard room, he had noticed something that had evidently escaped the eagle eye of Sheriff McCabe. The murder of Arthur Arden brought him the interest necessary for his entry into the case. In the short time he had been at the lodge as Van Loan, the Phantom’s quick mind had been absorbing the setting and details of what, to him, represented a particularly brutal and puzzling killing.
Some of the police cars had gone when the taxi went down the private road to the lodge. A few floodlights were still on, moved now to the north side of the property. The Phantom had paid his hackie; passed Havens’s familiar Cadillac; and, without being stopped, made the front door of the lodge and went inside.
Almost the first person he encountered in the entrance foyer was Steve Huston. Steve was taking a drag on a cigarette and waiting for McCabe to come in from out-of-doors. The redheaded reporter gave Van a casual glance. So far as he knew he had never seen the slightly stoop-shouldered man who entered the lodge.

*****

STEVE scowled, puzzled, when the stranger walked over to him. “I think I know you. If I’m not mistaken you’re Huston, the greatest newspaper reporter of our day. Stop me if I’m wrong -”
Steve pinched out his cigarette. He didn’t know whether to laugh or be annoyed.
“Who do you think you’re kidding?” he asked.
The Phantom’s right hand moved up. Thumb and forefinger carelessly touched the lobe of his left ear. It was a natural gesture, meaningless to anyone who saw it. But to Steve Huston it was packed with dynamic significance.
That was the signal of identification used by the Phantom Detective!
The reporter dropped his cigarette and put a foot over it His eyes popped slightly as they looked at the unfamiliar face before him.
“Phantom!” He tried to smother his surprised exclamation, while he watched the man before him smile.
“Right, Steve.” Van shook hands. “Is Mr. Havens here? I saw his car outside.”
Confused, Huston shook his head. He knew better than to ask questions. But what was the Phantom doing there? How had he dropped in on the murder scene out of a clear sky? Many times in the past Huston had worked with the Phantom on some of his toughest cases.
To Huston the Phantom Detective was nothing less than an idol. He always looked forward to a chance to help on some assignment. After Centre Street and Homicide, the Phantom’s unorthodox methods were refreshing and stimulating.
Not only that, Huston had come to learn, they paid off in front-page stories that had done much to make him the Clarion’s ace reporter.
“Mr. Havens left a short time ago,” Huston said. “Mr. Van Loan drove him back to New York. His heap is out of order.” The little reporter couldn’t hold his curiosity in check. “You’re here to take over this case?”
The Phantom nodded. “Give me all the details you’ve collected so far. Start at the beginning, and make it short and comprehensive.”
Steve felt an inner glow. This was what he liked best. In the living room where the lamps still burned, he supplied a complete rsum, beginning with the hour he had left Baltimore with Frank Havens and ending with the publisher’s exit.
The Phantom listened attentively.
“You say there were the embers of a fire still giving out warmth when you broke in here? And a cocktail shaker on a tray with two glasses? What happened to that?”
“Nothing. It’s over there.” Huston pointed to a table across the room. “McCabe didn’t pay any attention to it.”
The Phantom went over to the table. The shaker was heavy sterling with the Arden coat of arms etched on one side. He shook it gently before he opened it and smelled the small amount of ice-diluted liquor that still remained.
“Martinis.” Using a handkerchief, Van picked up one of the glasses and held it to the light, scrutinizing its rim. Then he did the same thing to the other glass. This one seemed to interest him more. “The faintest trace of lipstick.” He put the glass back.
“A dame!” Steve’s head jerked up.
“You said the doors and windows were all locked when you got in here around midnight?”
“Yes. I checked that myself – after we found the body and while waiting for the sheriff,” Huston answered. “Everything was locked up tight.”
The Phantom nodded. “That might indicate young Arden’s killer was expected. That Arden had an appointment with him – or her. What about this eight ball you mentioned?”
Steve explained the pool ball’s position on the floor. The Phantom’s disguised face mirrored no expression, but the sardonic relation of the pool ball to the murder impressed itself upon his mind. It indicated a killer with an ironic sense of humor. Or, possibly, there was something grimly purposeful in the eight ball’s being where it was found.
A few minutes later Sheriff McCabe returned with two men who had come in to remove Arthur Arden’s body to the local mortuary. The Phantom always carried his personal identification in a secret pocket. That was in the form of a tiny domino mask plate. It was known to the law throughout the world; and McCabe, when Van flashed it on him, was duly impressed.
“The Phantom!” The sheriff’s gaze swept over Van, wonderingly. “Never thought I’d meet you. But how -?”
Van knew what he meant to say. Like Steve, Sheriff McCabe was puzzled by his abrupt presence there. The Phantom never explained the how or why of a situation. Changing the subject, and leaving the sheriff’s question unanswered, he asked one of his own.
“You found the gun?”
“Not a sign of it.” McCabe Shook his head. “I had my men outside, working over the grounds with floodlights. No luck. We didn’t come up with anything.”
“What about servants,” the Phantom went on to ask. “Was young Arden alone here?”
“That’s right. He had a habit of stopping off at the lodge every now and then. By himself. According to his father, there wasn’t anyone with him.”
The Phantom, said, “Thanks, Sheriff. I’ll, browse around.”
McCabe rubbed his chin. “Count on me for anything I can do. But I don’t reckon there’ll be much. Looks to me like this case is about the toughest we’ve ever had down here.” He shrugged. “Not a clue.”
The Phantom had his own ideas on that subject. Leaving McCabe, he wandered down the long hall and into the billiard room where death had overtaken Arthur Arden at ten o’clock that night.
The Phantom shut the door behind him. The lights were still on. He remained motionless for a minute or two, mentally gauging the distance from where Arden’s dead body had lain to the doorway. The red stain on the floor was the X that marked the spot. The killer could have shot him from the doorway. According to Steve, there were no powder burns on Arden’s jacket or sports shirt.
The thing that had caught the Phantom’s eye when he had been in the room before took him around one of the pool tables.
It lay half in the shadow cast by the table’s overhang, half in light. To anyone noticing it, the little drift of bronze-colored powder on the wide-planked floor might have resembled dust. But to the Phantom it had a peculiar interest.
Someone, leaning against the pool table, might have shaken that powder out of his pocket when reaching for a cigarette – or a gun. Van dropped to a knee and scooped some of the substance into the palm: of his hand. It was odorless. He held it to the light, noticing its glinting particles. Finally he used an envelope to hold as much of the metallic powder as he could scrape up.
The sheriff’s men had tramped all over the room. The Phantom’s keen gaze flashed around. If there had been more clues, they had been obliterated by the heavy feet of the law.
Steve, digging up a cousin of one of the constables who ran an auto-repair shop at the north end of the lake, was watching the man tinker with Havens’s car when the Phantom went outside. The Phantom breathed in the cool night air The moon had gone under a cloud, and the landscape was darkly somber. Down the private road, the sheriff’s men were stowing away the last of the lighting equipment. The breeze in the trees made a sighing, eerie sound.
The Phantom went through the rhododendron hedge. The garage was somewhere back and to the east of the lodge. His pocket flashlight, with its special adjustable lens, cut a path in the gloom. The Phantom wanted a look at the garage. The thought of the two cocktail glasses remained sharply in his mind. If Arthur Arden had had a feminine guest – and the faint trace of lipstick on the glass indicated he had – had he brought her to the lodge or had she come there in her own car?
It was a four-car garage with the same slate roof and architecture of the lodge. The gravel driveway ended in a wide cement apron. The Phantom’s torch roved inquisitively. There were tire marks in the gravel, but they might have been made by one of the sheriff’s cars. The Phantom walked a few feet down the driveway.
He stopped. On one side was a strip of loam, half moss and half leaf-covered. A few drops of engine oil, or chassis grease, showed a car had been parked there. Van’s flash focused on the dirt below the moss. He bent closer to scrutinize the unmistakable heel prints of a woman’s shoe.
Then something white among the leaves caught his attention. He leaned over and picked up a gardenia. White and wax-like, it was as fresh and perfect as if it had just come out of a florist’s refrigerator.
The Phantom put the flower in his pocket and was turning to go back to the lodge when suddenly his nerves whipped a warning. He clicked off his flashlight, stood immovable, eyes and ears strained. His highly developed sixth sense that told him of impending danger was seldom wrong. Someone – something – was out in the bulking blackness beyond him – watching!
After a minute the Phantom picked up a handful of gravel He tossed it into the shrubbery, listening to it rattle against the leaves of the plants there. Nothing happened. Turning, he walked a few yards down the driveway, letting the cut stone crunch noisily under his shoes before he stepped over to the soft loam and retraced his steps silently.
For an instant he thought the ruse was going to work. That the watcher in the dark, thinking he had gone, would come into the open. Close to the spot where he had previously stood, the Phantom waited.
After a minute or two he heard a faint rustle in the shrubbery. But instead of coming toward him, the sounds faded in the distance. Almost at the same moment the moon came out from behind the clouds.
In its silver shine the Phantom had a glimpse of a man’s blurred figure making its way down the side of the cliff.



CHAPTER IV


VISITORS

URGENTLY, the Phantom pressed forward, following, but not with much hope of any great success. The tangle of underbrush slowed him considerably. By the time he had found the path that led down from the cliff, the figure in the moonlight had vanished.
After a pause Van heard the rapid putt of an outboard motor. A boat had left a cove some distance north of where he stood, a boat that seemed to hug the shore, keeping well within the shadows. Then, like the rustle in the shrubbery, the echoes of its engine died out in the night.
The Phantom followed the path down to the shore. Matthew Arden’s boathouse and dock were around a bend, a short walk from where the path ended. The Phantom, on the dock, looked up and down the lake. There were lights in a building on the opposite shore. He searched the northern stretch of Lake Candle for a sign of the boat he had heard. But nothing moved up there except the dance of the lake water in the moonlight.
An empty, cellophane-wrapped cigarette package lay crumpled on the dock. The Phantom picked it up. The absence of dampness indicated it hadn’t been there too long. He studied the boathouse, noticing its double doors were padlocked. His gaze shifted to a line of rocks at the land end of the dock. He moved over closer to them, his eyes catching the slick of oil and gasoline floating on top of the lake water.
A boat had been moored at the dock some time during the evening. Had it held the sheriff’s men? The Phantom shook his head. McCabe’s men had come in cars. He asked himself other questions.
Had Arthur Arden’s killer arrived by water? Had he been on the property since the hour he had used his gun on Matt Arden’s son, hidden out in the woods, beyond the sheriff’s men and floodlights?
It didn’t seem reasonable to the Phantom. Killers usually did their lethal work and made fast getaways. Then who was this interested party who had lurked in the underbrush?
The question ran through the Phantom’s mind as he swung around, the drumfire of a motor-boat breaking the quiet. Across the lake Van saw a boat approaching swiftly. In the moonlight he made out the lines of an open launch with a riding light at its bow. It came directly toward the dock on which he stood, kicking up a spray as it cut the mirrorlike water.
A few minutes ticked away before the launch, under reduced speed, nosed up to the dock. There were two men in it. One sat huddled in the stern, what looked like a shawl around his bent shoulders. The other, a bullet-headed giant of a man, had scrambled up to the bow and was looping the boat’s painter through one of the dock’s iron rings.
He fastened it deftly, went back to the stern, and used another line to swing in the rear of the launch. Against the glare of the moon the Phantom saw the big man was bareheaded and shirtless. He wore cotton trousers and sneakers. His tremendous torso was silhouetted against the moon, blotting out the man on the stern seat.
While the Phantom watched, the giant leaned over and with effortless ease put his arms around his shawl-wearing companion. He lifted him out of the boat and onto the dock in one smooth motion. Going forward, Van found himself face to face with the frail figure of an elderly, white-haired individual whose dark eyes and sunken cheeks gave him the look of an invalid.
He recognized the man immediately. Familiar with those leading figures who worked in chemical research, the Phantom had little difficulty in placing him as Dr. Hugo Winterly, a one-time eminent figure in the world of science.
“What’s going on over here?” Winterly’s question came in a thin, almost hollow voice. “I woke up and saw lights. Luke says there were men here – a number of them. What is it? What’s happened?”
“Arthur Arden was murdered in the lodge earlier tonight.” The Phantom’s tone was cold and level.
The aged scientist took a backward step. The giant’s arm went around him to steady him. Now, only a few feet away, the Phantom saw Winterly’s bodyguard more clearly. Tent-shaped eyes, set close together and glinting, peered out from under heavy brows. A flat nose spread across his face. His shapeless mouth was twisted into a leer.
“That’s all right, Luke.” Winterly pushed the giant away. “Arthur Arden – murdered!” His thin voice cracked. “Who could have done such a horrible thing?”
“You knew him?” the Phantom asked.
Winterly coughed. “As a neighbor. I live across the lake. Arthur was only a boy when he first came here. Of course, I knew him. Everybody knew him. The scientist broke off to ask, “Who are you, sir?”
“New York police.” The Phantom felt Luke’s belligerent stare grow more intent. “I’m helping Sheriff McCabe. The sheriff left – or is leaving.”
Dr. Winterly leaned heavily against Luke. His fingers toyed with the fringed edge of the shawl around his narrow shoulders. After a minute he said:
“There was a boat over here, at this dock, toward ten o’clock. I saw it plainly in the moonlight from my window. It didn’t stay long. It went away after a short time. It went that way.”
He pointed toward the south. Luke’s gaze never left the Phantom’s face as the Phantom said, “You didn’t see what kind of a boat it was?”
“A rowboat with an outboard motor. At ten o’clock. Tell that to Sheriff McCabe.”
Dr. Winterly began to cough again, a deep, ravaging cough that shook his frail frame. Luke picked him up and put him back on the stern seat of the launch. Without a word the giant cast off and started the motor. As the boat moved away, Luke’s head turned.
Once again the Phantom felt the heat of the man’s baleful stare.
Cement steps led up to the terrace of Matthew Arden’s lodge. Mounting them, the Phantom looked back over his shoulder. Winterly and Luke were well on their way across the lake. So a boat had tied up at the dock about the same time the medical examiner had placed Arthur Arden’s fatal shooting. The Phantom’s disguised face shadowed thoughtfully as he crossed the terrace, looking for Steve.
He found the reporter in the foyer, making a few final notes.
“The sheriff’s gone,” Steve said. “He told me to tell you if there’s any way he can help, or any information you want, to call him at his house. I’ve got the number right here. He left a couple of men to watch the place. I believe Mr. Arden’s staying here for the rest of the night. He’s in a room upstairs.”
“You’re going back to town?”
“Soon as possible. Mr. Havens’s car is okay. It needed a new set of points and some work on the generator. Purrs like a kitten now. I’ve been waiting to find out if I can give you a lift.”
“If you will. I think,” the Phantom said, “I’m temporarily finished here.”
Huston drove the Cadillac, the Phantom beside him.
The little reporter was full of the story of the tragedy at the lodge. While he drove he talked.
“Looks to me like this is one of the most rugged ones you’ve hit yet, Phantom. Who’d want to kill Arthur Arden? From what I’ve heard and know of him, he was a pretty swell guy. A little extravagant, but it was his own money he was tossing around. Everybody liked him.”
“Someone didn’t like him,” the Phantom said dryly. “By the way, what do know about Dr. Hugo Winterly?”
“Winterly?” Steve looked surprised. “Funny you should mention him. The Clarion is featuring a series called Portraits of Scientists next month, and he is mentioned in the first article.”
“How much do you know about him?”
“He’s probably one of the greatest of them all. His research experiments and contributions have been of great value. He’s old now, in his seventies. He made several fortunes – which he promptly gave away to charity. Funny. guy, probably cracked. Imagine being rich and not keeping enough to live on. I mean, Winterly has a life pension from the Harlow Foundation, but it’s hardly enough to keep a bird alive. That reminds me. He’s holed in somewhere down in these parts.”
“On the other side of Lake Candle,” the Phantom said. “I was talking to him a short time ago.” He explained briefly while Steve whistled under his breath.
“So he came over to see what had happened to Arden?”
“With a giant companion.” The Phantom pushed out his long legs. “I have a feeling, Steve, that our learned scientist had some other motive in riding his launch across to the Arden dock tonight.”
Steve Huston removed his gaze from the road long enough to give the Phantom a puzzled glance.
“What kind of a motive?”
“I don’t know – yet. But I intend to find out. And when I do,” the Phantom said, musingly, “I’m reasonably certain I’m going to find that the celebrated Dr. Hugo Winterly had something more in mind than a neighborly interest in the man you found shot to death on the floor of the billiard room at the lodge!”



CHAPTER V


TWISTED EAR

ON UPPER PARK AVENUE, Richard Curtis Van Loan had his New York headquarters. There he maintained a sky-high suite of rooms in a building that gave him the use of a private elevator and an around-the-corner entrance that was used only by himself.
He paid well for these conveniences, which were necessary to him in his rôle of the Phantom. He had found that it was vital to be able to get in and out of the building when disguised, without arousing suspicion on the part of the apartment’s employees. To them, he was the easy-tipping Mr. Van Loan, who kept pretty much to himself and, outside of Frank Havens, had few callers.
In his rooms, the Phantom went through to his bedchamber. Behind one of its walls was an inner room reserved exclusively for the Phantom’s use. In it were his disguises, his arsenal, and the laboratory equipment essential to his detective work.
The room was windowless, indirectly lighted. When the panel in the bedroom wall folded back at the touch of a button, Van Loan went in and sat down before a white enamel table that faced the cabinet in which he kept a stock of chemicals.
The powder he had removed from the floor of the billiard room sifted out on a glass slab. It interested him strangely. He didn’t know why it should be, but he had an intuitive feeling it was somehow important, that it linked in with young Arden’s murder. There was no basic reason for the belief, yet from the time he had first glimpsed the powder, he had determined to get a sample of it and, if possible, learn what it was.
Sheriff McCabe had passed it completely. If he had seen it, the sheriff hadn’t considered it as a clue. Van smiled thinly. Even Inspector Gregg’s homicide operatives would have done better than that. Still, he didn’t blame McCabe too much. The sheriff wasn’t exactly of the caliber to imagine that stuff resembling dust could possibly have a bearing on a murder mystery.
Van gave the bronze powder the usual chemical reaction tests. He was puzzled by the results. In the substance he found traces of magnesium and silica. That was mixed with ordinary sand, pulverized to powder form. Also, a faint trace of copper barilla, powdered, came up after the last of his exhaustive tests.
The mineral portion of the mixture resembled enstatite, which, the Phantom knew, was one of the pyroxene group of orthorhombic minerals. Bronzite, a ferriferous variety of enstatite, had a bronze-like luster, the color of the substance Van had before him on the glass slab.
A frown shadowed his face. From his knowledge of chemicals and minerals he was unable to understand, or even hazard a guess, as to what the powder could be used for. It had no place, no use, in his opinion, in any formula. Yet, he saw, it had been blended for a purpose, put together for a specific reason.
But for what purpose and what reason? And what had it been doing on the floor of the room in the lodge?
The Phantom pushed the slab aside. He took the gardenia out of his pocket and looked at it thoughtfully. One thing was positive. He had to find its wearer – the girl or woman who had been with Arthur Arden at the lake, earlier that night.

*****

FROM Havens, the next morning, the Phantom learned that Matthew Arden was to stay at the lodge until his son’s funeral arrangements were completed. The Phantom wanted to talk to the former Attorney General. Steve Huston, Havens told him further, was leaving that same morning at ten o’clock for Lake Candle. Steve was hot on a followup story to the murder scoop he had walked in on.
“Have Steve meet me at ten sharp,” the Phantom told the publisher, over the telephone. “In front of the Clarion Building.”
“That means you’re going back to the lodge?”
“Yes. I want to talk to Matthew Arden,” the Phantom replied.
Havens promised to make the arrangements; and the Phantom, pointing up his disguise, hurried to the nearby garage where he kept his cars. There Frank Havens had left the sleek black sedan he had driven to Manhattan the previous night. As usual, the Phantom found it had been washed, polished, and its gas-tank filled.
The garage owner. never asked questions. The Phantom paid him well for silence and service, and the garage man believed the Phantom was some kind of secret-service agent. That, to him, explained why he appeared there in varied disguises at any hour of the day or night.
Steve was a few minutes late. Parking was not allowed on the street where the Clarion Building stood. So the Phantom had to keep moving, drifting around the corner, up the adjoining street, and back again. He did this several times, noticing a man who lounged in front of a drug store opposite the newspaper building. There was something intent in the way the man seemed to be watching the main entrance to the building across the way.
His studied stare caught the Phantom’s attention, on his second time around. He was of medium size, quietly dressed, and gave the appearance of a solid citizen. The third time the Phantom came around, he purposely drove close to the south curb. That gave him a chance for closer inspection. His quick, analytical gaze showed him that the man had one distinguishing feature. His left ear was oddly twisted.
The next time the Phantom came down the block, Steve Huston was waiting for him.
“Sorry I’m late. Had a few details to clear up, and a phone call blocked me at the last minute.” Huston climbed in.
“Drive, Steve.” The Phantom moved over and gave the reporter the wheel. “I want to match a certain party who’s been eying the entrance to your building. He registered interest when you came out. Let’s see what he does.”
“A plant?” Steve Huston wedged himself behind the wheel.
The Phantom’s glance moved to a special panoramic mirror along the top of the windshield. It was designed so as to supply a complete view of the street behind him. In the glass he saw the man with the twisted ear step out from the drug store and hail a taxi.
He got in rapidly, and the cab started before he had the door fully shut.
“A ‘tail.’ ” The Phantom smiled faintly. “We’d better lose him in a hurry.”
He gave Huston instructions; and, before they had gone a dozen streets, the taxi behind them, caught in the maze of traffic, no longer followed.
“What would he be interested in me for?” Steve queried.
“You work for Mr. Havens, and Mr. Havens presses the button that brings me into being.” The Phantom spoke quietly. “Through you – or Mr. Havens – there’s a direct lead to me.”
He dismissed the subject, asking the little reporter if he had had any word from Sheriff McCabe. Huston nodded.
“That was the call that held me up. I long-distanced McCabe at his home, but he had gone to his office. He called me from there. The autopsy report is in. Arden was shot with a thirty-eight caliber gun. Two bullets. One entered his heart. Death was instantaneous.”
“Any other news?”
“That’s all. McCabe wants to know when you are going back. I think he’s going to lean on you – heavily. I told him I wasn’t sure.”
“I’ll see McCabe later. First,” the Phantom said, “I want to have a talk with Matthew Arden. I don’t hold out any high hope he can shed light on his son’s death, but there’s always the chance he might know something that he doesn’t believe is important.”

*****

HE FOUND the tall, loosely built Arden busy on the telephone at the lodge when Steve dropped him there. The former Attorney General had recovered from the first shock of his son’s murder. He was obviously still grief-stricken, but the initial numbing impact had lessened somewhat. He now accepted it as a reality and, the Phantom saw, was eager to do everything in his power to find the one responsible.
His telephone conversation finished, Matt Arden listened while the Phantom introduced himself.
“I’ve just been talking to Frank Havens,” he said then. “He told me you were coming down. I’m confident that you will solve this case. My son’s murderer must be found and punished! Expense – effort – nothing must be spared or stand in the way! My entire objective from now on is the closing of a net around the one who shot Arthur!”
The Phantom’s first questions brought ready answers.
“Your son entertained a feminine companion here last night. Was he engaged to be married?”
“Not that I know of.”
“He had a number of women friends?”
“Too many.”
“Do you know of anyone in particular he was interested in?” the Phantom persisted.
“There was one young lady he used to call quite frequently. He never confided in me or mentioned her, but I overheard him on the telephone once or twice. Her name is ‘Vicki.’ At least that’s what Arthur called her.”
“You never saw her?”
“Not to my knowledge.”
“Tell me about your son’s finances. They may have a direct bearing on last night’s affair.”
Matthew Arden passed an unsteady hand across his face. For a minute he was silent. Then he drew a breath.
“This is confidential, of course,”he said.
“Arthur’s financial status wasn’t any too good. He ran through most of the money his mother left him. He never learned the virtue of economy, unfortunately. I believe in the last month or so he began to realize his spending days were nearly over. Arthur was pretty close to being broke.”

*****

ARDEN’S servants had come down that morning. A wooden-faced butler loomed in the doorway.
“Begging your pardon, sir,” he said to Arden. “The telephone.”
The Phantom said, “Thank you, Mr. Arden, I won’t detain you further. I have to see the sheriff. I’ll get in touch with you again.”
Outside, in the bright morning sun, the lodge and its surroundings had a different aspect. The somber, funereal gloom that hung over it the night before had vanished. Even the rhododendron wall looked more cheerful in the sunshine.
The splash of a hose took the Phantom to the garage. Arden’s chauffeur, a young blond lad, was spraying away some of the well-known Jersey clay from a convertible coupé’s white-walled tires. He stopped whistling when the Phantom came up to him.
“Who rents boats around here?” the Phantom inquired.
“Sam Ruddy, down at the end of the lake.” The chauffeur pointed. “Take a short cut – down the steps to the boat-house and along a path you’ll find on the other side of the dock. You can’t miss it.”
The Phantom descended the cement steps. For an instant he looked across Lake Candle, at the opposite shore, and the previous night’s meeting with Dr. Winterly and the giant, Luke, came back to him. What the Phantom had told Steve about Winterly’s after midnight trip to the Arden dock was still keen in his mind.
Later that day, he had plans to talk with the aged scientist.
Meanwhile, his next stop-off was the lakeside pavilion of Sam Ruddy. The Phantom found the designated path without trouble. It twisted its way through the trees. Birds sang in their branches, the sun slanted through them, and the lake lapped along the shore.
Ruddy’s pavilion was built out over water. A planked runway led down a large wharf. More than a dozen rowboats were tied up to it. There was no one around except a girl in faded dungarees, bare feet, and a soiled yellow sweater.
When Van asked for Ruddy, she cupped her hands over her mouth and shouted “Hey, Pop. Someone to see you!”
A short, fat man came out of the building back of the pavilion. Sam Ruddy bald and sunburned, had evidently been working on an engine. He wiped his hand on a bit of waste and waddled down the runway.
“Want to rent a boat? Got plenty.”
“I’m after information.”
The Phantom flashed his Detective Bureau badge, with which Homicide had supplied him. More than once he had found it useful.
Ruddy looked from the badge to the Phantom’s face and swallowed. “Guess it must be about what happened over at the Arden lodge last night. Sorry, mister, don’t know nothing about it.”
“You know the boats around here.”
“Sure. Tell you anything about them.”
“Did you rent any last evening – prior to ten o’clock? A boat with an outboard motor?”
Ruddy shook his head. “No, I didn’t. The last rental I had was around four o’clock. Couple of gals hired a canoe go up the lake. They brought it back this morning.”
In the pavilion the telephone rang. Ruddy said, “Answer that, Bess,” and girl in the faded dungarees, who had been listening attentively to what the Phantom asked, reluctantly obeyed.
She came back in a minute. “It’s for you, Pop. Mrs. Stewart’s lost her boat. She wants to talk to you about it. She tried to get you twice this morning but the line was busy.”
Ruddy excused himself and wheezed up the wooden walk. Bess, transferring live bait from one tin can to another, looked up at the Phantom.
“I know something,” she said suddenly.
“What, for instance?” The Phantom’s glance moved to her freckled face.
“That Dr. Winterly’s man was around last night. His name is Luke, and he lives over there.” She nodded up the lake. “He’s a great big guy; and I saw him around nine o’clock, rowing a flat-bottomed fish boat they keep over there. I’m afraid of him. He looks bad.”
Her father came down to the wharf while she was talking. He pushed her aside.
“Lady up the lake says somebody borrowed her boat last night and didn’t return it,” he told the Phantom. “Rowboat with a kicker on it. Same kind you were asking about. I’m going to look around. Want to come along?”
The Phantom followed Sam Ruddy into one of the rowboats tied up at the wharf. The boathouse keeper cast off and pulled at oars. The boat moved out from the wharf, and the Phantom’s frowning eyes watched while Bess stared after them.



CHAPTER VI


OUT OF THE WOODS

SAM RUDDY rowed leisurely north along the eastern shore of Lake Candle.
With his hat’s brim turned down to shield his musing eyes from the sun glare, the Phantom watched the fat man peer into the coves and inlets they passed. His mind was busy. Outwardly he resembled someone indolently enjoying a row up the water. Inwardly, his sharp, analytical brain reviewed the facts available.
He had little doubt the killing of Arthur Arden was no inspirational, done-on-the-spur-of-the-moment crime. The circumstances, as he saw them, hinted heavily of organization. That meant a directing force, with offshoots, to further darken and tangle the problem.
Some proof of that theory was substantiated by the man with the twisted ear, who had been watching across from the Clarion Building. The man who had loitered on the opposite pavement, ready to follow Steve Huston when the little reporter came out. The Phantom took that as a sample of the killer’s strategy.
He – or they – weren’t leaving any loose ends. They were determined to find out whether Frank Havens had waved his wand and produced the Phantom Detective. If so, – and the Phantom smiled grimly at the thought – measures would be taken to meet the challenge.
He went back to his examination of the billiard room at the lodge. What Steve had told him regarding the number eight pool ball stirred in his memory. Was that eight ball a macabre touch to the killing? A grisly gesture of defiance and contempt? Or was it merely a warped sense of moronic humor?
The Phantom shook his head. The position of the eight ball could have been any of those things. But he had an idea it went deeper than that. His trained mind told him that the eight ball had some peculiar and mysterious significance, something baffling which tied in with and had a direct connection with Arthur Arden’s sudden death.
He brooded while the fat, perspiring Ruddy continued to pull at the oars. They were far up the lake now, the dock of the Arden lodge dropping out of sight behind the arm of the cove out of which the boat with the outboard had fled in the dark of the early morning hour.
“Let’s try the other shore.” Ruddy grunted and swung the nose of the rowboat in a westerly direction. “Plenty of coves over there. That boat’s got to be some place. Unless,” he added, “they put it on a truck and hauled it away. Boats cost money these days. Had some crooks up here a couple of years ago who stole three that way.”
He went into details while the Phantom listened inattentively. He was still thinking about the pool ball – the black ball with the number eight on its smooth shiny side.
Twenty minutes later Sam Ruddy stopped rowing. He twisted around with a jerk that rocked the boat.
“There it is!” he cried, pointing into the sun-dappled shadows of a quiet, sandy-shored cove.
The Phantom saw it then. It was pulled up on the half circular shore, a blue painted, flat-bottomed dory with an outboard motor tilted up at its stern. Ruddy eased the rowboat in beside it. The Phantom got out.
“That’s the Stewart boat, all right,” the fat man said.
The Phantom looked it over. Two oars were neatly laid across the seats on either side, the rope that started the motor coiled beside a two-gallon can of an oil-gasoline mixture. Under one seat he caught a glimpse of an empty cigarette package. It was the same brand of cigarettes as the empty package he had picked up on the Arden dock.

*****

WHILE Ruddy started to push the blue boat back into the water, the Phantom studied the surrounding landscape.
Where the beach ended, a rise of ground sloped up, covered with a thick growth of blueberry bushes. Some of their branches were bent, the leaves stripped off. The Phantom made his way to the rise. The branches indicated that someone had pushed through them.
On their other side he found an old dirt road. It swung off south between the trees. The tracks etched in the dirt caught the Phantom’s narrowing gaze. A car had stood there not too long ago.
He walked back to Sam Ruddy.
“Where does that road go – the one up there?”
With a grunt Ruddy got the blue boat afloat and grabbed for its painter. “That road? It runs a couple of miles before it hooks up with the main highway.” He pulled out a handkerchief and mopped his wet face. “Climb in. We’ll use Mrs. Stewart’s boat and tow the other.”
“I’m not going back with you.” The Phantom nodded to the rowboat. “You can leave that for me. “I’ll return it later – at regular rates.”
Ruddy tinkered with the outboard engine and finally got it going. The blue boat started off, kicking up a white wake behind it.
The Phantom watched it for a minute. Then he went between the blueberry bushes again and out to the dirt road. He followed the road and the tire tracks through the woods.
For what he judged to be a mile, the tread marking was definite in the old road. Then, where the road made another abrupt turn, it faded out. The Phantom stopped and surveyed his new surroundings.
The thick woods had ended. To the left of him was a high stone wall with an opening toward its east end. A hedge reared up on the wall’s inner side; and, over it, some distance in, the steep roof-line of a weatherbeaten shack caught his eye. He moved his glance back to the road. An accumulation of dry leaves and lush grass blotted out the tire marks. Had the car stopped and gone into this property, or had it continued on to the main highway Ruddy had mentioned?
There was no exact way of telling. The Phantom walked to the opening in the wall. It was wide enough to permit a car’s entrance, but again the breeze-blown drift of leaves made it impossible for him to tell if the car, the one that had picked up those who had borrowed the blue boat, had gone in there.
A bird sang in the quiet. The Phantom went through the entrance in the wall and started toward the shack. For a couple of dozen yards the land had been cleared. Then underbrush and shrubbery loomed up and prevented further progress. The Phantom looked around for a path, feeling there must be some means of going on to the steep-roofed building.
He found what looked like a narrow trail on one side of a huge oak. But, as he started toward it, he stopped. The abrupt tightening of his nerves signalled danger. Again his highly developed sixth sense sent out warnings. Close to the big tree he hesitated, his raking glance swinging swiftly around in all directions.
The next second he saw the reason for his quickening pulse-beats.

*****

A MAN was standing, statue-still, watching him. He was on the other side of the oak tree, screened by the tangle of the underbrush. The Phantom saw his feet – large feet in worn, stained sneakers. As his eyes focused on them, they moved.
The bushes parted, and the man stepped out into full view.
The giant, bullet-headed Luke, who had come across the lake with Dr. Winterley, confronted the Phantom. Glinting, tent-shaped eyes blazed under his brows. His shapeless mouth was twisted into sinister lines.
“What do you want?” His thick, heavy voice was toneless.
The Phantom watched Luke’s huge right hand drop menacingly to the belt he wore. Stuck in it was a long-bladed, curve-handled hunting knife.
“I want to see Dr. Winterly.”
“He ain’t seeing anybody. He’s asleep.” Luke’s fingers caressed the hilt of the knife. “You’d better get going, mister. We don’t like strangers around here.”
For a minute the Phantom looked into the giant’s tanned, ominous face. There was no mistaking Luke’s attitude. The Phantom didn’t doubt that any advance on his part would bring the knife into action.
Without a word he turned and retraced his steps. He could feel rather than see Luke’s belligerent stare following him, making sure that he was on his way.
Back at the cove, the Phantom got into the rowboat and pushed off. As Richard Curtis Van Loan he was a proficient oarsman. In his varsity days, Van had stroked the shell that had won honors for his alma mater. Slipping off his coat he settled down for the long pull back to Sam Ruddy’s boathouse.
In a few minutes he was abreast of Dr. Winterly’s broken-down dock. The launch the aged scientist had used the previous night was moored to it, a tarpaulin over its engine. The Phantom’s eyes searched the storefront as he went past. There was no sign of the hulking Luke in the sun shadows.
Another mile and the Phantom stopped rowing. He was even now with an unbroken spread of woods. He saw something dimple the water a few feet from the rowboat’s bow before he heard the distant report of a gun. It came again after another splash – closer – kicked up the water.
Someone was making him a target!
The Phantom bent quickly to the oars. He had to start moving – and fast. He couldn’t stay there until the marksman in the woods found his range.
But who was handling the gun? The question burned through his mind as he swung the rowboat around and put all of his strength into the blades. The man with the twisted ear? The one they had shaken off in the traffic of New York? Or Luke – hurrying past Winterly’s shack with a rifle?
The Phantom didn’t know, and at that moment had no desire to stop to find out. Another whining lead pellet bounced off the stern seat as he zigzagged farther out into the lake. More shots fell harmlessly behind him as he got out of the line of fire.
Shipping his oars, when a safe distance from the wooded shore, the Phantom shaded his eyes and searched the woods. But nothing moved against their green background. No one came into view. Only the sudden song of a bird broke the peaceful quiet of Lake Candle.



CHAPTER VII


TAIL

A RICKETY old building on the outskirts of the small town a mile from the south end of the lake was where Sheriff McCabe did business. The town was officially known as Candleton, and that name appeared on the maps and over the door of the combined general store and post office.
McCabe’s office was on the first floor of the old house. Behind it was a four-cell lockup, a garage, and the mortuary. A couple of deputies lounged on the front porch. Their feet came down from the railing when the Phantom nodded to them and went inside.
The pot-bellied, carroty-haired sheriff was busy on the telephone. The Phantom helped himself to a chair close to McCabe’s desk. He glanced over the placards on the wall. The office was also shared by the local game warden and dog-license clerk. McCabe’s desk gave the appearance of not having been straightened for years.
McCabe hung up and shook hands with the Phantom. “That reporter from the Clarion was talking to me earlier today. He -”
“Huston told me what you said. Thirty-eight caliber gun. Two bullets. You didn’t find the gun?”
The sheriff shook his carroty head. “Not yet. But I’ve got some news for you.”
“Let’s have it.”
“We’ve got four hotels around here.” McCabe settled back in his chair, obviously intrigued with the idea that he had information for the famous Phantom. “They are small places, used mostly by summer folks. One of them’s called the Lakeside Inn. It’s up at the north end. Run by a friend of mine, named Grundy.”
The Phantom waited. He hoped the sheriff wasn’t going to make it long-winded and drawn out. McCabe reached for a pipe, stuffed some tobacco in it, and struck a match.
“Seems like Grundy had a suspicious guest staying at the inn for two days. A man who signed himself Bernard Pennell, from Chicago – or so he wrote in the register. Got his description right here.” He fumbled among the litter on his desk and came up with a sheet of paper.
“What made him suspicious?” the Phantom queried.
“Fact that he asked Grundy’s clerk a lot of questions about the Arden lodge. This Pennell left the inn around eight o’clock last night and didn’t get back until after twelve., He checked out at eight o’clock this morning. Car with a couple of other men in it picked him up on the road outside the inn grounds. If that ain’t suspicious, I’d like to know what is.”
“You’re right,” the Phantom agreed.
McCabe looked pleased. “Sure. I sent out an alarm. I want to pick that car up and get Pennell for questioning.”
“A good idea if it works. But,” the Phantom added, “I don’t believe it will.”
“Why not?”
“The one – or ones – responsible for young Arden’s murder are clever. Too clever to allow themselves to be caught in a car. You can be sure they’re using wrong markers and are out of the state by now. Or they’re hidden somewhere not on the move, heading for any police trap.”
Sheriff McCabe puffed on his pipe, thinking it over. He moved his feet.
“Here’s a funny one,” he said. “Remember the pool ball that was on the floor near the body?”
The Phantom threw him a sharp look. “What about it?”
“Arden’s prints were on it,” McCabe said, slowly. “We took Arden’s for files – do things pretty complete around here – and they turned out to be a perfect match for the ones we took off the ball. Which means, Arden put that ball on the floor where we found it!”
For a minute the Phantom was silent. Again the significance of the eight ball ran through his mind. What the sheriff disclosed added another twist to the riddle. Though, the Phantom realized, the slayer could have clamped Arthur Arden’s cold fingers around the ball and put his prints on it.
When he mentioned that, McCabe was quick to shake his head. “Too clear for that. These were live prints.”
“Then,” the Phantom said, “death wasn’t instantaneous. What did the medical examiner say? If Arden was shot twice, and one bullet entered his heart, he didn’t have much time to pick up balls.”
“That’s right,” McCabe rubbed his chin. “But he could have been standing beside the table when he was shot. He could have had the pool ball in his hand. He could have held onto it and collapsed with it.”
“And,” the Phantom said, half to himself, “he could have seen his killer before the shots were fired and purposely reached for the ball.”
“Why would he do that?” McCabe looked puzzled.
“For a number of reasons. All of them, at the moment, hypothetical.”
The sheriff shook his head. “According to the Doc, Arden was blanked out fast. Either shot, so Doe said, was enough to have killed him quick.”
“I think,” the Phantom commented, “I’ll talk to your friend Grundy at the inn. Let me know about the other fingerprints you found when you have the report. Meanwhile,” he added just the right amount of flattery, “keep up the good work, Sheriff. You’re moving in the right direction.”
“Well, thanks.” McCabe seemed to expand and glow. “Coming from you that means a lot!”
The Phantom left him and, following directions, stopped at the Lakeside Inn.
It was a typical summer hostelry, limited to no more than fifty guests. Hiram Grundy, in his too-large, high, starched collar, too-short alpaca jacket, and too-tight trousers looked like a hangover from the Gay Nineties when the Phantom found his office back of the clerk’s desk and made his business known. This time he passed himself off as a New York detective and let Grundy see his shield.
“Tell me about this Bernard Pennell,” he said. “McCabe has his description. Medium height, dark complexion, thin face with no distinguishing feature or features.”
“That’s right.” Grundy wrinkled his forehead. “Guess he weighed about a hundred and fifty, maybe less. Nice talker and seemed well educated. Plenty of money.”
“Did you notice anything about his ears?”
Grundy looked startled. “Ears?”
“Was one of them twisted or malformed?”
“No. Looked the same as anybody else’s to me.”
The Phantom nodded. “He checked out this morning. Did you notice the men in the car he left in?”
“No, I didn’t. Pennell took his own bag out. He seemed in a hurry. There were a couple of fellers in the auto. I didn’t get a good look at them.”
“I’ll take a look at the room Pennell slept in last night.”
Grundy got a key from the rack and led the way up one flight of stairs. He opened the door at the end of the corridor and stood aside to let the Phantom go in.
The Phantom glanced around. It was a pleasant room, sunny and furnished with a gaily painted bureau, bed, table, and chairs. The bed had been freshly made and the room otherwise had been cleaned and put in order. A waste basket under the table was empty. If Bernard Pennell had left any clues, the maid assigned to the room had removed them.
With a shrug the Phantom stepped back into the hall.
“Thanks,” he said to Grundy. “That’s all.”
The hotel man seemed a trifle surprised. Evidently he had expected the New York detective to go through a Headquarters routine, checking the room from floor to ceiling.
The Phantom went back to Sheriff McCabe’s office. At the curb there, his big black sedan stood parked under a tree. Steve Huston, on the front seat, was making shorthand notes. He slipped the book in his pocket as the Phantom joined him.
Steve’s freckled face wore an optimistic look. “Just got back from the State Attorney’s office. Nice guy. But no new angles on Arthur Arden’s murder. Did you have any luck?”
“Plenty – all bad.” The Phantom spoke laconically. “McCabe inside?”
“He went out about ten minutes ago – on a phone call from somebody named Ruddy who claims he found a boat he thinks the killer used last night. Maybe we’d better go over and see what it’s all about.”
“I’ll tell you on the way back. Finished here?”
“Temporarily.” Steve Huston tossed his cigarette out the window and slouched back on the leather upholstery.
The Phantom’s word picture of morning activities at Lake Candle was brief but. to the point. Huston listened attentively. When the Phantom came to the shots fired at him from the woods, the reporter straightened.
“Then the killer’s on the loose – at the lake! What are we going back to town for?”
“Not the killer.” The Phantom’s tone was crisp. “He’s too smart to lurk around the scene of last night’s tragedy. But he’s left a rear guard. Someone to cover the neighborhood, keep him informed on what progress is being made by the law and -”
“Knock you off!” the reporter cut in. “How do they know you’re in it?”
The Phantom moved his shoulders. “I’ve been pretty much in evidence since I arrived at the lodge last night. They had a watcher staked out in the woods there. A pair of high-powered binoculars could have picked me out this morning on several occasions.”
“What now?” Huston asked, when they were on the main highway, heading swiftly back to Manhattan.
“I’ll have something for you to do – later. You,” the Phantom told him, “and Chip Dorlan…”

*****

IT WAS almost three o’clock in the afternoon when Dorlan came into the Green Spot, that Broadway tavern which the Phantom found convenient as a rendezvous whenever he was on a case.
The Green Spot occupied a Times Square corner and had a rear room where conversation was possible without being listened in on. With Steve Huston beside him, the Phantom watched the electric clock over the door that led to the circular bar in the front of the place.
At exactly the time he had set, Chip walked in.
Like the redheaded reporter, Chip Dorlan was a valued assistant to the Phantom Detective. Born and reared on the West Coast, Chip had come up the hard way. He claimed San Francisco as a birthplace, and his early training in the University of Hard Knocks had been buffed and polished during the war with Army Intelligence.
Now, equipped with exactly the qualifications the Phantom needed, Chip’s wartime training, quick wits, and sound judgment, made him a big help on any case. Sometime, the Phantom knew, Chip was going to step out and open an agency office of his own. He had all the necessary attributes that went to make a first-class private detective.
Slim, wiry, and sharp-eyed, Chip shook hands with the Phantom when Steve gave him a significant nod. Dorlan pulled up a chair.
“Don’t tell me,” he began. “Let me guess. It’s the murder at Lake Candle last night.”
“It’s your jackpot.” Steve grinned. The Phantom gave Chip Dorlan a concise, two-minute rsum of the killing at the lodge. Then he leaned forward. “I want you two to find a blonde named Vicki. She was a friend of Arthur Arden, probably one of the last to see him alive. She’s important. She has to be located!”
“A blonde?” Dorlan drew a breath. “Like looking for a haystack in a flock of needles.”
“Arden spent a lot of time and money in the night spots around town,” the Phantom pointed out. “Somebody should know Vicki. Waiters, hat-check girls, doormen, bus boys – I want you both to get busy checking them immediately. Steve can prepare a list of all the main places. Divide them up between you, and start at once. This girl has got to be found!”
A few minutes later the Phantom left the Green Spot. His intention was to stop off for a word with Frank Havens. He always did that when he was working on a case, keeping the publisher informed as to what progress had been made.
The Times Square pavements were crowded as usual. Out-of-town visitors, the habitus of the district, and sightseers rubbed elbows and shins in the passing parade.
The Phantom started south, but he hadn’t gone more than a block before his intuition told him someone had picked up his trail. Another block and he turned and walked into a haberdashery shop. There, before a clerk bustled up to wait on him, he shot an inquiring glance back through the doorway – and glimpsed the one who had been shagging him.
Near the curb, slowing perceptibly, was a man of medium height, quietly dressed, with one distinguishing feature. His left ear was oddly twisted!



CHAPTER VIII


BEHIND THE DOOR

IT WAS the same character the Phantom and Steve Huston had lost in the traffic that morning. The Phantom’s first flush of annoyance, brought on by knowing the Green Spot had been pegged, faded. A sardonic smile edged his mouth. Frank Havens could wait – until later.
The Phantom knew what had happened. Twisted Ear had gone back to his old stand across from the Clarion Building. Steve Huston, in his haste and eagerness to get over to Times Square, must have left himself wide open for a tail. The man had followed him and hung around outside the tavern.
The thought ran through the Phantom’s mind about the same time the clerk said deferentially, “Something I can show you, sir?”
“That’s right.” The sardonic smile bit deeper. “A rear door out of here!” The Phantom added, “Police business. There’s a man outside I want to slip.”
While he spoke, he palmed his badge. The clerk, a well-barered and-manicured young man, with plastered-down hair and a flower in his buttonhole, was startled.
“Police? You -”
“How do I get out of here without using the front door?” the Phantom broke in brusquely.
“There’s a side entrance – this way.” The clerk spun around on his elevated heels and started toward the rear of the shop. “It leads out to the washroom and back hall.”
“Where does the back hall go?”
“A door at its end opens into the millinery store on the corner.”
“That will do. Thanks.” The Phantom stopped and turned. “If a man comes in for me, a person with a twisted ear, tell him which way I went.”
Another minute and the Phantom created a mild disturbance by stepping directly into the workroom of the millinery establishment mentioned. Four women, busy at work planting artificial flowers on hats, stopped to stare and ask what he wanted.
He went hastily through to the front of the store, flashing his badge en route. Beside a folded length of drapery at the window, he looked cautiously out.
The man with the twisted ear, after a glance into the haberdashery shop, had started down Broadway again.
“Sorry to have bothered you.” The Phantom gave the stout, formidable proprietress one of his best smiles.
“I don’t know what it’s all about,” she rumbled, “but that badge looks official. What’s the trouble?”
The Phantom laughed. “Cops and robbers.”
He let himself out, melting into the crowd with one easy, gliding motion.
Long experience had perfected him in the fine art of successfully trailing a suspect. The Phantom used finesse and strategy that might have been borrowed from an Indian tribesman. He never made the mistake of over-anxiety or allowing himself to be outmaneuvered. Following the man with the twisted ear, he put into play all the deft tricks of his trade.
In the upper Thirties, the one he was after turned abruptly west. The side street was not as crowded as the avenue had been, and the Phantom had to drop back. Now he used his keen, searching gaze to observe his prey’s progress. He sent it arrowing after the other while he cut across to an opposite pavement, flipped down the brim of his hat, and changed his gait.
Twisted Ear went along without a backward glance. The Phantom had done nothing to arouse suspicion or impress him with the feeling he was being dogged. Halfway down the street the man went up a short flight of steps that led to the entrance of a remodeled private house.
There, for the first time, he looked up and down the block before he opened the door and went in.
Passing leisurely, the Phantom gave the place an optical going-over. It was one of those ancient edifices from which the owner derived more rent from business than he could have obtained from furnished rooms or small apartments.
A music publisher held forth on the main floor, a furrier plied his trade in the basement. The windows on the second floor were gold-leafed, Horgan and Carter, Attorneys-at-Law, Bail Bonds. The last two words were in large, impressive script.
The Phantom mounted the short flight of front steps. The door the man had gone through was unlocked. Stepping into a dusty, uncarpeted foyer, the Phantom was greeted by a flurry of piano music swirling from the open transom of the music publisher’s office.
The Phantom frowned at the closed door below the transom. Had the man gone in there? Determined to find out, he opened the door and found himself scrutinizing a small anteroom where a tired brunette was busy counting out freshly printed copies of some musical composition. There was no one else visible.
“Did Mr. McGregor just come in?” the Phantom asked.
Without change of expression or a break in her counting, the girl answered, “No one came in – except you. And who’s Mr. McGregor?”
“My mistake.” The Phantom shut the door after him as he backed out.
There were no other doors along the entry hall. On the landing above, the Phantom considered the ground glass expanse of Horgan and Carter’s place of business. Then he shook his head and went on to a final flight of stairs. They took him to the third floor and brought a quick stir of interest when, emerging on that landing, he found himself face to face with a series of doors.
The piano music filtered faintly up to him. He hardly heard it. He tried the knob of the first door and looked into a storeroom. Files of music told him which tenant rented it. The second door was locked. The third, labeled PRIVATE showed gloom behind its half-pushed-back transom.
The fourth door, when the Phantom reached it, produced better results. Beside it, head lowered, he caught a drift of conversation. Two men were talking.
As he listened, he heard one say, “So you let him get away again?” It was a cold, ironic voice. An unpleasant, gravelly tone, spiced with contempt.
Another voice said, “Listen, this party you put me on is a smart operator. He’s been two jumps ahead of me right along.”
“Sure, sure. But you’re expected to catch up with him after the first slip.”
“So I didn’t. So what?”
The frosty, unpleasant voice said, “Nothing. Tell that to Bernie when he drops around. Maybe he’ll buy it.”
The Phantom’s nerves went tight. This was better luck than he had expected or hoped for. Separated from him by the narrow width of the wooden door were two men who, in some way, were definitely concerned with Arthur Arden’s killing!
“When do you expect Bernie around?” the second speaker asked. The Phantom guessed he was the one with the twisted ear.
“Any time. He left Jersey around noon. Had to do some sharp finagling. The local gendarmes had a call out for him.”
The Phantom’s mind went back to the Lakeside Inn – to the Bernard Pennell who had checked out early that morning.
Bernard Pennell – ‘Bernie’?
The Phantom began to sketch out his next move. He had the choice of breaking in on them, or staying off and waiting for Pennell’s expected arrival. He decided on the latter course after a minute’s quick thought.
The gravelly, icicle-packed voice began to speak again. The Phantom wheeled around. His sharp ears had caught the sound of footsteps coming up the stairs. He took three steps away from the door, turning casually and staring down at the landing below.
There, in the murky light, he had a glimpse of a man who wore a pearl-gray felt hat, a dark suit. He glimpsed a shadowed, thin face, but had no time for more than a superficial glance.
The man in the gray felt opened the door of Horgan and Carter’s office on the floor below and went in.
The Phantom’s face grew thoughtful. He had an odd feeling that the man intended coming on up to the third floor, that he had selected the law office on the spur of the minute.
The Phantom’s eyes moved from the landing below to the door he had listened beside. A minute ticked away, several more, and then a telephone in room rang.
“Yes – speaking.” The cold voice was level and hurried. Its owner listened and said, “I get it. Thanks,” and hung up.
His companion said, “Was that Bernie?”
The other didn’t answer. Instead, he asked, “Seen this morning’s paper? There’s an article in it that might interest you – Let me get it for you.”
The legs of a chair scraped on the floor. Swiftly, the Phantom’s hand dipped in his coat, to reach for the gun in his shoulder holster. As his fingers closed over it, the door before him was swung open.
The Phantom stepped forward, his automatic leveled, his voice smooth and brittle: “Drop that gun!”
The man in the doorway didn’t argue. He stepped back into the office, and the blue-steel revolver in his hand clattered to the floor.
The Phantom kicked it aside and, with gun leveled, entered the room.



CHAPTER IX


ONE TO NOTHING

QUICKLY, the Phantom saw that the man who retreated before the threat of his automatic was a sandy haired, narrow-shouldered character in a plain brown suit, with a pair of eyes as cold and penetrating as his voice. They peered at the Phantom speculatively, hostilely, as the detective nudged the door shut and let his gun include Twisted Ear in its coverage.
The Phantom’s late tail sat stiff and straight in a backless wooden chair beside a porcelain-topped table. There was a bottle of brandy on top of that, some glasses. With his hat off, the one with the twisted ear had a saturnine, grotesque look that came from too much forehead and too little hair. Those features, combined with the maltreated ear and a darkly brooding expression, lent a sinister touch the Phantom hadn’t noticed when the other was staked across from the Clarion Building and drifting along behind him on Broadway.
He knew what had happened. He had been right about the man on the floor below. That party had intended coming up the last flight of stairs. But then he had glimpsed the Phantom beside the door and had drawn his own conclusions.
It had been a comparatively simple matter to use a telephone in the law office below for a warning to the pair the Phantom now held at gun’s point.
He understood another thing. The one who wore the pearl-gray hat must be Bernard Pennell – the ‘Bernie’ the two had spoken of and expected.
The Phantom didn’t like the switch that had forced his hand. These two men were hirelings of higher-ups – small fry, pawns in the riddle of the eight-ball murder. The Phantom’s interest lay with those who had plotted Arthur Arden’s killing, the unknown character, or characters, who had planned and executed the shooting at the lodge.
But, his hand forced, the Phantom had no choice but to see it through. It meant he had lost a chance to catch up with Pennell. By this time the man who had spent two days at the Lakeside Inn must have left the building and disappeared into thin air.
The Phantom’s mouth tightened. Not a word had been spoken since he had closed the door behind him. The piano music from the first floor made a fantastic background. Against it, the quickened breathing of the two was loud and rapid.
“You’ve not only let him duck you,” the frigid voice accused the man in the backless chair, indicating the Phantom, “but you’ve given him a free ride around here!”
Twisted Ear said nothing. Thoughts kaleidoscoped through the Phantom’s taut mind. He moved forward again while the man who had snapped out the last words backed up.
The telephone was on the windowsill, atop a Manhattan directory. The Phantom inched toward it. He could call Inspector Gregg at Headquarters. He could have Gregg pick up the two men in the room, though it might be hard to make any charge stick! The cold-voiced man possibly could be booked on a Sullivan violation – if he didn’t have a gun permit. A suspicion of murder charge would hardly stand up when a smart lawyer went to work on it. There was no concrete evidence to tie either or both of the men in with Arthur Arden’s murder at Lake Candle.
The same thought must have been running through the pale eyed man before the Phantom.
“All right, turn us in,” he said. “See how far that gets you.”
Twisted Ear relaxed slightly. “That’s right, Dan. He hasn’t got anything on us!”
“Nothing,” the Phantom said tersely, “except a murder rap!”
He reached the telephone as he spoke. The automatic went from his right hand to his left without any change in its level aim. The Phantom’s right forefinger reached out for the open circle in the dial, after he had unpronged the instrument and laid it on the windowsill.
He never clicked off Headquarters’ number.
The creak of the door on its hinges was synchronous with the lazy, drawled command of the one who came in.
“Let your gun go, and keep your hands away from your sides!”

*****

FROM the corner of his eye the Phantom saw the pearl-gray hat and the thin face beneath its brim. ‘Bernie’ quietly shouldered the door shut as the Phantom tossed his automatic away and spread his arms wide.
“See what else he’s wearing in the hardware line,” Bernie said.
The man walked as far as the table. His right hand was clamped around the tenite grip of a High Standard automatic. The type, the Phantom saw instantly, that fired.380 cartridges. A particularly vicious weapon in an experienced hand.
Twisted Ear got hastily out of the chair. The man in the pearl-gray hat said, “Not you, Len. Let Dan do it.”
Dan felt over the Phantom’s person with a quick, professional touch. His fingers missed little in their search. He tossed the Phantom’s wallet, police badge, and keys to the porcelain-topped table where the brandy bottle stood.
“That’s all,” he said.
Bernie looked at the badge quizzically, but he made no comment. His thin face went back in the Phantom’s direction.
“We’ve caught ourselves something. We’ll tie this gentleman up and keep him safe until I find out what to do with him. I might be wrong, but I have an idea a certain person is going to be very much interested in him.”
He shifted his feet, told the twisted-eared Len what he wanted done, and watched the Phantom narrowly while Len, crossing the room, opened the closet and fumbled around on its shelves.
The gravelly voiced Dan lighted a cigarette and inhaled deeply. Silently he waited until Len dug a length of sash-cord out of the closet and came back with it. “This ought to do. It’s tough.” He gave it a two-handed yank as if to verify his opinion.
“Go to work on him,” Bernie said to Dan. “Make it escape-proof.”
Dan did, while the Phantom, motionless, made no move to interfere. But his mind was busy while the knots were being tied. He saw his cue was to play a waiting game. Delayed action offered more possibilities for an eventual payoff than the risk of attempting to buck three-to-one odds – without a gun.
When the Phantom was neatly trussed up, Bernie pushed him down onto another of the backless chairs in the sparsely furnished room. He stowed his automatic in a sheath worn low under his vest on the left side and fingered through the wallet Dan had taken from the Phantom’s inner coat pocket. There was nothing revealing in it, but Bernie examined each item of its contents with scrupulous care. Finally he discarded it with a shrug.
“You stay around and keep our friend company,” he told Dan. “You’re coming with me, Len. We’ll be back,” he added, over his shoulder, “after a while. Watch this guy, Dan.”
“Don’t worry. I’ll take care of him.”
A few minutes later Bernie, with Twisted Ear accompanying him, went out. Dan watched them go, turned, and helped himself to a glass and the brandy bottle. He smacked his lips appreciatively; glanced out of the window; rubbed his chin; and, taking the chair Len had occupied, placed it across from where the Phantom sat and dropped into it.
For awhile he amused himself with a nail file. The Phantom watched him, hiding his interest behind half closed eyes. Len had picked up the automatic the Phantom had dropped at Bernie’s command. He had put it on the table, not far from the wallet. The Phantom’s hooded gaze strayed to his gun. It was no more than four feet away from him. Four tantalizing feet – forty-eight short inches!
Cautiously he tested the sash cord. His hands were behind his back, lashed down just above his hips and out of Dan’s idle gaze. The Phantom moved his wrists. The cord was evidently old and had lost much of its former stiffness. It was soft against the bones in his wrist. He kneaded it warily, feeling it stretch slightly as the minutes passed; and he kept at it.
Once, Dan, the nail file put away, gave him a sharp look. The Phantom yawned. Dan got up and walked around to the side of the chair where his prisoner sat. He shot a glance at the Phantom’s bonds and, satisfied, went back to his seat.
Downstairs, the piano music had stopped. Somebody had gone out of the office of Horgan and Carter, pausing to call back, “I’ve left for the day, if anyone phones, Marge.”

*****

THE Phantom started on the sash cord again. It was slow, tedious, nerve-wracking work. It had to be done surreptitiously, with no motion of the upper arms or shoulders to attract the attention of the man across from him.
Strength and muscular development had always been part of the Van Loan code. More than once Dick Van Loan’s superb physical condition had stood the Phantom Detective in good stead. It was declaring dividends now in chafed wrists which, by the dint of patient perseverance, had loosened one knot sufficiently to allow his right hand to slip free.
The Phantom bent slightly forward as if easing his position. Dan’s cold eyes focused on him. More than an hour had elapsed since Bernie and Len had left the room – sixty minutes, marked by shadows lengthening across the uncarpeted floor.
Grimly, the Phantom examined the angles of the situation. He had been wrong once that afternoon. He had figured Pennell, after making the warning call from the office below, had faded from the picture. Instead, the man in the pearl-gray hat had come up to investigate – probably sure that his two employees had carried out his orders, that the Phantom had been subdued and was on ice.
Now, the Phantom was quick to see, that initial mistake might be made to yield results, favorable results. It wouldn’t be too difficult, he was confident, to overpower Dan – to reverse the setup. Then, he told himself, with the frosty voiced man his prisoner, he would be in a position to deal with Pennell and Len when they returned.
The Phantom’s pulses quickened. Bernie Pennell was a prize worth twice the value of Dan and Len. For Pennell, undoubtedly, was the direct link to the man responsible for Arthur Arden’s murder. And once he got his hands on Pennell he could pressure him into revealing things important to the cracking of the case. But first he’d have to get the thin-faced character. Only then would he be closer to the solution of this case which, so far, was cloaked in mystery.
And time was a double-edged factor now.
Hands free, the Phantom was ready to go into action. He cleared his throat, saying, “How about a drink?”
Dan leered at him. “After awhile.”
“Come on, get me a drink of water.”
Dan considered the request. There was a basin across the room. After a thoughtful pause the man in the brown suit got up. He walked over to the table and picked up one of the glasses. With that in hand he started for the sink.
He had taken no more than a half dozen steps toward it before the Phantom rose up from the backless chair like a wraith from a magic bottle. His legs were still lashed together, but he had made his plans and knew every move. He flung himself toward the porcelain-topped table. In a flash he had his automatic and was swinging around to meet Dan who, hearing the slap of hands on the porcelain, turned rapidly.
Dan threw the glass. The Phantom flicked his head aside, and the glass sailed through the window with a splintering crash. Dan’s gun was out before the echoes of the breaking window had died. He fired point-blank, the slug whistling perilously close to the Phantom’s head.
The Phantom, noted for his snap-shooting ability, squeezed his automatic’s trigger. Promptly, the gun flew out of Dan’s hand, and the man grabbed for his bullet-creased wrist with a throaty curse.
Holding him at bay, the Phantom tore away his leg bonds while, from the regions below, he heard the sudden blast of a police whistle, voices, doors opening and closing.
He kicked the sash cord off his legs and pounced on Dan like a swooping hawk. But, even as he yanked the man toward him, the Phantom felt little satisfaction in the complete turnabout that made the cold-voiced watchdog his prisoner.
He had Dan; but now, warned away by the confusion aroused by the breaking window and the shots, the prize he had planned to trap was out of his reach!



CHAPTER X


IN THE BAG

LONG months had passed since the last time Chip Dorlan had worn a tuxedo. In his room at a mid-Manhattan boarding house, Chip, in black and white, eyed himself critically in the bureau’s mirror.
He tilted the mirror back so he could get as much of a full-length view of himself as possible. He frowned at his reflected image. The suit seemed to fit all right, but he must have put on a little weight around the middle. The top trouser button was a bit tight when he fastened it.
Chip turned for a profile glimpse before he made sure he had everything he needed for his night’s excursion into the realm of entertainment. Plenty of money in his leather wallet, a filled cigarette case, his keys, and the typed list Steve Huston had give him late that afternoon.
Dorlan consulted that before he put on his hat. They had tossed to see which one would take which territory, and which night resorts, in their following out of the Phantom’s orders.
Chip had lost, and Steve had taken the places from 51st Street to 59th. That left Chip with almost twenty night-resorts to visit in the Times Square and Longacre sectors.
He walked from the boarding house to the blatant boulevard whose varicolored lights painted the night sky with bright coloring. As he went along, an enigmatic smile turned down the corners of his mouth. A blonde named Vicki. One of the last to see Arthur Arden alive. A girl, Steve had told Chip, who the Phantom believed had been at the Lake Candle lodge with young Arden, a short time before he had been killed.
A blonde girl, Chip’s thoughts ran on, vitally necessary to the Phantom’s investigation of the case. And either he or Steve Huston had to get a lead on her. It really was like the haystack and the needles he had gagged about to the Phantom at the Green Spot.
However tough the assignment appeared on the surface, it was the type of thing Chip liked to handle. In Army Intelligence he had been called upon to do that sort of work – finding some suspected person who had apparently dropped completely out of sight and decided to remain unfound. He had been eminently successful in his service days and hoped he hadn’t lost his touch.
An hour later, Chip began to realize the difficulties confronting him. In several of the places he stopped, there had been no trouble learning Arthur Arden had been a patron. And no trouble learning that Arden had always been accompanied by some attractive young lady. Sometimes, Chip was told, they had been blondes. Other times brunettes, redheads, or black haired beauties.
But their names were a blank to those who had answered Dorlan’s questions. The mention of “Vicki” rang no bells, paid no tickets.
Chip kept at it doggedly. From Tom and Jerry’s Carousel, just off 44th Street, he visited five more places in quick order and without results.
It was after midnight then. The theaters had emptied an hour before, and the tempo of the partying world Dorlan looked in on was at its full rhythmic beat, its highest pitch.
He consulted his list. Steve had put a big X after the name “Esplanade.” From where Dorlan stood on 46th Street, he could see that title in flashing, blue-neon tubing against the night murk of the side street. It went on and off, winking like a weary eye at a jaundiced public.
Chip pulled himself together and headed for the Esplanade. He was tired. The beer that he had consumed at numerous places wasn’t doing him any good, and his trouser waistband seemed to get tighter and tighter. Still, each new address brought fresh hope. A blonde named Vicki. If it would help getting a line on her, he vowed, he’d stay on the job until the sun came up over Long Island City and another day dawned.
The doorman at the Esplanade gave Chip a toothy welcome. Chip Dorlan smiled back, though with not such a dental display. He walked into a rococo foyer to the dulcet strains of expensive band music. Most of it was blotted out by the cacophonous rumble of voices. To Chip they sounded like Niagara Falls at its thunderous best.
He drew a bead on the hat-check counter and steered a course toward it. Dorlan had an idea that the ornamental young lady who handled the skimmers and reefers of the convivial customers would know more about Arden’s activities than anyone else. So, when he reached the counter, he waited until a girl with brown-gold hair and a makeup that was so perfect it looked like a mask, finished handing a derby to a fat man and fluttered her mascaraed lashes in Chip’s direction.
She picked up a brass disk. Chip shook his head. “I’m not staying. Just looking for information. Willing to buy some – if it’s what I’m after.”

*****

SEA-BLUE eyes contemplated him without particular interest. Blood-red nails, so perfect they didn’t look real, tapped gently on the counter. Finally the girl spoke.
“What kind of information?”
“About Arthur Arden.”
From the way she drew into herself Chip was aware that she had read about Arden’s murder. From her quick stare at him he knew she had him pegged as a cop.
“Headquarters?” Her voice was as smooth as her golden cheeks.
“Not directly. Private investigation.” Chip fingered a bill out of his wallet. The Phantom always, gave him unlimited expense money. Long ago, Dorlan had learned that the bigger the bill, the quicker the results.
The blue eyes widened a trifle when she saw the denomination printed on the green paper. She darted a glance around as if to make sure no one was watching.
“What do you want to know?”
“Arden used to come here?”
“All the time.”
“With dames.” Chip made it a statement rather than a question. She nodded.
“I’m trying to tab a blonde he was friendly with. A girl named ‘Vicki.’ ”
The hat checker laughed. “What do you mean – blonde? He had a different one every time he dropped in.”
She broke off. Dorlan waited for the same, “Sorry, I don’t know her,” which he had got all along the line. But she didn’t say that. Instead, the high lustered nails stopped their tapping, and the long lashes lowered over eyes which suddenly became thoughtful.
Watching, Chip felt a tingle. He had been disappointed in place after place. It was almost too good to believe that this girl would tell him anything.
“Vicki might mean Victoria, mightn’t it?” Her tone was as thoughtful as her eyes. “Mr. Arden was with a girl – a blonde – one night two weeks ago. She lost her cigarette case. She thought she might have left it here. She gave me her name and address so we could notify her if it turned up.”
Chip’s hands tightened along the edge of the counter. He had it!
“Fine. Victoria – Vicki – sure. Let me have the full name and the address she gave you.” He folded the bill in half and dropped it in her tip dish.
“Wait a minute. I don’t know what I did with it.” The girl began tapping again. “Let me think. I – she stood right where you are. Mr. Arden gave her his pen. One of those you fill with water so you can write under ink. I gave her a piece of the wine list. What did I do with it?”
Dorlan’s anticipation began to dwindle. He said nothing to disturb her thoughts. She leaned under the counter and rummaged around. She looked through a couple of magazines and a library book. Twice she shook her head, dusting off her fingers.
“Guess you’re out of luck. I don’t remember -”
“Can’t you recall her name? Victoria – what?” Chip leaned across the counter. “Give it all you’ve got. You must know. Victoria -”
He put impact into his pleading, and the girl turned away. From a steel locker she took a tan leather handbag. She opened that and held it to the light. The next instant she dipped into it and came up with a folded piece of paper.
“Here it is! In my other bag – the one I haven’t used lately.”
“Let’s have it.” Chip reached. The paper felt real enough to let him know he had actually obtained what the Phantom had to have. He glanced at the round, girlishly scrawled name and address, and shoved it in his pocket. “Thanks. You’ve been a big help. The cigarette case never was found?”
“Not here.”
Outside, Chip let the writing he had read form into words. The name on the torn piece of wine card was Victoria Selden and the address was Central Park West. A telephone number was included.
At the corner, Chip Dorlan debated. It was close to one o’clock in the morning. But that didn’t mean too much. He knew the Phantom would want to handle Arthur Arden’s blonde girl-friend alone. So Chip reluctantly dropped the idea of riding a cab to Central Park West and the address she had jotted down.
Instead, he continued on to the first drug store he found and a telephone booth in its rear.
There he called Frank Havens. The newspaper publisher was always available when the Phantom was on a case. Tonight was no exception. Havens’s familiar voice greeted Dorlan over the wire.
“I don’t know where the Phantom is,” Havens said. “He’s been at Headquarters up until a couple of hours ago. Let me have your message, and I’ll see that he gets it.”



CHAPTER XI


STUDIO 9

EXACTLY at nine o’clock the next morning, the Phantom walked into the anteroom of Frank Havens’s office, high up in the Clarion Building.
Miss Marsh, the publisher’s secretary, gave the Phantom a distrustful glance as he moved over to her desk. She didn’t like his looks particularly. Somehow she had the impression he was a broken down newspaperman about to proposition her boss for a job.
The Phantom said, “The name is Gray. Mr. Havens expects me,” and Miss Marsh snapped to attention.
One of the most rigid rules of the office was that anyone giving the name of Gray was to be admitted instantly to Mr. Havens’s sanctum. For months, the Phantom in his various disguises had used that name. Miss Marsh had her own ideas concerning the identity of the ubiquitous “Mr. Gray”, but was careful never to voice them. She was fully aware that the man who paid her the generous salary she received every Friday was the one who pressed the button to bring the Phantom Detective out of the mists of obscurity.
The Phantom walked into Havens’s sumptuous office.
“One arrest.” The Phantom shrugged. “A small time character, working for a man higher up who gave me the slip yesterday afternoon. The small timer’s name is Daniel Fordyce. Neither his prints nor his picture has a listing.”
The Phantom dropped into a chair. Interested, Havens said, “That’s what kept you at Headquarters so late.”
“Gregg’s men worked Fordyce over for hours. He stuck to his story. He doesn’t know anything. A month ago someone who calls himself Pennell approached him and put him on his payroll. He was to open a mail-order business, selling novelties, on the third floor of a building in the West Thirties.”
The Phantom shrugged as he stopped speaking. Frank Havens leaned back in his swivel chair.
“Gregg’s holding him?”
“On a Sullivan violation, technically. I’ve had Fordyce locked up until I can pour some light into the case. He may be lying, I don’t know. Anyway the Inspector will keep him away from shyster lawyers until he hears from me.”
“What do you make of Arthur Arden’s murder?” Havens queried bluntly.
“I haven’t begun to uncover even the hint of a motive,” the Phantom said, frankly. “From what I’ve run into so far, I know that there’s a deep-laid, well-constructed plot back of his killing. Someone with brains and intelligence has been at work. Neither Fordyce, nor the others I’ve encountered can be called ‘underworld’ or the ‘gangster’ type of criminal. Which indicates there is a certain gloss to the case that takes it out of the usual, subterranean-crime category. Despite,” he added, “Arden’s penchant for Broadway.”
“Chip called early this morning.” Havens reached for a memo, handed it to the Phantom, and repeated Dorlan’s telephone message.
The effect was almost electrical. The Phantom was on his feet instantly.
“So Dorlan found her! Splendid.” He ran an eye over the name and address Havens gave him. “This is the girl Matthew Arden said was friendly with his son. The one I’m sure had a cocktail with Arthur shortly before he was shot. A girl who dropped her gardenia out on the driveway of the lodge.”
“Chip didn’t do anything about it,” Havens said. “He didn’t check the address or the telephone number.”
“Good. I’ll get after it at once. I have a feeling -” the Phantom smiled tautly – “that Miss Victoria Selden is going to turn on some of that light I mentioned a minute ago!”

*****

THE address on Central Park West was in the upper Seventies. A four-story, bulge-front, aristocratic-looking private house was wedged in between tall apartment buildings on either side. The Phantom, stepping out of a taxi, had the impression of glimmering windows, expensive curtaining, and a well-polished bell close to double vestibule doors. His brief ring brought a neat, colored maid in a starched uniform.
“I’d like to see Miss Selden,” the Phantom said. “This is a personal matter.”
The maid ushered him across a rug-strewn length of parquet and into a well-furnished reception room. She left him there and went on. The Phantom was examining a painting on the wall when he heard footsteps coming in. He wheeled around, anxious for a glimpse of the blonde Miss Selden.
Instead, he found himself confronting a gray haired little woman dressed completely in black. Her hair was modishly arranged on her well-shaped head. Old-fashioned jewelry was at throat and wrist. The frothy white of a handkerchief showed from the edge of one black sleeve.
“My maid,” she said, her voice cultured and quiet, “tells me that you are calling on Miss Selden.”
“That’s right.”
The Phantom waited. The woman went on, “My name is Mrs. Wayne. This is my boarding establishment. Miss Selden has been a guest here for several months. But she’s no longer with me. She left yesterday morning.”
The Phantom looked directly into Mrs. Wayne’s eyes. They met his gaze steadily. “Let me have the details, please. This is police business. You’ve probably read of the Arden murder in New Jersey. Miss Selden is wanted for questioning in connection with it.”
“Oh!” Mrs. Wayne looked startled.
“What were the circumstances of her leaving?”
“She – Miss Selden told me she received a telegram from her father – from somewhere in Minnesota. She seemed very much upset. She said her mother was ill, dangerously ill. She had to go to her at once. She paid me what she owed up to yesterday morning, and I called a cab for her. I – I had no idea -”
The Phantom’s brow wrinkled into thought lines. Abruptly, he said, “What do you know about Miss Selden? Was she employed? Did friends come here? Do you know any of their names?”
“I know hardly anything at all about her.” Mrs. Wayne breathed harder. “She was employed, but I never knew where. I don’t pry into the private lives of my guests.”
“Friends?”
“They didn’t come here – ever. I know different men brought Miss Selden home and left her at the door. But I never knew any names, or who they were.”
“How about telephone calls?”
“She seldom made any. A few times a week she received some.”
The Phantom’s mouth tightened. He took a quick step away from Mrs. Wayne, his mind clicking with thought. He wheeled around, as an idea struck him.
“When she first came here, you must have asked her for references.”
“That is my custom,” the woman told him.
“Good.” The Phantom’s face cleared. “Then you must have Miss Selden’s on file.”
“I have.”
To back up his authority he showed Mrs. Wayne the badge he had retrieved from the porcelain-topped table in the room where he had nailed the narrow-shouldered, gravel-voiced Dan Fordyce.
The woman nodded and excused herself. She came back after a few minutes with an alphabetically arranged letter file. From the S‘s she took out a sheet of paper.
“This is what Miss Selden gave me. I made the usual telephone calls and received an excellent recommendation from both the bank and the gentleman whose name is written here.”
“I’ll take that.” The Phantom folded the paper and put it in his pocket. “If you hear anything from Miss Selden, communicate immediately with Mr. Havens at the Clarion.”
With a word of thanks he bowed himself out.

*****

PICKING up a taxi at the corner beyond, the Phantom opened the paper. The first name was that of the National Trust Company on Madison Avenue. He gave it to the driver as a destination. Then he glanced out of the rear window, through force of habit.
The twisted-eared Len and the thin-faced Pennell were still in circulation. The Phantom knew they would be more interested in him now than ever. Bullets out of the woods at Lake Candle hadn’t stopped him. Neither had a length of sash cord, nor Dan as a watchdog. He knew that Pennell – and whoever directed the activities of the man in the pearl-gray hat – would redouble their efforts to cut him down before he moved further into the complications of the murder case.
But no one was trailing him.
The manager of the National Trust saw the Phantom immediately. To his questions, he said, “Miss Selden usually keeps a balance of about six hundred dollars on hand. I believe she’s a model. She came in once with a magazine. Her picture was on the cover, painted by an artist named Hugh Royal.”
“She hasn’t notified you of a change of address?”
The manager picked up a desk telephone. He asked someone the same question, waited a minute or two, and said, “No, there’s been no change of address.” He added, “Odd. Miss Selden gave Mr. Arthur Arden as a personal reference when she filled out her card here. And Mr. Arden was one of our depositors, too.”
The Phantom didn’t waste time. He seized that information avidly. “I’d like all of Arthur Arden’s canceled checks. Have them delivered to Mr. Haven’s office at the Clarion as soon as possible.”
“We’ll do that. Anything else? I might add that Arden’s balance was rather low. Merely a few hundred dollars.”
The Phantom nodded. Matt Arden had told him as much, and it was no news. But what held his attention was the second name on the paper with which Mrs. Wayne had supplied him.
Vicki Selden’s other reference was the same Hugh Royal the bank manager mentioned in connection with her magazine cover picture. And this Royal, the Phantom found when he went down the Rs in the telephone directory, had a studio in the Hotel Trois Arts on East 49th Street.
It was a lofty, slender edifice, inhabited mostly by illustrators, artists, and radio and theatrical people. But not the small, struggling variety. The names of the tenants were tops in their respective professions.
The lobby was modernistic in design with a quantity of black glass and mirrors. The Phantom, at a pickled pine desk, asked an immaculately groomed clerk if Hugh Royal was in.
“He is. He had a caller a few minutes ago. Studio Nine. You can go right up.”
The Phantom left the elevator on the ninth floor. There were evidently three studios to each story. Royal’s was at the end of the corridor. A chime-bell sounded musically at the touch of the Phantom’s thumb.
He waited. No one came to answer his ring. Again he put the chimes to work, and again there was no response.
Had the clerk made a mistake? Had Royal gone out? It was when he was asking himself the second question that the Phantom saw something that sprayed a quick nerve current through him.
On the plain gray rug that. paved the corridor was a smear of red. It looked like a paint stain. But it wasn’t. The instant his finger touched it and came away with a slight ooze, the Phantom knew it was blood.
His master-key slid out of his pocket and went into the lock of the door. That clever contrivance, invented by a Viennese locksmith, never failed. Swiftly, he adjusted the mechanism on its shaft so that its flanges spread, fitting accurately into the wards and tumblers of the latch.
He gave it a turn; listened to the click; and, opening the door, walked into a north-lighted studio.
A man in a white shirt and blue slacks lay face down on the wide planked floor, half under an easel on which a picture had been started!



CHAPTER XII


WORLD OF BEAUTY

BEFORE the door had swung shut, the Phantom was on a knee beside the recumbent figure. The blood had gushed from a cut over the man’s left ear. It had trickled across the wooden floor, and the smear on the hall rug had come from a heel that had stepped in it.
The Phantom felt a wave of relief. Under the fingers he pressed over the large neck artery, a strong pulse beat. The man had been knocked out temporarily. Even as the Phantom knelt beside him, he could see the tug of his eyelids trying to open.
There was a bathroom adjoining the studio. The Phantom soaked a towel in cold water. He washed the head cut, made a compress of wet towel and laid it over the man’s face, then raised him and carried him over to a couch.
In another minute or two, during which the Phantom put into practice his knowledge of first aid, Hugh Royal showed signs of coming out of it. He choked, deep in his throat. Then he moved his arms and legs, and his eyes opened wide. Royal peered up at the unfamiliar face above him.
“Hey, what’s the idea? Who are you?”
“Take it easy, Royal” The Phantom pulled a chair around beside the couch. “I stopped in to see you on business. No one answered my ring, so I came in. You were over there, decorating the floor. Better let me get you a drink.”
Royal sat up, gingerly exploring the left side of his head with a cautious finger. “I wish you would. Bottle in the closet yonder. Glass in the bathroom.”
He took the bourbon straight. Color began to come back to his good-looking face. Glancing up at the Phantom he smiled wryly.
“I don’t know who you are, but you picked the right time to drop around. Thanks. I’m okay now.”
Quickly, the Phantom introduced himself, using the name of Gray and showing his badge. Royal, a man in the late twenties, listened without comment. When the Phantom finished, and asked him what had happened, Royal said, “My front doorbell rang. I was working on a picture – from a photograph. I opened the door, and a man came in. Funny looking guy. He had a -”
“Twisted ear?”
Royal stared. “That’s right! How did you know?”
“Just a guess. Go on. What did he want?”
“Information.”
“Concerning,” the Phantom said dryly, “a Miss Victoria Selden?”
Royal stared at him again, blankly. “Looks as if you know all the answers. Yes, he wanted to know where he could get in touch with Vicki. Said it was of the utmost importance. I don’t hand out my models’ addresses to anyone who drops in. I told him as much, and he got tough. Told me to give it or else -”
“So you took the ‘or else.’ ”
“It looked like a blackjack. I saw it coming, and tried to duck. After that the birds sang until I opened my eyes and saw you.”
The Phantom nodded. With narrowed eyes he glanced around the studio. So Len had been there – Len with a sap up his sleeve. Len trying to tab Vicki Selden, too.
To the Phantom, the fact was significant. Pennell – or the one he worked for – must have known about the blonde girl’s visit to the lodge. They must have realized she was with Arthur Arden a short time before the shooting. They, the Phantom reasoned, wanted to know what Arden had told her – if anything.
They weren’t overlooking any bets; and from the way the attack on Hugh Royal was slanted, Vicki was turning out to be important to them. If she did know anything she could pass on to the Phantom, the girl had to be dealt with quickly and definitely.
That theory showed the Phantom how correct he had been in assuming Arthur Arden’s girl friend was of paramount value to him. He raised his brooding gaze to Royal.
In a few words he mentioned his visit to Mrs. Wayne’s house. Royal listened.
“That’s a gag – a wire from her father in Minnesota saying her mother is ill. Vicki hasn’t any parents. She told me that herself.”

*****

THE Phantom nodded. He had assumed that the girl had left Mrs. Wayne’s in a hurry for either one of two reasons. Either she didn’t want to be identified with the killing at the lodge, or she was frightened of those who had handled the death job – so frightened that she had gone into hiding somewhere.
“You knew she was friendly with Arden?”
“Sure. She was engaged to be married to him,” Royal answered.
“I’ve been counting on you to tell me where she might be.” The Phantom laid his cards on the table. “You must know some of her friends. And her friends,” he added, “must know where she is now.”
“I can tell you this much.” Royal took another drink. “Her best friend is a Maxine Hillary. She’s a Park Sunderland model. One of the best in New York.”
“That’ll do.” The Phantom got up from his chair. “One thing more. Got a picture of Vicki Selden – I could use?”
“I think so.”
Royal went over to a littered desk and began to rummage around. He stopped and said, “Hello. The boy with the damaged ear has been looking over my stuff.” He pointed to an address book. “He left that open.”
“He’s a bit too late,” the Phantom said laconically. “He’ll find that out when he goes up to Central Park West.”
Royal finally unearthed a small, pastel sketch of a pretty girl. It was one of the early sketches he had made for the magazine cover the bank manager had referred to. He gave it to the Phantom; and, armed with that, the detective moved toward the door.
“Just a word of advice. I don’t believe your twisted-eared pal will be back again. However, be a little careful answering your bell.”
“I will. Thanks,” Royal said, “for the helping hand.”
The Phantom’s next stop was the Avedon Building on lower Park Avenue. That skyscraper reared up above the round dome of the Grand Central Terminal. The Park Sunderland Model Agency was on the fifteenth floor. The Phantom, exchanging an express elevator for a small but suave reception office, found himself completely surrounded by feminine beauty.
On the delicately tinted mauve walls, in colored photographs, were languorous young ladies, enchanting to the masculine gaze. The cream of the crop with their full, tempting lips, and slow, dreamy eyes.
They were counterparts of the sleek, polished girl at the orange-glass desk who glanced up at him with a friendly smile. She wore a white blouse and a black skirt, two simple articles of attire, but with such chic charm that she gave them the distinction of a Paris original.
“Mr. Sunderland, please,” the Phantom requested.
“Appointment?”
“Official call. Detective Bureau, Homicide Division.”
She didn’t question him further. Shortly, the Phantom was talking with Park Sunderland. The proprietor of the agency, a man so fastidiously groomed as to give the impression he had stepped directly from the pages of a Fashions for Men magazine, heard what he had to say and looked slightly troubled. Evidently, the Phantom guessed, Sunderland wasn’t in the habit of having detectives call on him.
“Miss Hillary is one of my girls. She may be here now – if she hasn’t gone out on an assignment.”
“Find out. I want to talk to her,” the Phantom told him, briefly. Sunderland used the telephone. Almost immediately, the door opened and Maxine Hillary came in.
She was a willowy, medium blonde with classical features and a radiance that lighted her violet eyes with an inner glow. Hair, skin, and figure were flawless. In the suit she wore, her youthful glamour was enhanced and accented.
“This man wants to talk to you,” Sunderland said. “He’s a detective.”
The girl seemed to freeze up. A fringe of lashes came down over the violet eyes. The Phantom’s keen glance showed him how her slender fingers curled inward so her nails dug into the palms of her slim hands.
“Detective?”
The Phantom was annoyed by the brusque way Park Sunderland had made the introduction. Quickly, he said, “The department, acting with the New Jersey police in connection with the Arden case, wants to supply protection for your friend, Miss Selden. I’ve been unable to locate her. It will be to her advantage if you’ll tell me where she is.”
Maxine Hillary shook her head. “Why should I know?”
“You’re a friend of Vicki’s.”
“Yes, but – but I haven’t seen much of her lately. And,” she stated clearly, “I haven’t the faintest idea where she is.”
The Phantom prided himself on his ability to know when a person was telling the truth or deliberately falsifying a statement. Maxine Hillary’s tone told him she was lying. He studied her meditatively.
“It’s to Vicki’s advantage,” he repeated.
The girl shook her head. “Sorry, I can’t help you. As I said before, I haven’t seen Vicki for a couple of weeks. She might be in China, for all I know.”
“That’s all.” The Phantom dismissed her with a gesture. After she went out, he turned back to Sunderland. “Let me have the particulars of the assignment she’s going out on.”
Fifteen minutes later, a telephone call to the Clarion brought Steve Huston to the Grand Central Terminal where the Phantom was staked out near the entrance to the railroad station’s huge waiting room.
“No tail?” The Phantom asked the question as he looked over Steve’s shoulder. “You’ll have to be extra careful from now on. Our friends know you, and it’s easy for them to pick you up when you leave the Clarion Building.”
“I’ve been using one of the rear exits,” Steve said.
The Phantom explained what he wanted. Steve was to go down to the Waverly Studio on Fifth Avenue. That was a place where fashion photos were taken and made. He gave the reporter a pinpoint description of Maxine Hillary while Steve memorized it all with growing interest.
“Sounds good. The gal has an hour’s appointment. You want me to follow her away from the bulb-and-shutter joint. What then?”
The Phantom gave him the sketch Hugh Royal had supplied. “There’s a chance that Miss Hillary might get in touch with this girl. She’s the Vicki Selden I’m trying to find. Now that Maxine knows a detective is hunting for Vicki, there’s a possibility she’ll contact her. It’s a long shot, but I can’t overlook it. Do the best you can, and the minute you have any news rush it through to me.”
Steve Huston put the sketch in his pocket. After a word or two further he was out of the waiting room and on his way. The Phantom lingered a few more minutes, searching the passengers and loungers who circulated around the Terminal. He had a feeling that Pennell – or Len – might have picked up Steve’s trail and followed him to Grand Central.
But he didn’t see a sign of the twisted-ear character or the thin-faced man in the pearl-gray hat.
Satisfied, the Phantom walked out to 42nd Street. He had plans to make, a diagram to draw up and follow – a crime pattern into which he still had to fit the frail, emaciated figure of Dr. Hugo Winterly, the doctor’s giant servant, and a drift of bronze colored powder, as well as the number eight pool ball which Arden’s fingerprints had marked.
As he walked west, the Phantom knew and understood the riddle of the murder case was to be one of the most difficult to solve he had tackled in his long, successful career.



CHAPTER XIII


THE NUMBER EIGHT

PROPPED up in the lobby of the Fifth Avenue building where the Waverley Studio did business, Steve Huston had little trouble picking up Maxine Hillary when she stepped out of an elevator, about an hour after he started his vigil.
Recognizing her immediately from the Phantom’s graphic description, the little reporter, who admired a good-looking girl the same as anyone else, drifted along behind her as she started north up the famous avenue of shops and stores.
She walked with free-limbed grace, swinging on at a good pace, apparently oblivious to the admiring glances cast in her direction. Steve had to hurry to keep up. But he stuck resolutely to dodging in and out of the crowd, until at 43rd Street Maxine Hillary turned east.
Several doors down the street she descended the steps of a bar-grill with the name “Fowler” over it.
To Steve, that made it a hundred percent. It was close to noon and the metropolitan lunch hour. If the girl he followed was catching herself a bite there, he could pull up a chair at a nearby table and get his own lunch. He wasn’t hungry. The seven o’clock breakfast always sharpened his appetite when high noon rolled around.
Steve entered Fowler’s leisurely, hung his hat on a peg with a half dozen others, and spotted his quarry at once. Maxine Hillary had taken a table in the rear of a stone-floored room where the pine tables were covered with turkey-red cloths.
A few other early diners were scattered about Steve Huston sat unobtrusively down at a table in an opposite corner.
Twenty minutes later he had the thrill of his life. A blonde girl entered Fowler’s. One glance was enough for Huston to see that she matched the pastel sketch in his pocket. She wore a green dress and short coat, but in any color she would have been gorgeous. Vicki Selden! Steve’s pulses drummed. The girl who had been at the lodge with Arden on the murder night!
The girl the Phantom Detective had to find.
Steve’s glance showed him Vicki siting down at Maxine Hillary’s table. It showed him something else – a strained, apprehensive uneasiness she displayed in her pretty face and posture.
Steve had noticed a public telephone booth in the front section of Fowler’s, back from the bar. He pushed its door shut after him, fumbled for a nickel, and called his boss.
Frank Havens listened to what he said and added, “The Phantom is waiting to hear from you. I’ll get in touch with him at once.”
“Fowler’s, Forty-third Street, just east of Fifth,” Steve repeated and rang off.
He had lost interest in his lunch. Now, Steve Huston realized, he had two girls to shadow. He hoped the Phantom would arrive promptly and take over. He wasn’t quite sure of what to do next.
No more than fifteen minutes elapsed before the little reporter caught a glimpse of the Phantom coming down the steps. Instead of bustling into the dining room, the Phantom stopped at the bar. There, with a lime-and-seltzer, he rested an elbow on the mahogany and glanced casually into the rear room.
He made no move, did nothing to indicate he saw Steve – or the two girls at their table. He was careful to keep out of Maxine Hillary’s eye range. She knew him, and the Phantom didn’t want her to give the Selden girl any warning of his presence.
While he stirred the ice in his innocuous drink, the Phantom waited.
Maxine Hillary, evidently with another posing appointment, got up suddenly, and said goodbye to her friend. The Phantom turned his back to her when she paid her check and went past him. He watched her symmetrical legs hurry up the steps before he turned and walked into the dining room.
He gave Steve a finger signal to stay put and, at the corner table, helped himself to the same chair the Park Sunderland model had just left.

*****

VICKI Selden gave an involuntary start as the Phantom sat down. Red lips parted, gray-green eyes widened. The color under her makeup faded fast.
“Probably Miss Hillary warned you about me,” the Phantom said, quietly. “I want to help you, and I expect you to help me. That is, if you want Arthur Arden’s murderer found.”
For a long minute she sat apathetically silent. The Phantom saw the glint of tears in her eyes. Finally, she nodded.
“What do you want to know?”
“You were with Arthur at the lodge at the lake the night he was killed?”
“Yes. We had dinner in town and drove down to the lodge later.” Her voice was low and husky.
“What time did you leave the lodge?”
“About nine o’clock, maybe a few minutes after that.”
“Did Arden say anything about expecting a visitor?” the Phantom asked.
Vicki raised her water glass and took a slow sip. Over the rim of it, she eyed the Phantom intently. “I’m not sure if I trust you,” she said candidly. “Why did you insist upon meeting me here and asking me these questions in such a public place?”
The Phantom shrugged. “I’ve been hunting you for quite some time, Miss Selden, and now that I’ve found you, I want to settle this business as quickly as possible. There’s a chance you might – well, vanish again.”
“Vanish!” She gave a ladylike snort. “A fine chance I have of doing that with your detective following me.”
The Phantom raised his head and looked around quickly. He saw no one familiar to him. “What detective?” he asked, swinging his gaze back to Vicki.
She gasped and put the glass of water down. “Do you mean that the man who has been following me for the past two or three hours isn’t a detective?”
The Phantom studied her carefully for a moment. “Miss Selden,” he said, “I couldn’t possibly have had anyone trailing you because until a few moments ago I had no idea where you were. What sort of a man is he?”
“There is something wrong with his ear. The left one, I think,” Vicki said.
“Look about this room. Do you see him now?”
“No.” She searched all corners for him. “When I came in, he just parked against a building wall outside. Look, mister, if he isn’t a detective, who is he?”
“Perhaps the man who killed Arthur Arden,” the Phantom said. softly. “At any rate, he is involved in the murder. I’m certain of that; because I’ve met the gentleman. I don’t like him, which is an understatement. Miss Selden, I’m a fair judge of people. I think whatever your part in this case happens to be, it is an innocent one. Therefore, I’ll tell you who I really am.”
The Phantom dipped a hand under his coat, removed his jeweled badge from its hiding place and showed it to her, nestled in the palm of his hand.
“You’re the Phantom,” Vicki said softly. “Oh, I’m glad. I didn’t want to become involved with the police. Anything against my record would ruin my career as a model. That’s why I – I didn’t come forward. And yet, I wanted to tell what I knew.”
“Good.” The Phantom returned the badge to his hidden pocket. “You might start at once.”
“Arthur and I were to be married,” Vicki said with a tremulous note so genuine that no actress could have accomplished it. “As soon as he had money enough.”
“His finances were not good, then?”
She shook her head. “Before Arthur met me he was a playboy, with all that the word implies. He spent money like water, most of it on sponging friends. It was money his mother had left him. His father made no attempt to stop him from going through this small fortune, but once it was gone, his father also refused to give him any more money. Even Arthur didn’t blame him for that.”
“Why did you and Arthur go to the lodge at Lake Candle that night?” the Phantom asked.
“He wanted me to drive him there. He had an appointment. Let me go on, Phantom. When I’ve told all I think I know, you can ask your questions.”
“We’ll get along,” the Phantom told her with a smile. “I’ll be quiet.”
“Arthur maintained a small apartment here in town. I have a key to it, but I haven’t dared go there. I don’t know whom Arthur expected to meet at the lodge, but it was an important meeting because from it he believed he would add to what money he had left in amounts that would soon make him a wealthy man. That was why we were both excited about it. Once Arthur got this money we were to have been married.”
“I understand, Miss Selden. Go on.”
“Arthur said the meeting was to be private. We had a drink – a martini – to toast the success of the meeting. Then I left the lodge and drove back to town.”
“Were you wearing a gardenia, Miss Selden?”
“Why – yes. I lost it somewhere.”
“It was picked up outside of the lodge after Arthur was murdered. In my opinion, the murderer also discovered signs of your presence and possibly got Arthur to talk about you. Now the killer isn’t certain how much Arthur told you. Therefore, you may be in considerable danger.”
She nodded. “That’s why I tried to leave no trail behind me. I was frightened when I heard of Arthur’s death. How can I help find the man who killed him – the man who robbed Arthur of life and me of my happiness?”
“There was a billiard ball at Arthur’s feet. The number eight ball,” the Phantom said. “Do you attach any significance to that?”
“Why, no. I hadn’t heard about an eight ball being found at his feet.”
“The matter was not considered important enough to be publicized,” the Phantom explained. “But I think it was important. Very important, and I was hoping you might have some idea what it was about.”
She said, slowly and thoughtfully, “I wonder if it was the eight ball – is that a black billiard ball, Phantom?”
“Yes,” he said eagerly.
“Arthur was always mad about billiards. In his New York apartment, he insisted upon installing a billiard table. Only the night before he was killed, he and I were at the apartment. He showed me the table, and he picked up the eight ball and told me to take a good look because it meant a way out of all our financial troubles. Phantom, there must some significance.”
The Phantom looked in the direction of the exit. “We’ll soon find out,” he told her. “I want you to leave here just as if you never saw me. I doubt our twisted-ear friend knows we met. Go about your affairs, and let him follow you. I’ll be trailing him.”
“I shouldn’t go directly to Arthur’s apartment?”
“No. And while I think of it, what about that apartment? Was it some sort of a secret nest? Arthur’s father never mentioned it.”
She colored slightly. “He never knew about it, Phantom. Arthur and I fixed up the apartment, and we were to use it after we were married. Meantime, he lived there. It was cheaper than a hotel.”
“What’s the address of this place?”
“It’s apartment Eleven B at Nine hundred and ninety-seven Eastern Boulevard. Uptown a bit, but quiet and clean. Just what we wanted.”
“Be there,” the Phantom said, “at exactly nine o’clock tonight. If the man with the malformed ear follows you, don’t let on you are aware of it.”
“I’ll do exactly as you say, Phantom. I’ve prayed I might find some way of helping avenge Arthur’s murder. Thanks to you, the opportunity is here. And I’m not afraid anymore.”
“Good girl. Run along now, and possibly by morning we’ll know what this is all about.”

*****

RISING when the Phantom pulled back her chair, and with a confident smile at him, Vicki Selden walked out of the place. The Phantom followed, after a moment or two spent in paying the check. He quickly picked out the green outfit she wore; and, sure enough, Len of the twisted ear, was shadowing her.
She walked across town, turned north and entered a building which the Phantom had left not long before. It was the building where Park Sunderland maintained his small but swank model’s bureau. The Phantom wondered if she worked for Sunderland’s agency. She was certainly the type.
Twisted Ear hurried in too, and both of them disappeared in the busy lobby. The Phantom didn’t follow, but turned to the curb and flagged a taxi. He had himself driven to the address Vicki Selden had given him.
It was quite far uptown, as she had stated, and probably out of the fantastically high rent areas. Just the sort of a place for a man whose finances had slipped. The building was provided with a self-service elevator. The Phantom pressed the button for the eleventh floor. He listened outside the apartment door, heard no sound, and tried the knob. The door was locked, but this was a thirty-year-old building, and the locks were not too modern. One of the Phantom’s assets was a thorough knowledge of locks and lock picking. He used a thin bit of metal, wedging it between the door and its frame, manipulating the highly ductile instrument until it slid behind the ancient bolt. Then, with a quick twist of his wrist, he forced the bolt back just far enough so that the door opened under the pressure of his other hand.
He stepped into a modestly but nicely furnished living room. Everything was sparkling and new. In the bedroom closet, the Phantom discovered clothing that belonged to Arthur Arden. He opened bureau drawers, ransacking them. He went through the cabinets in the tiny kitchen, returned to the living room, and investigated the contents of a small desk. All he discovered was evidence to back up Vicki Selden’s claim that Arthur Arden had been almost broke.
In a smaller back room of the apartment, he found the billiard table. He located the eight ball in one of the side pockets. It looked and felt like any ordinary billiard ball. He dug at the surface with his penknife. The material chipped. Underneath it was just another billiard ball. Like the one found at the feet of Arthur Arden’s corpse, it was no different from a million other billiard balls.
The Phantom placed the black ball in the center of the pool table and left it there. In his mind a new idea was forming. If these eight balls meant nothing in themselves, then there was something about them that had a meaning. Perhaps the color, perhaps their silly reputation for being a symbol of bad luck. Perhaps even the number eight possessed some significance.
He returned to the living room for one last look around and noticed the plain Mason jar standing on the mantel of the imitation fireplace.
It was greasy and dirty, and certainly didn’t belong there.
The Phantom took it down and removed the flat glass top. He dumped some of the contents into the palm of his hand. The slight frown on his forehead grew deeper. That simple Mason jar contained more of that bronze colored powder which he had first seen near Arden’s corpse. The powder he had proved to be some metallic alloy. These clues at the Arden lakeside home were taking on more meaning.
The Phantom replaced the jar and its contents on the mantel, quietly left the apartment and the building, and paused on the sidewalk for a quick look around. Then he crossed the street and took up a position down a fairly dark driveway.



CHAPTER XIV


ALMOST MURDER

JUST two minutes of nine, a taxi slid to the curb in front of the apartment house, and Vicki Selden got out. She paid the driver, didn’t look around at all, but hurried into the building. From his hiding place, the Phantom saw another cab pull up half a block down the street, and Len with the twisted ear got out. He flung a bill at the driver and began running toward the building.
He entered it, and must have been in time to see the elevator signal indicate what floor Vicki had gone to. The Phantom started moving toward the building too. Vicki might be in danger from this man.
The Phantom was halfway across the street when another cab pulled up. Someone got out of it, holding two immense shopping bags heaped full of groceries. Apparently the man had already paid his driver, for the taxi pulled away. The burdened man hoisted the two heavy bags a little higher, so they shielded his face, turned, and walked into the lobby.
When the Phantom reached the elevator he saw that it was stopped on the eleventh floor. Vicki had gone there, so had Len apparently, and now this man loaded with groceries seemed to have visited the same floor. When the Phantom rang for the elevator and it didn’t budge, he sprinted for the steps and went up them three at a time. Someone was holding the elevator at the eleventh floor!
Eleven floors will take the breath out of any man, and the Phantom was puffing by the time he reached the tenth. He heard the elevator mechanism working now. Whoever had been holding the elevator had at last released it.
On the eleventh floor, the Phantom found the door to Arthur Arden’s apartment closed but not locked. He turned the knob, drew his gun, and stepped into the living room. Then he heard the muffled cry.
He came through the doorway into the bedroom, and there was no hesitation in his next move. Vicki was outside the window on the fire escape; and Len with the twisted ear was savagely grappling with her, twisting her arm as he tried to pull her back into the room.
Len turned, grabbing for his gun as he saw the Phantom. The detective shot him through the shoulder. Len screamed and lunged through a door into another room. The Phantom went to the window. His helping hand brought Vicki back inside, and she sank to the floor.
He turned his attention to the other room then, and he realized abruptly that his unwillingness to plunge headlong into a trap that Len might have set for him there had cost him his capture of the twisted eared man. Taking advantage of the Phantom’s necessary caution, Len had fled from the apartment through its service entrance. The Phantom went out into the hall, but the criminal hireling had vanished.
Returning, the Phantom closed and locked the door. Then he carried Vicki to a bed in the bedroom and placed her on it. He allowed her head to lie a bit lower than her body and gently chafed her wrists. When she came out of her faint, the Phantom was smiling down at her with an assurance that she, too, felt the moment she recognized him. In a few moments she was able to sit up.
“I’m sorry,” the Phantom said. “This was partly my fault. I never intended that our twisted-ear friend would hardly do more than show himself. I was unable to follow him quickly enough. Somebody else got the elevator before I could reach it.”
“He – followed me to an office.”
“Park Sunderland’s Model Agency?” the Phantom asked.
“Yes. I’ve been trying to become one of the models there, but Mr. Sunderland is very hard to see. Then I started here, just as you instructed. That man – never lost sight of me. After I was in the apartment, someone knocked on the door. I didn’t know if it was the man with the bent ear or – you. If it turned out to be him, I was sure you’d be close by, so I opened the door.”
“Then what happened?” the Phantom asked.
“This man seized me, and I became terrified. All I know was he meant to kill me and that I had to get away. The fire escape goes to the roof, and so I made a break for it. Then -” her voice broke with remembered horror – “he caught me again.”
“I winged him when I came in,” the Phantom said, “but he got away from me.”
“There was someone else,” Vicki said. “I’m sure someone came in after this killer attacked me. In the first place, this killer held me while he pushed the latch on the door so it wouldn’t lock automatically. Then, as he was grappling with me on the fire escape, I’m certain I heard the outer door slam shut.

*****

PROMISING to return in a moment, the Phantom sped to the elevator and brought it up from the ground floor. Propped in the corners of it were two grocery bags, heaped full of supplies. The Phantom shook his head in self-reproach. The man laden with those bags had been working with Len and guessed Vicki’s coming to this apartment might be a plant. He’d made very certain that his features were not seen. But what had he been after?
Vicki asked that same question a moment later when the Phantom returned to the living room.
The Phantom gestured. “On your former visit here, did you ever notice a glass jar on that mantel?”
“No,” Vicki replied. “I did not.”
“Such a jar was there a little while ago. Now it is gone. The man who followed Twisted Ear into this apartment, came here for one reason – to get that jar and its contents. He made one slip though. It may give me what I’ve been hoping for.”
“I don’t understand -” Vicki began.
The Phantom interrupted her. “Twisted Ear wore no gloves, and he grabbed that door knob on his way out. Its surface is smooth and should take fingerprints well. I’d stake my reputation that Twisted Ear has a police record. Now I’ll be sure of that; and if I identify him, we’ll be on a more definite trail.”
Quickly, with the screwdriver blade of his pocket knife, the Phantom removed the knob and wrapped it carefully in his handkerchief.
Vicki stirred restlessly. “I’d better get out of here before Twisted Ear decides to pay me a return visit – a more deadly one this time. I’m not a brave girl, Phantom. If I ever see that man with the bent ear again, I’ll promptly do more than faint.”
The Phantom chuckled. “I’d be willing to take odds you’ll bend his other ear if you get the chance. I’d better see about him quickly. But I do agree that this apartment isn’t the safest place in the world for you. Have you somewhere you could go?”
“I checked in at a quiet hotel and used another name,” Vicki explained. “It’s odd how I sensed I’d be in danger after I learned of Arthur’s murder.”
The Phantom helped her up. I’ll see you home. Then I’ll go after Twisted Ear, and I’ll try to find the man who is behind that twisted-eared killer.”
The Phantom left her in the lobby for a few moments while he scouted the neighborhood to be certain nobody was posted either to follow or kill Vicki. He called a cab, and they changed taxis twice before reaching their final destination. The Phantom lingered until he saw Vicki enter the hotel elevator. Then he had himself driven to Police Headquarters where he showed his badge to a lieutenant in charge of the Identification Division.
The doorknob was promptly dusted and some excellent prints brought out. In a short time the Phantom was studying Len Barker’s police pedigree and gazing thoughtfully at Twisted Ear’s photograph.
“If you want this fellow,” the lieutenant said, “I think you’ll find him at the last address given on the card. He was sprung about four months ago, after serving two years of a six-year stretch, and he’s on parole. With four years to do if he violated any parole rules, I’m betting he’ll be at that address. Any parolee who moves without notifying the Board goes back to serve out the rest of his time.”
“Thanks.” The Phantom made a note of the address. “My bet would be that Len Barker just violated every provision of his parole. You might send out an alarm for him, Lieutenant. He’s wounded. I put a bullet through his left shoulder. The wound is bad enough to demand treatment.”
“I’ll do what I can,” the lieutenant promised. “And haul Len in if we run across him.”
“Good,” the Phantom said. “Let Mr. Havens know if you arrest Len.”

*****

THE PHANTOM proceeded straight to the address of the crook. It was in the Greenwich Village section, a four floor walk-up. He smelled the odor of burning papers even before he reached the fourth floor where Len lived.
The door to Len’s room was locked, and the smell of burned paper was even stronger here. The Phantom drew back and flung himself at the old, thin door. It cracked, and he was able to smash one panel through with his foot. Reaching inside, he turned the latch, pushed the door open, and went straight over to a fireplace: the relic of some wealthy family that had lived here years ago.
On the grate was a pile of burned papers, the top layers being gradually picked up by the draft. The Phantom looked around the room, saw no signs of Len Barker, and concentrated on what was left of those papers on the grate.
Len had been in a hurry, burned too much at one time and without taking the precaution of crumpling the papers so the flames could get at them more thoroughly. A few papers had been wadded together, and these were the ones the Phantom was able to salvage.
There was not much to them, only some blackened remains, but he knew how to develop parched documents and make them plain. He carefully slipped the ashes into an old candy box he found in one bureau drawer. Handling this with all care, he placed it to one side while he began a complete search of the room.
Len had recently removed most of his clothing, the Phantom discovered, which indicated he was on the lam. In the bathroom, the Phantom found a towel stained with blood, showing that Len had not yet gone to find medical attention for his wound.
Carefully carrying the candy box in which he’d placed the remnants of burned papers, the Phantom left the building. He hailed a cab at the corner and was driven to an address within hail, a block of Park Avenue.
There he paid off the driver, walked casually along the side street, and finally entered a private door of one of the towering apartment buildings. A private elevator was waiting. He pushed the single “up” button it contained, and the car rose smoothly to the top. Here was Richard Curtis Van Loan’s luxurious penthouse apartment.
The Phantom entered it, locked the door behind him, and after putting the box in his well-hidden laboratory, he sat down before a triple mirrored makeup table, and deftly removed the disguise until he was again the handsome, sleek Richard Curtis Van Loan.
Van entered his laboratory where he removed the burned scraps of paper from the candy box. He arranged these fragile bits of blackened substance on glass plates. Next he mixed a solution of colorless, fast drying lacquer, placed it in a spray gun, and sprayed the ashes carefully.
Once the lacquer dried, he could handle his bits of evidence with far greater impunity. Now he placed each of his glass slides under the lens of a large magnifying glass. One by one he eliminated such burned papers as those dealing with Len’s parole and prison record. Finally he studied a typed fragment.
Some of the words were burned away but he made a note of those he could read; and upon assembling these notes he estimated that someone had typed a letter to Len about a factory, a town called Galloway, the payment of three thousand dollars, and what seemed to be an address given as either Springdale Road or Springdale Avenue.

*****

VAN closed up the lab and walked slowly into his living room, with its big picture window overlooking the panorama which is New York. He sat down in a deep chair and stared out over the rooftops. He hardly saw them, or the millions of lights reddening the city sky. Van was thinking about a black billiard ball – and murder.
His mind went back to the discovery of Arthur Arden’s body with the eight ball lying at his feet. It could have been placed there, but, Van asked himself, what significance would it have? A murderer would require a very strong reason to set up a clue like that.
But if Arthur Arden had faced death, and known there was no way out, he might have arranged that the eight ball be found at his feet. He’d have meant this as a clue. One so vague that the murderer didn’t even recognize it, but Arden apparently had hoped someone would.
Van recalled the bronze powder he’d found on the floor near Arden’s body. That, too, had some significant connection with the murder. A very important tie-up, seemingly, for great risks had been taken to steal Arden’s supply of this powder.
Dr. Winterly was mixed up in it somehow; and his loutish servant and companion, Luke, acted as if he knew it and meant to protect the strange doctor against anyone and everyone.
Arthur Arden had been engaged to marry Vicki. He’d been financially insecure, yet had confidently stated he would soon recoup his wasted fortune, have money enough to marry Vicki. A man who would propose to a girl, when his financial stability was dependent upon future operations, had to be extremely confident.
Van began checking over people he might reasonably suspect. Dr. Winterly, of course. Len of the twisted ear was nothing but a paid pug and so, probably, were some others who had taken direct action against the Phantom thus far. But behind these men had to be someone else. The man who directed their efforts and meant to profit from his evil. There was that sleek, fast thinking man in a pearl-gray hat who went by the name of Bernie, but Van was inclined to classify him as a hoodlum also.
In most of the Phantom’s investigation, people appeared whom he could reasonably suspect, others whom be could clear easily. But in this case the only out-and-out suspect so far was Dr. Winterly.
Hugh Royal, the artist, had been able to help the Phantom locate Vicki. So had Park Sunderland, who ran that model agency. Maxine Hillary, presumably Vicki’s friend, also knew about the intended contact. Someone had sent Len on the trail. Someone who knew where Vicki was, or where she’d turn up. Van sighed deeply, thought out his next moves, and went to bed early.



CHAPTER XV


FACTORY OF DEATH

WHEN morning came, the Phantom, once more wearing the same disguise, left the apartment building and after a quick breakfast, went straight to the huge newspaper building where Frank Havens had his office.
To the receptionist, the Phantom gave the name of Gray and was promptly admitted. The Phantom sat down before the publisher’s desk and related, briefly the events up to date. Havens listened intently; and, when the Phantom was finished, opened a drawer, and handed him a sheaf of checks.
“As you requested,” Havens said, “the bank turned over to me the accumulated checks from Arthur Arden’s account. I hope they’ll be of some help to you.”
The Phantom quickly thumbed through them until he came to one made out to Dr. Winterly. It was in the sum of twenty thousand dollars, was dated fifteen days before, and had been cashed at Dr. Winterly’s bank.
None of the other checks was of interest. Arden’s balance had been quite small after Winterly’s check went through.
“Arden paid Winterly twenty thousand,” the Phantom told Havens. “It seems odd, if this wasn’t an aboveboard transaction, that a check would have been used. Especially since Winterly turned it into cash anyway.”
“Winterly is an odd duck,” Havens mused. “Some go so far as to call him a crackpot. I suggest you try to make the man talk about this.”
“Tonight, I shall,” the Phantom promised. “I don’t want to be seen even leaving for Lake Candle. Of course, I may not be watched, but at this stage of the game it’s silly to take chances. Meanwhile, I’m going to check on a factory in a town called Galloway. There is a town by that name in New Jersey; and this town has, according to a map I found of it, a street called Springdale Road, which was also indicated on papers Len Barker tried to dispose of.”
“I talked to Arthur’s father again last night,” Havens said. “He swears he has no idea why the boy was murdered, and I believe him. He did admit he had been a bit severe with Arthur lately in the matter of money. Just a fatherly method of making a spendthrift son realize that money has more than mere spending value.”
“I believe Mr. Arden,” the Phantom said. “Arthur was trying to replenish his finances by some fast method which entailed an investment of twenty thousand dollars, practically all he had left. I think he was taken – conned out of that money – and tumbled to the fact. He was promptly murdered before he could take action.”
“For twenty thousand dollars?” Havens seemed incredulous. “Of course, murder has been done for much less, but in this case – well, there seem to be underlings involved, downright criminal skill used, and great chances taken. Twenty thousand seems hardly worthwhile.”
The Phantom arose. “Suppose, Frank, there were others involved. Innocent people also being conned out of similar or even greater sums. Arden, knowing the truth, could have blown the top off the gyp game. So he was killed. The eight ball had something to do with it, and Arden wanted to be certain this clue was recognized and appreciated. It was not, unfortunately, because the sheriff in charge was not a man with too much imagination.”
“I could give it publicity,” Havens offered. “More publicity than you would think possible.”
“I’m afraid,” the Phantom said, “we’re better off tracking this down quietly. If there are other people being cheated, people who might recognize the meaning of the clue of the eight ball, they’d take immediate steps, and the man we want would simply vanish.”
“We’d know who he was,” Haven argued.
“I’m not too sure. There would be a man working openly. Someone to contact the suckers. But behind him, and directing and financing him, is someone else. The man we really want to land. Because there is such a man. He moved into the case last night when he stole the Mason jar of metallic powder from Arthur Arden’s apartment. And one of the crooks stated, while I was his prisoner, that a certain someone would be interested in me.”
Havens nodded. “As usual, Phantom, you’re right. Call on me if I can help in any way.”

*****

PROCEEDING from the newspaper building, the Phantom went to a large garage where he maintained a car under a pseudonym. He got this out, checked a map, and crossed the river to Jersey where he drove at a sedate speed toward the town of Galloway.
There, with his customary thoroughness, the Phantom investigated his clue from all angles before approaching it. First, he visited the town recorder’s office, went through his records, with especial interest for Springdale Road, and found that there was a factory on that street doing business under the name of the Fenton Corporation.
He looked up this firm, discovered it was legally incorporated and that the names of its officers were brand new to him. They were probably all phonies. From the recorder, a grizzled old veteran, he learned a few facts about the building.
“It was built during the first World War. Made cartridge shells there, and hand grenades. It’s a combination foundry and machine shop. Went bust about Nineteen Thirty and stayed idle for a long time. Then, during the last war, it was reopened. This time to cast parts of tanks. Steel, mostly. Soon after the war it went to making metal products. All sorts of things.”
“Is anyone working there now?” the Phantom wanted to know.
“They use maybe thirty employees Some talk going around that they mean to expand, but that’s all that has happened so far – just talk.”
The Phantom thanked him, secured specific directions, and drove out to Springdale Road. It extended from the center of the city for a distance of seven miles, beyond the outskirts. There were other buildings near the factory. The road was little used, quiet as a country lane, and the Phantom realized that if Fenton Corporation wanted strict privacy for their new business venture, they had it.
The factory was a one-story, sprawling affair. There were half a dozen smaller buildings and then one huge foundry with innumerable vents set in the roof. Some attempt had been made, at one time, to give the place a park-like appearance. Trees, shrubs, and grass had been planted between and around the buildings, but neglect and the poisonous fumes of molten metal had turned the vegetation into a stunted, stringy, gray-colored variety.
Around the whole place was a high, steel fence, clearly a relic of the war days when security measures were important. The main gate was equipped with a padlock. Beyond it, the factory seemed deserted; and no lights shone, though it was now well after sunset.
The Phantom left his car some distance away and approached the place. He studied the padlock and put to work his extensive knowledge of every type of lock. This one gave way to a thin instrument he took from a compact kit of burglar tools which he usually carried. In a moment he had the gate open enough to slip through. Closing it behind him, he snapped the padlock back into place.
He moved silently and swiftly now. While there seemed to be no evidences of life around the place, the Phantom was careful. He made his way toward the trailer building which, according to neat signs on the door, was the main office. The door to this building wasn’t locked, and instantly the Phantom’s suspicions mounted. It was more than possible that a watchman was on the premises; and, if this factory was the nucleus of some strange crime ring, this watchman would hardly be the usual type.
The Phantom drew his gun, snapped the safety to the “off” position, and made sure the weapon was ready for action before he returned it to its holster.
Off the main office, which was equipped with half a dozen stenographers’ desks, were the small private offices. The first two of these were empty, but the third was rather lavishly decorated with new desks and furniture and a large, extremely efficient looking safe in one corner.
Moving silently and using his flashlight, the Phantom sat down behind the big desk. The drawers contained letters and papers having to do with the plant. They were all addressed to a Paul Jardin, president of the firm – a name the Phantom believed to be as phony as the entire corporation setup.
Then he found a letter, typed and unsigned but addressed to Bernie Pennell. It was mixed into a sheaf of regular business letters, and the Phantom guessed that Pennell was also Paul Jardin, president of this factory.
The letter was brief, but. interesting. It read:
.
Contact Douglas Hoag, Texas oil man. Prospects good.
Worth millions. A gambler and not too smart.
.
The Phantom made a mental note of the name, leaned back in the leather chair, and tried to figure out what this could be about. He eyed the formidable surface of the safe door and wondered if he could break into that vault. He arose, went to the safe, and spun the combination. He put an ear against the door, near the dial, and then shook his head. This safe was new and burglar proof, except against a terrific charge of nitro.

*****

SUDDENLY, the Phantom snapped off his flash, scurried toward the office door, and flattened himself against the wall beside it. His keen hearing had detected the slow, lazy approach of a watchman. The office door opened; a flashlight ray swept across the room, lingered on the safe for a moment; and then the watchman went away.
The Phantom waited a few moments. Through the slit between the door and its frame he had a glimpse of the watchman – a powerfully-built, hard-faced character who looked more like a hoodlum, the type of a man capable only of taking orders and who would require advice if anything went wrong.
A slow smile came over the Phantom’s face along with the materialization of an idea. He quietly approached the safe door again, this time removing the flat kit of burglar tools from an inner pocket. He selected a small, sharp jimmy, and went to work. He had no hope of forcing the safe door, but he did inflict deep scratches on its surface. He dug around the combination too, scarring it badly.
Next, he took papers from the desk drawer and scattered them on the floor in front of the safe. He discovered a small steel fireproof box in the desk, used for postage stamps and petty cash. He placed this on the floor also, as if it had been carelessly removed from the safe and discarded.
This accomplished, he prowled the outer office until he found a cubbyhole where the telephone switchboard was located. He rigged the board so no calls could go through. Then he returned to the office, left the door open, and attacked the safe combination knob with a small steel hammer. He made a great deal of racket and kept it up until he heard the running steps of the watchman.
The Phantom raced out of the room, through the main office, and across the factory yard. He headed for the rear of the place and took no pains to make his progress any less noisy. A gun cracked behind him, but it was a wild shot, meant to intimidate more than bring a man down. The Phantom stopped close by the fence, scaled his hat over it, and then dodged for the darkest parts of the factory yard.
The watchman was running up, flash in one hand, gun in the other. He saw the hat on the other side of the fence, threw the beam of his light around the darkness outside the fence, and finally gave up. He returned to the factory office, turned on the lights, and studied the safe. To all appearances the safe had been opened, rifled, and then closed again. The watchman rubbed his chin, tried to figure it out, and finally went to the desk. He picked up the phone and dialed.
His call went no further than the switchboard which the Phantom now manned. After a suitable pause the Phantom cut in on the wire. He grunted a grouchy “Hello.”
“Bernie,” the watchman said, “this is Vogel down at the plant. Listen, a few minutes ago I heard a funny noise. Then somebody went tearing across the yard and got over the fence. I saw his hat where he’d dropped it. I came back, and I think he got the safe open.”
“You think!” the Phantom barked, and his voice was that of the sleek, smooth Bernie Pennell. “If the safe door is open, of course he got in.”
“But it isn’t,” Vogel protested mildly. “Just a lot of papers and a cash box on the floor outside the safe. I thought I better call you.”
“Vogel,” the Phantom said crisply “you know how to open that safe, don’t you?”
“You told me where the combination was hid,” Vogel said weakly. “I can do it, I guess.”
“Then do that and stop yapping. See if anything is missing. Hurry it up, call me back.”
“Yeah – right away. Won’t take more’n a minute or two.”

*****

VOGEL hung up hurriedly. He left gun and flash on the desk, went over to a bank of steel filing cabinets, and opened one drawer. On the inside of it was pasted a bit of paper with the safe combination numbers typed on it.
He memorized this, repeated them over and over as he approached the safe; and in a few moments he was swinging the door wide. He stared at the neatly arrayed contents, felt a full measure of relief, and started to rise and call Pennell back with the good news.
His wide grin of pleasure in not finding the safe rifled, changed to a grimace and a groan. He slid his tongue over suddenly dry lips and got up slowly, hands in the air.
“That’s very good,” the Phantom told him. “Now walk over and sit down behind the desk. Keep your hands on the arms of the chair, and don’t look for the gun you left on the desk. I have it.”
“Who – who are you?” Vogel gulped. “Listen – you don’t know what you’re horning into.”
“Let me decide that. I’m the Phantom Detective, not some crook you think you might intimidate.”
Vogel obeyed the Phantom’s orders, but that small brain of his was working hard. If he could get this man-hunter – but good – the prestige would be worth a fortune.
The Phantom kept one eye on Vogel while he examined the contents of the safe. The first thing that attracted him was a large glass jar containing what seemed to be more of that mysterious bronze-colored powder which he had found near Arden’s body and, again, in Arden’s New York apartment.
The Phantom also lifted out several foot-long bars of bronze colored metal. They were about three inches thick and four wide, but were deceivingly light in weight. Each bar bore the imprint of the figure 8.
There were also some loose leaf notebooks which proved interesting. They concerned detailed analysis of the metal bars and the powder. There were elaborate compilations of strength and stress of the metal, and many comparison tables for other and more common metals and alloys. All these tables and analysis charts were signed by Dr. Winterly.
The Phantom turned toward Vogel. “These metal bars – are they manufactured in this plant?”
“How do I know?” Vogel said gruffly. “I’m just a night watchman.”
“Who knows exactly whom to phone when something happens and who knows where the combination of the safe is located,” the Phantom said. “You’re more than a watchman, Vogel. You’re a crook, working for Bernie Pennell and Len Barker. I want to know about these metal bars.”
A glint of cunning showed in Vogel’s eyes. “Look – do I get a break if I help make you?”
“I can’t make any promises – except what will probably happen to you if you don’t help. You would be very wise to do as I request.”
“That metal is made here,” Vogel growled. “In a special furnace. There’s more of it hidden along the catwalk.”
“We’ll go and have a look,” the Phantom said. “Lead the way, Vogel.”
They crossed the factory floor, reached a circular steel stairway that led to a catwalk high above the factory floor. By means of this catwalk, an enormous crane could be reached. A crane with which the big crucibles of molten metal were hoisted out of the furnaces and moved to the rows of molds.
The control house of the crane was suspended from tracks, and moved up and down the length of the factory. A very thick chain dangled from beneath the car and was looped over to the catwalk where it was twisted around a large steel post.
They reached the catwalk, moved along it; and the Phantom was very alert. He suspected that Vogel had a trick up his sleeve, but he wanted the crook to pull it. Once Vogel made his attempt to get away, or kill the Phantom, he’d expose himself and could no longer claim to be only a watchman. The Phantom had an idea that Vogel, properly softened, might talk.
Vogel, ten steps ahead, moved faster. He was at the point where the heavy lift chain was tied up. There he stopped and pointed back into the darkness at one of the corners of the factory floor below.
“The special furnace is over there,” he explained. “You can see the glow from it. They never let the fire go out.”
The Phantom half turned away from the man. He heard the faint clank of metal, wheeled back, and then threw himself forward and flat on the catwalk.
Vogel had detached the lift chain and sent it swinging in the Phantom’s direction. It would have crushed him against the side rail of the catwalk, or, perhaps, thrown him over the side. The chain was dragging along the catwalk but lightly, moving faster as it gained momentum.
Only the tail end of it skidded across the top of the Phantom’s head, but it made him see stars. The chain hit the side rail, smashed on through it effortlessly, and then went swinging out into space.
The Phantom was raising himself when Vogel leaped to the attack. The man knew how to fight. The Phantom seemed completely helpless sprawled on the catwalk. Vogel drew up short and lashed out a savage kick.
It collided with the side of the Phantom’s head, and his already outraged brain went fuzzy again. Vogel chortled and pulled back his foot for another kick. This one was meant to settle the one-sided affray quickly. But Vogel felt his ankle suddenly seized and twisted. He emitted a yowl of pain and crashed to the catwalk.
The Phantom crawled up on top of the man in time to use the side of his right hand in a blow that half paralyzed Vogel’s right arm. Vogel’s left hand darted out, fingers spread wide and aimed at the Phantom’s eyes.
Missing them, when the Phantom threw his head back, Vogel’s thick, powerful fingers closed around the Phantom’s throat. The Phantom had one hand in constant use holding down Vogel’s right hand. With the other he beat short, chopping punches to the region of the man’s heart. Vogel’s fat fingers shut off his wind completely. He couldn’t take too much of this without blacking out, and if he did for as little as ten seconds, he’d be a dead man.
Vogel seemed to sense that the Phantom was holding the advantage and pressed the attack harder, trying to use his knees now. The Phantom began aiming those left hand punches at Vogel’s jaw, but it wasn’t a glass jaw. The man could absorb plenty of punishment, and all the while the Phantom’s lungs clamored for air.
Somewhere behind the struggling men was a terrific crashing sound. The Phantom knew that the very heavy lift chain had swung back to hit the catwalk rail again. Then Vogel suddenly let go of the Phantom’s throat, moved his hand up across the Phantom’s face, and brought down a fist against the back of the detective’s neck.
It was a rabbit punch and ordinarily would have finished the fight, but Vogel was weakening under the steady punishment of the Phantom’s blows. He lacked the proper amount of strength to make a maneuver like that fully effective. But it brought the Phantom down atop his opponent, and Vogel was quick to take advantage of this. He managed to raise his knees and with a mighty effort dislodged the Phantom.
Vogel scrambled to his feet. He backed up, grinning wolfishly and wiping blood from the corner of his mouth with a grimy set of knuckles. He poised, ready to charge in and use his feet again. The Phantom struggled into a sitting position and started to bring up his gun.
Vogel tensed for the attack, all his attention on the Phantom. He didn’t hear the heavy lift chain swinging back – not until it struck the rail beside him. He screamed, whirled about to avoid being struck, and put all his weight against the catwalk rail. The chain had already weakened it in two places; now it ripped through a third, no more than a yard from where Vogel was huddled in terror.
Vogel felt the barrier give way. He saw the Phantom diving at him with both hands extended, but it was too late. Vogel’s scream grew shriller and shriller until the impact of his fall cut it off.
The Phantom reeled a few steps clutching at a sturdy section of the rail. He was getting his strength and wind back quickly. By sheer accident, his plan had failed, and a man who might have told him much of the truth was dead. He’d risked his own life to expose Vogel as a killer – and very nearly lost it when Vogel proved to be a surprisingly good fighter.
Somewhere in this vast building a telephone was ringing. It seemed miles away but it was insistent. The Phantom moved quickly down the steel staircase.



CHAPTER XVI


THOSE UNDER SUSPICION

HURRYING into the office, the Phantom found the phone still clamoring. He picked it up, said, “Hello!” and his voice was the exact duplicate of Vogel’s. One of the Phantom Detective’s assets in fighting crime was his ability to duplicate voices. He’d made a study of it; and when he spoke now, Vogel’s closest friends wouldn’t have recognized the slight discrepancy.
“Why did it take you so long to answer the phone?” the man at the other end of the wire asked. He sounded like Barker with the twisted ear. “What’s wrong?”
“Everything is okay,” the Phantom replied. “You don’t know how okay. I had a visitor.”
“You didn’t let him go?” Len Barker shouted. “What did he look like?”
“Now hold everything,” the Phantom said with a chuckle that matched Vogel’s. “I took him to the catwalk above the furnaces; and, you know, that guy jumped off and got himself smeared all over the cement floor.”
“Good! Whoever he was, the man must have been dangerous. That was good work, Vogel.”
“Good? Listen, it was much better than you think. Ask me who the guy was, the guy I knocked off. Go on – ask me!”
“Cut the comedy,” Len snorted. “Tell me who he was.”
“The Phantom Detective!”
Len gave a hissing intake of breath. “Are you sure? Listen, Vogel, if you knocked off the Phantom you’ll get the biggest bonus of your life.”
“I found the badge on him. The Phantom’s badge. And I’m not interested in any bonus, Len. I’m coming in on the ground floor of this racket. I’m taking my share.”
“Go easy, Vogel,” Len said. “We don’t share; and – well, you know I’m not the only one in this business. I can’t invite you in, even if you bumped the Phantom off. But I can put in a good word for you.”
The Phantom took a long shot, seizing the opening Len had just given him.
“I know Bernie is in,” he said, “and somebody else besides. The real big shot. I want to meet him, Len. The big boy himself. Because I found something else on the Phantom. He was getting along in case. He knew plenty, and he wrote most of it down.”
Len’s end of the wire was silent for a moment or two. Then the man with the twisted ear blurted, “I’ve got to take a chance. Be in the lobby of the Monarch Hotel in an hour. Look for either Bernie or me. And Vogel – if you’re kidding about finding some papers on the Phantom’s body, Bernie won’t like it. I won’t like it either, even if you did knock off the one man we were afraid of.”
“In an hour,” the Phantom said. “And you’d better bring along somebody more important than Bernie, on account of I want to talk business. Big business.”
The Phantom hung up, wondering if this trap was going to work. There were a lot of loopholes. Bernie, or the man behind him, might get suspicious and take precautions. They might be prepared to murder Vogel on sight – though the lobby of the fashionable Monarch Hotel was hardly the place for that. They’d chosen the meeting place well. Here, an unknown master-mind might casually saunter about, studying the man who claimed to have killed the Phantom Detective. Here, a dangerous person might be fingered for quick death soon after he left the lobby.
The Phantom hurried out to where he’d left his car. On the way back, he stopped off at a small police station, identified himself, and told the desk sergeant where he could find the dead Vogel. He exacted a promise not to give the death any publicity for several hours.

*****

IT WAS a fast ride back, but the Phantom reached the hotel lobby about ten minutes before the appointed time. He purchased a newspaper at the newsstand, went over to a chair in a corner of the lobby, and sat there, surveying the whole place while he pretended to read his paper. He kept his face obscured enough so that he wouldn’t be recognized quickly.
Promptly at the appointed time, two people he knew came across the lobby from the street entrance. One was Vicki Selden, and with her walked Hugh Royal, the artist who had put the Phantom on Vicki’s trail. When they were halfway across the lobby, Bernie Pennell, sleekly dressed and wearing his usual pearl-gray hat, pushed through the revolving doors.
He took up a position near the newsstand, and his eyes roved over the lobby to the other. If he saw and recognized the Phantom he gave no sign of it.
A bellboy, swinging out from the main desk, began paging Hugh Royal. The artist called him over, they talked briefly, and Royal excused himself to Vicki. He hurried over to a bank of telephone booths, stepped into one of them, and stayed there for about twenty seconds.
Then he came out and returned to Vicki’s side. They talked a moment and finally walked out of the hotel. The Phantom glanced toward the newsstand and discovered that while he had centered all his attention on the artist, Bernie Pennell had quietly faded out of sight.
The Phantom didn’t move for a moment or two. He sat there wondering if his little scheme had flopped, or if Hugh Royal had fallen into the trap but been warned off somehow, before the Phantom could spring it. At any rate, remaining here would be an utter waste of time; and the Phantom had important things to do.
He returned to where he had left his car and drove it to the hotel where Vicki Selden now lived. She wasn’t in, but after a glimpse of the Phantom’s police badge, the desk clerk gave him a master key. The Phantom let himself into Vicki’s single room and spent fifteen minutes checking over her belongings. He had to be very certain about Vicki.
When he finished this task, nothing looked disturbed; but he knew that if Vicki was involved with a murderer and some gyp game, no evidence of it existed in this room. He left the key with the clerk and then drove to the studio building where Hugh Royal maintained his studio. Vicki was just coming out – alone.
The Phantom pulled in to the curb and called her name. She looked startled, seemed ready to start running. Then recognition came, and she smiled warmly. He opened the car door for her, and she got in beside him. The Phantom drove away, entered one of the large public parks, and finally came to a stop in a quiet spot. It was dusk now, getting a trifle chilly. Vicki moved closer to him.
“I don’t want you to think I’ve been following you, Vicki,” the Phantom said, “but you were seen with Hugh Royal in the lobby of the Monarch Hotel a short time ago. You stayed only a minute after Royal received a phone call.”

SHE smiled at him. “Phantom, I’m not holding anything back from you. I want Arthur’s murderer punished as much, or more, than you do. But I have to live too. I’ve nothing left but my career, and for months I tried to get on Park Sunderland’s staff of models. Hugh Royal agreed to help me, and we were to have dinner with Mr. Sunderland tonight. He couldn’t come. That was what the phone call was about.”
“I see. Then you returned with Mr. Royal – to his studio?”
“Yes. He wanted to show me a magazine cover he’d painted of me. We intend showing it to Mr. Sunderland. It may impress him, we hope.”
“And did Mr. Royal make this appointment very quickly, perhaps unexpectedly, so far as you were concerned?”
“Why, yes. I told Hugh – Mr. Royal – where I’m living. He called me and said I must get right over.”
“What time was that, Vicki?”
“About four o’clock, perhaps a little after. He said he could give me only hour, and we were to meet in front of Hotel Monarch. Phantom, do you think Hugh is mixed up in this?”
“I don’t know. Someone seems to directing the whole thing and employing the use of certain gunmen and at least one confidence man. They were after Arthur’s money without any question – and got it, too. Vicki, did Arthur ever talk to you about a man named Dr. Winterly?”
“I think the name did come up.” Vicki frowned. “Isn’t Dr. Winterly, a scientist, an inventor of some kind?”
“Yes. Arthur gave him twenty thousand dollars. Have you any knowledge as to why he turned this amount of money over to Dr. Winterly?”
“Twenty thousand! But, Phantom, that was about all the money Arthur had. Arthur never mentioned that to me.”
“Perhaps,” the Phantom said, “Dr. Winterly will be able to explain it. I’ll take you home now, and I think you’d best remain there. It might be safest.”
She shuddered and linked one arm under the Phantom’s. “Hugh told me how this – this ugly looking man almost killed him. He was trying to find my address in Hugh’s files. You’re right, Phantom. They are after me. But I swear I don’t know a thing. Arthur was very reticent about this whole affair. I can’t help you very much, and if someone tries to make me tell what Arthur told me -”
“Vicki,” the Phantom said, “we take chances in this game. Arthur took one and lost. In order to avenge him we’ve got to stick our necks out a little. Winterly may clear this all up, and you’ll be out of danger by morning. Until then don’t do anything. Just try to relax and get some rest.”
He drove her to the hotel, watched her enter, and then telephoned Steve Huston. He assigned the redheaded reporter to take up a post in the lobby of the hotel and both guard and watch Vicki. The Phantom felt a bit easier about Vicki then. He started driving back to Lake Candle, where the whole network of murder and intrigue began.
The Phantom’s assurance about Vicki might not have been quite so secure if he’d lingered a few more minutes. Long before Steve Huston arrived, Vicki emerged from the hotel, hailed a cab from the taxi line in front of the place, and gave an address. She settled back in the seat, smiling slightly in what seemed to be complete happiness.



CHAPTER XVII


KNIFE-MAN

DRIVING at a steady clip, the Phantom Detective reached the north shore of Lake Candle soon after nine o’clock. He could have driven around the lake to Dr. Winterly’s place, but it might be a more revealing trip to go by boat. He parked the car near Sam Ruddy’s boat house. Almost at once the man came out to greet him.
“Oh,” Ruddy grumbled, “it’s you. The New York cop. What do you want now?”
“A boat,” the Phantom said. “On a rental basis. I’ll pay in advance.”
“Dollar and a half an hour gets you a dry boat, mister. Pick out any one you like.”
The Phantom made his selection, gave Ruddy a five dollar bill, and paused as he headed off to the boat.
“Mr. Ruddy, have you seen Dr. Winterly or his man around lately?”
“Both of ’em touring the lake this afternoon in that speed boat of his,” Ruddy declared. “He didn’t come over. Never was a sociable sort; and, anyway, I don’t like that man of his. Can’t trust him. Looks like seven kinds of a thug rolled into one.”
“Nobody been near the Arden place since the murder?”
“Not that I know of. Though it seemed to me that when Dr. Winterly and his man were riding the lake this afternoon, they spent an awful lot of time in that cove near Arden’s place. Time enough for ’em to have gone ashore.”
“Thanks,” the Phantom said. “We’ll see what Winterly has to say about that.”
The Phantom put one oar against the side of the dock, pushed off hard, and dipped both oars. He stopped, after five minutes of rowing, to turn and study his bearings. In the darkness, he had only the lights which came from Dr. Winterly’s place as a guide. He seemed to be in a direct line with his destination.
It was about a twenty minute row across the lake, and when the Phantom estimated that he was about half-way there he heard the faint roar of a motor. It was a fast craft of some kind; and he recalled that Dr. Winterly had a sleek, high speed job, which Sam Ruddy said the doctor had been using only this afternoon.
It was roaring closer and traveling without lights, which fact didn’t give the Phantom much consolation. That fast moving boat could split this muscle-propelled, flat-bottom craft in half. The roar of the engine grew louder; and then, suddenly, a powerful searchlight slashed through the darkness.
It swept in a wide arc, flashed across the Phantom’s boat, and dodged back to center its full flare on the small craft and the man who leaned hard on the oars now.
The oncoming boat seemed to be picking up speed, and it was undoubtedly heading toward the Phantom. He watched it for a few seconds and then reached under his coat for a gun. He plied oars hastily, shot out of the searchlight beam, but the bright finger shifted and enveloped him again. Then he knew they were going to try and run him down.
He couldn’t see who was in the boat. The searchlight blinded him for one thing; but if the craft carried no lights at all, the black night would have been ample protection for its occupants. But that searchlight did help them to spot their target.
The Phantom crooked one arm, quickly rested his gun hand against it, and drew a bead. The speed boat swerved as its pilot realized what the Phantom was doing. The gun cracked, but the searchlight stayed lit. Now the launch was getting dangerously close. The Phantom fired two more shots. This time the searchlight winked out to the tune of breaking glass.
The Phantom knew that launch was aimed straight at the rowboat, and by holding its course was bound to smash into it. There wasn’t time to use the oars. He holstered his gun, stood erect, and dived over the side.
The lake water was cold at this time of year. It knocked the breath out of him, for he dived deep. He was conscious of swirling water above as the motor launch slashed a path through the surface. The Phantom’s head bobbed to the surface.

SOMETHING drifted against his shoulder; and he automatically started to dive, but checked himself. It was a piece of wood from the rowboat. The speed boat seemed to have struck it squarely amidships. And that craft was coming back. Someone aboard her had a flashlight, by no means as powerful as that searchlight the Phantom had shot out, but strong enough to illuminate the water and catch him in its beam if he didn’t act fast enough.
The Phantom kicked up his heels and plunged down. But the pilot of that boat suspected the Phantom’s trick and was already turning by the time the Phantom’s head broke water again. The flashlight captured him. A gun cracked, and the Phantom saw the water geyser close by his head. The launch was bearing down too. He took a quick breath and dived again.
They played hide-and-seek with him for another five minutes; but the Phantom was a strong swimmer; he knew how to conserve his wind; and even while under water, he was moving quite rapidly toward the further shore. He’d shed his shoes already, but his coat clung to him with all the tenacity of glued paper. The gun in his shoulder rig weighed a ton. He reached the surface, and this time he wasn’t greeted by a flashlight, bullets, or the onrushing prow of a fast moving launch. He rolled over to rest and get back his breath and his strength. The launch motor was fading out somewhere to the north.
Finally, the Phantom crawled up on Dr. Winterly’s dock. He lay there, prone and exhausted, for five minutes. His mind worked smoothly, and he wondered how those killers had known he was at the lake. Of course, they might have preceded him there, or even been there all the time. Sam Ruddy might have signaled them somehow, or someone back in the city could have phoned that the Phantom was on his way to see Dr. Winterly.
The Phantom got up, wrung water out of his trouser legs and his coat, and splashed along the dock in his stocking feet headed for the house which was still illuminated. He paused again, within yards of the place, and drew his gun. He shook water out of it; hoped the weapon would still work despite the soaking it had received; and with the gun in fist, he moved up to the door of Dr. Winterly’s place.
He didn’t knock, just pressed down the black iron latch, pushed the door open a foot, and stood there listening. He could hear raucous breathing, like that of a man in a deep sleep. He opened the door wide, stepped through, and crossed the room. He found the snoring man. It was Luke, a brutal looking figure even in sleep. He lay on a couch, his left hand gripping an empty whisky bottle which had spilled over onto his chest. His right hand dangled off the side of the couch, fingers resting against the floor and more than two inches from that ugly knife he’d carried in his belt. There was something different about that knife now. It was well-stained with blood.
The Phantom moved into the next room. He closed his eyes and winced at what he saw. If Dr. Winterly had known anything, he’d never tell it.
Not with his throat slit from ear to ear.

HIS body was still warm. Dr. Winterly had been murdered not more than thirty or forty minutes ago. The Phantom went back to where Luke was sleeping off what seemed to be a drunken stupor. He checked the man’s pulse. It was very low, not the pulse of a drunken man, but of a heavily drugged one. There was some blood on the tips of the fingers near that knife.
The Phantom began a methodical search of the premises. In a small laboratory where Dr. Winterly had worked, he found some weird looking apparatus setup. There were notebooks well filled with notes, but none of them seemed to make any sense. It was almost as if Dr. Winterly wrote everything down in some clever code.
The Phantom examined the apparatus; and, while he knew a great deal about the science of chemistry, he’d never seen such a unique conglomeration of retorts, flasks, beakers, and distillation tubes. This apparatus couldn’t possibly serve any useful purpose, for one item contradicted another. The Phantom stepped back and studied the lab bench for a moment while a new idea filtered into his brain – an idea which required confirmation, but he would have bet on the fact that he was right.
This was work for the sheriff, and after the Phantom was satisfied that a further search would gain him nothing, he left the place and headed north toward another house where he knew there was the only telephone on this shore. He’d noticed the wires there upon his first visit to the lake. He found a pair of shoes in Dr. Winterly’s closet which fit him reasonably, and he appropriated them. Then he started for the neighboring dwelling.
There were lights on in this house, too, but only at the front of it, away from the lake. The Phantom knocked on a screen door. He heard heavy steps approach, and the inside door opened a crack.
“This is a police matter,” the Phantom said. “I’ve got to reach Sheriff McCabe at once. I want to use your telephone.”
“Come in,” the man said, and opened the door wider.
The Phantom stepped into the room. He saw the look of horror cross the face of the man who stood before him. The Phantom started to turn and reach for his gun, but he was too late. They’d set the trap well, menaced the owner of the house, and forced him to let the Phantom in.
A gun barrel crashed down on the back of the Phantom’s skull. He staggered backward. The hand trying to pull his own gun free was sluggish. His brain reeled, things were getting misty. He clutched at the side of a table. Another hammer-like blow struck his head. He went down on one knee, still clawing at the table for support Then he pitched forward and lay still.
He was never totally unconscious. When he heard the owner of the house shout in horror a few seconds later, he knew they were attacking him too. Then someone kicked the Phantom in the ribs, and he heard a groan. It seemed to come from miles away. The kick was repeated and so was the groan. This time he realized it came from his own throat.
He was grasped by the collar and lifted into a sitting position. Someone slapped him hard across the mouth. It didn’t even hurt. He was past the stage of feeling pain. Those blows on the head had numbed him from head to foot.
He didn’t know who’d sprung this trap on him for his eyes refused to function. Then he was on his feet – standing up, at any rate, though there were men on either side of him holding him there. He was urged forward. His legs wouldn’t work, so he was simply dragged along. Cold night air helped some to revive him, but he didn’t show it. His eyes functioned properly again, but it was dark now, and he couldn’t see his captors. He was certain there were only two of them.

THE darkness faded, and then there was bright light He was inside some building. He slitted his eyes and knew it was Dr. Winterly’s place. Apparently, they intended to kill him here, and somehow let Luke take the blame for his death too.
“Let him fall,” someone said.
The Phantom slid to the floor, but collapsed so that his head twisted sideways and he had a momentary glimpse of his captors. One was Bernie Pennell, still wearing that jaunty pearl-gray hat. The other was Len Barker, with the twisted ear, and his left arm in a sling.
“Here is the setup,” Bernie said. “I’m going back to town and rig us an alibi. We don’t know how much the Phantom knew, or guessed and maybe told someone, so we can’t take chances. If we’re picked up, we want our alibis intact.”
“Okay,” Len said. “So long as I get to knock off this guy, I’m satisfied. He winged me, and nobody gets away with that. I can take the launch across the lake and swipe the Phantom’s car. The launch shipped a little water when we crashed her into that rowboat, but I think she’s shipshape.”
“Good,” Bernie said. “But we’re taking no chances. Remember what happened to Vogel. For one split second he must have forgotten to watch the Phantom, and – he got killed. The same thing will happen to you if you relax. But I figure if we lock him behind that cellar partition – in the old wood bin down there – he can’t get out unless he knocks down the door or the wall. But you’ll be outside and ready for him. Give me an hour and a half before you kill him, and then I’ll have fifty men who’ll swear both of us were in town, miles from here, at the time the medical examiner says the Phantom died.”
“That thick headed servant of the Doc’s takes the rap,” Len said. “That’s the way we figured it, Bernie.”
“Yes. Use Luke’s knife on the Phantom. Make it look as if there was a fight down in the cellar, and just leave Luke where he is. The stuff we put in that bottle will keep him under for another three or four hours. By the time he wakes up, somebody will have found the Doc and the Phantom. Luke won’t know what happened except he got drunk.”
“An hour and a half,” Len said. “Okay. That’s plenty of time, but help me bring the Phantom out of it before you go. When he gets it, I want him to see it coming.”
They lifted the inert Phantom and shoved him into a chair near a small table. Bernie threw a glass of water in his face, and Len adopted a method he liked even more.
He began slapping the Phantom until he groaned and opened his eyes.
It required several minutes before he was able really to get his bearings. Both men covered him with guns. Len walked over and picked up the knife from the floor beside Luke’s couch. He stuck his gun under his belt, held the knife by its tip and took an envelope out of his pocket. He walked over and dropped this on the table beside the Phantom.
“Okay,” Len said. “Read that, and you’ll know just what this is all about.”
The Phantom reached for the envelope. Len’s. knife made a hissing sound as it whizzed through the air. Its point hit the envelope squarely in the middle, about three or four inches from the Phantom’s fingertips. It quivered there while Len laughed loudly.
“That’s a sample of what I can do with a blade, Phantom. A little sample of the way you’re going to get it. Okay, Bernie, let’s put him in that wood bin down in the cellar. Then we check watches, and I’ll wait here for ninety minutes before I bury the knife in the Phantom’s chest and head back to town myself.”



CHAPTER XVIII


DR. WINTERLY’S SECRET

NOT ENOUGH strength remained in the Phantom for him to resist when they seized and shoved him to the cellar steps. Bernie opened the door; and Len, with a laugh, pushed his helpless prisoner downstairs. The fall almost robbed the Phantom of his senses again.
He was pushed and propelled to a narrow door made of slats, set about two inches apart. It opened on creaky hinges, and a weakling could have pushed the door off its frame. This was one-third of the cellar, a bin created of these slats which reached to the ceiling. Wood had been piled up here, and the walls of the bin were only meant to keep the wood orderly. The floor was of dirt and felt cool against the Phantom’s cheek.
He knew he had plenty of time. Bernie departed soon after they closed the rickety door and shoved a stick of wood through the hasp which held it shut. Len tipped a shaded, strong electric light bulb so that it acted as a floodlight and penetrated into the deepest part of the bin. Len had a chair tilted against the wall. An upturned barrel acted as a table, and he laid a gun on it with the knife beside it, its point off the edge of the barrel so the weapon could be quickly seized and set into motion.
The Phantom crawled over until he reached the wall. There he pulled himself into a sitting position and took stock of his circumstances. They didn’t look too good.
His head was clearing though, and the assortment of aches and pains abating. He looked limp and helpless, but there was strength in his muscles by now, and he was thinking hard.
To get out of this virtual cage, he had to crash down the door. An easy task but not with Len seated just opposite with a gun and a knife, both ready to use on him. No matter how fast he acted, he couldn’t possibly be fast enough to prevent Len from moving in. The slatted walls and door of this bin would impede the Phantom just enough to permit Len to get set.
The Phantom reached up with one hand, secured a grip on one of the slats, and hauled himself into a standing position. The board under his hand cracked and then sagged from its moorings. The bin was ready to collapse.
“Come on out, Phantom,” Len said. “All you have to do is bust the door down. Or the wall, if you like. Any wall. Just come out and see how it feels to get a knife buried in your chest. I don’t miss with a knife, Phantom. And I’m no dope like Vogel must have been. You got him, but you won’t get me.”
The Phantom walked unsteadily to the door and watched Len intently. The killer’s hand moved down toward the knife, fingers grasped the tip of it. The Phantom merely put his hands on the slats of the door and stood there, peering between them.
Len. reissued his invitation. “Step out, Phantom. Sure, it’s easy. Give the door a shove. It’ll fall right down – and so will you.”
He laughed, relishing his own idea of a joke. The Phantom merely watched without comment. There was a way out of this, somehow. There had to be. Barker was, to all appearances, much smarter than an average pug, but he could bested in a battle of wits. No man who lived by crime could possibly possess a superlative amount of cleverness or mental brilliance. Len’s mind was wily, shrewd, fast to react perhaps, but somewhere in his makeup was a weak point. Phantom had to learn it.
“Why did you use a gun on Arthur Arden if you’re so handy with a knife?” he asked blandly.
Len laughed. “I’d have used a knife if I’d been there. But what’s the difference? He’s just as dead.”
“Very true,” the Phantom replied.
Len hadn’t tried to evade that question. He possessed a very direct way of thinking. Why not take advantage of it?
“You’d better have a good alibi for that night, Len,” the Phantom said. “Bernie has one, but have you?”
“Try and bust it,” Len grinned. “I’m a whiz at alibis.”
“They can be broken,” the Phantom said slowly. “A false one, at least.”
“Ours ain’t faked for that night,” Len assured him, and indirectly told the Phantom that Arthur Arden’s murder had been committed by the man who engineered this whole series of crimes.
What was just as interesting, to the Phantom’s present way of thinking, was the fact that Len had no idea he’d given so much away in that brief statement.

THE Phantom’s right hand closed around one of the four inch wide boards forming the wall. He slowly applied pressure. Nails squealed. The board began parting from its moorings, and Len’s hand darted toward the knife again.
The Phantom let go of the board. One half hearted yank could free it. He glanced at his watch. In fifteen minutes, Bernie would have fashioned the alibi for himself and for Len, who was to be the actual murderer. When the time came, Len would force the Phantom at gun point, out of the bin, upstairs to the room where Luke was sleeping off his drug-induced coma. Then the knife would make its last flight. When the Phantom was found, Luke’s prints would be smeared all over the knife blade and handle.
No one else’s would be there, and Luke would have no story at all.
Whatever was to be, the Phantom realized he must force Len to use the knife first. There was no dodging a bullet, but a knife might be parried or ducked. Len only had one arm. He might be reached before he could seize the gun. The Phantom had to make the first move. He approached the door, leaned against it, and let his hand rest upon the board he’d already worked half loose.
“I don’t think you’re so hot with a knife,” the Phantom said. “I think I can take you, Len. I think I will.”
Len smiled complacently. “Any time, Phantom. Any time at all. Just push that door down.”
The Phantom braced himself, set his shoulder tight against the door and shoved. At the same time he ripped the loose board free. The door caved in. Len was on his feet, holding the knife by its tip and drawn back over his shoulder. His arm snapped forward. The blade came hurtling straight at the Phantom in as accurate a throw as the Phantom had ever seen.
He was on the move too. There was no chance of evading the blade, but he was bringing up the width of board and thrusting it into the path of the knife. The blade hit the board, sliced through it, ripped a gash in the Phantom’s wrist, but stopped there.
With a wild yell Len reached for the gun. He had been too certain that the blade was going to slice its way home. He’d never missed. He couldn’t at this incredibly short distance. Len’s mind was set on that score. It required a split second or two to change it, and during that second or two, the Phantom was coming at him.
The Phantom hurled the board with its knife sticking through it. Len, hand on his gun, had to duck or be struck by the missile. When he straightened, a fist was whizzing toward his face. It struck, full on the bridge of Len’s nose. He screamed. He started to bring up the gun, but blood blinded him.
A hand came down on his wrist, almost breaking it. The fist smashed him again, in the same spot. He felt the gun torn out of his grasp. Again he was struck, this time just below the chest. It doubled him up. He took a few waddling steps backward, encountered the wall, and then his whole body was snapped erect as a punch landed against his chin.
Len slowly sank to the floor, back still against the wall, so that he sat there, glassy eyed and moaning. The Phantom, breathing hard, nearly exhausted, straddled the chair which Len had abandoned. He trained the gun on the half conscious thug.
The gun shook badly.
The Phantom managed a grin. If Len had succeeded in putting up much of a fight, he’d have won. The Phantom’s experience in the lake, evading the speed boat which Bernie and Len had been using as a murder weapon, had robbed him of much of his strength. Then the blows he’d been given, practically finished the job.
Gradually the gun steadied though, and as Len came out of it he found himself staring down the length of its barrel. Len shuddered and tried to push himself through solid masonry wall.



CHAPTER XIX


CON GAME

VERGING on hysteria, Len gazed at the gun in the Phantom’s steady hand with eyes that were filled with terror. His knife was gone now, and he was no longer the ruthless killer he had been just a few moments ago.
“Don’t shoot,” he pleaded, his voice shaking. “Don’t – I’ll tell you all you want to know. Don’t kill me!”
“I don’t intend to unless you force me to shoot,” the Phantom said slowly, and he could not keep the contempt he felt for this groveling creature in front of him out of his tone. “As for what information you know, I don’t need it. I know this is a con game. I know the suckers are fed a line about some new kind of metal.”
“That’s right,” Len said. “You’re smart, Phantom. You know all the answers.”
“A new kind of metal that will revolutionize industry,” the Phantom went on as though Len had not spoken. “Confidence game metals are like that – the greatest thing ever discovered but they never actually turn out that way at all. I know that factory is a front for your operations, and that Bernie Pennell is outwardly head man. But someone else is behind him.” The Phantom’s voice hardened, and his eyes were fixed intently upon the face of the man who stood in front of him. “Who is he? Who is the boss of the whole thing?”
“I don’t know.” Len groaned, the terror still with him. For a man so eager to kill he was terribly afraid of death. “You must believe me – you’ve just got to believe that I don’t know.”
The Phantom knew many ways of forcing criminals to talk, and he had found there were times when silence was a more potent factor than words. He did not speak, but just stood there watching and waiting.
Beyond the range of the electric light that gleamed into the bin the cellar was dark and shadowy. In the stillness Len moved one foot and seemed startled by the slight sound it made.
“If you are going to shoot, do it and get it over with,” he said. “Don’t just stand there looking at me like that. I can’t stand it.”
“Why was Dr. Winterly murdered?” the Phantom asked.
“I – I wasn’t told. They never told me anything!”
“Then I shall. Winterly was a front for this con game. As an eminent scientist, his name was a clincher. How could a deal be crooked if he was connected with it? Only there was a hitch. Dr. Winterly’s mind had cracked. He was deluded into thinking he had invented something stupendous. But things were closing in, and Dr. Winterly was dangerous because he knew who was behind the scheme. So he had to die.”
“I didn’t kill him,” Len cried. “Bernie did. Bernie said Winterly had to die before you reached him.”
“And how did Bernie know I was headed this way, to talk to Dr. Winterly?”
“Bernie got a phone call, and we started here as fast as we could. Bernie fed the dumb lug upstairs some doped booze. He was meant to take the rap.” The fright and the pleading were still in Len’s voice. “You got to believe me. I’m just a small guy.”
From upstairs there came a faint sound. The Phantom frowned as he heard it. “On your feet,” he snapped, and then as Len scrambled up. “Keep those arms raised. We’re going upstairs. Luke just moaned. He’ll be coming out of it.”
“Don’t let him at me,” Len begged. “That fellow is dangerous. He’s a sap, but he’s strong as a bull, and he’ll be sore at me.”
“That’s not unlikely,” the Phantom grunted. “Move along. I’m not in love with you myself.”
Upstairs, Luke was sitting on the edge of the couch, holding his big head in his hands while he tried to figure out what had happened. The tent-shaped eyes under the heavy brows looked blank and bleary, the flat nose looked like someone had casually stuck it on his broad, dumb face. The shapeless lips were no longer twisted in their usual leer, but hung slack and trembling.
The Phantom motioned Len to stand near the big man so that he could cover both of them with the gun.
“Snap out of it, Luke,” the Phantom said.
Luke raised his head and gazed blankly at the man who stood in front of him. “Who – who’re you?” he asked in a thick voice. “Who – wait, I know. You’re that cop. I hate cops.”
“Luke, listen to me. I’m the Phantom Detective. Dr. Winterly was murdered -”
“Murdered?” interrupted Luke. “But that couldn’t happen. I wouldn’t let anybody get near the Doc. Not me.”
“You couldn’t stop them,” the Phantom said. “You were knocked out with doped booze. This man with his arms in the air was one of the two who killed Doctor Winterly.”
“I don’t believe it. You’re just talking wild. The Doc is all right. I’ll go see.”
Luke got to his feet, staggered toward the next room. For a moment he stood in the doorway staring at the body, and then he uttered a weird sob. Finally he turned slowly, half crouched, mighty arms outspread, his huge hands opening and closing. He shuffled forward, his drug-dazed eyes on Len Barker.
“One of the two who killed him,” Luke mumbled. “One of the two.”
Len Barker shuddered, but he was too frightened now even to speak. He just stood there staring at the big man.
“Sit down, Luke!” The Phantom’s voice was sharp and commanding in the grim silence. “Do you hear me? Sit down, or I’ll shoot a leg from under you.”
Luke turned his head and stared at the Phantom as though he had forgotten he was there. “Why must I sit down?” he asked. “Why?”
“Because this man is going to get what he deserves, but killing him won’t solve anything,” the Phantom explained slowly and patiently. “He has talked. What he knows will send the right man to the electric chair. This thug must live. If he dies, we have no case.”
“No case, huh?” Luke’s wits, never too bright, were extremely dull now. “I kill him, no case. Okay, so he lives. But tell me who drove the Doc half crazy and let me kill him. He’s the bird I want.”
“Doctor Winterly was an old, old man,” the Phantom said. “Nobody drove him crazy. He had gone senile. That’s why you were hired – to protect him. People were always trying to get him to promote something, bringing their problems to him. You were supposed to see that he wasn’t bothered. Only you slipped, Luke. Somebody got at Doctor Winterly.”
Luke’s senses were fairly normal now. “Yeah,” he said, “Doc thought he’d just invented the greatest thing of his career. Something about steel. He used to sound off about it and fuss around with a lot of chemicals.”
“He took money, too,” the Phantom said. “But Winterly wasn’t responsible for his part in this. Someone used him, Luke. Then, when he was no longer useful and became, in fact, a dangerous man, he was murdered and things arranged so it would seem that you had killed him.”
“Me?” Luke shouted. “You’re crazy. How could anybody think I did it?”
“Doctor Winterly was stabbed to death,” said the Phantom. “Look at the blood on your hand and on that knife you always carry. You’ll find the knife down in the cellar. Len here tried to kill me with it and frame you with that murder, too.”
“Oh, yeah,” Luke glared at Barker. “I’m sure now I don’t like this bird at all. Couldn’t you get him to sign a confession or somethin’ and then let me kill him?”
“No!” protested Len. “I won’t do it. I won’t sign anything. Not now.” He glared at the big man. “Don’t let him come near me.”
“They might have believed I did kill the Doc,” said Luke. “But I wouldn’t have done it – ever. Listen, the old boy may have been soft in the brain, but I’d have give my life to save his. He treated me swell. I’m nobody, but he didn’t care about that. He liked me.”
“Yes, I guessed that,” the Phantom said.
“Luke, find some rope, and tie up our prisoner. You and I are taking him back to the city where he’ll be locked up. Then I’m going after the man who used Doctor Winterly as a show case for a gigantic swindle.”
“I could wring his neck a little,” Luke suggested hopefully, gazing at Len Barker. “That’d be as good as tying him. Maybe better.”
“No, we want him to stay healthy, Luke. Healthy, but helpless, so get the rope.”
The big man nodded and left the room in search of a rope.
“I’ll make a deal,” Len said. “I’ll give you Bernie Pennell in return for a break.”
“I don’t dicker,” the Phantom said. “Not with a man who just did his best to kill me and who even stoops to beating up women. You forgot that, didn’t you? And you lied when you said you didn’t know the man behind Pennell. Because that man entered Arthur Arden’s apartment while you were laying your dirty hands on Vicki Selden. You knew he was coming, and you planned to make certain Vicki wouldn’t see this man.”
“You can’t prove any of that stuff,” Len was suddenly defiant. “So I’m not talking.”
His aggressive attitude vanished as Luke stepped back into the room carrying a coil of rope.
“It is too late to try and bluff me now, Len,” the Phantom said. “You’re in so deep that you’re bound to share the same fate as Pennell and the other man.”
Len winced as Luke used the rope to pinion both of the crook’s arms tight to his sides.
“I didn’t kill anybody,” Len said. “I wasn’t going to kill that girl.”
“I think she’d contradict you,” the Phantom said grimly. “And I’d back up her story.” He turned to the big man. “Luke – we’ll go to the neighboring house where there is a phone. Mainly because I’m afraid they injured or killed the man who lives there.”
“I only knocked him out,” Len declared.
“Let’s go,” the Phantom said tartly.

THEY found the neighbor frantically phoning the sheriff, and the Phantom permitted him to finish the call. When Sheriff McCabe arrived the Phantom gave him the details and turned Len Barker over to him instead of taking the thug to New York as he had originally planned. Luke went back to Dr. Winterly’s place to stand guard until McCabe summoned more help.
The Phantom drove back to New York alone. On the way, he studied the events from all angles and carefully planned a trap. It was conditioned upon what he’d find in New York, but the Phantom almost guessed what Steve Huston would tell him.
Upon reaching the city the Phantom returned to his Park Avenue apartment to freshen his disguise and to obtain new clothes to take the place of those ruined by the lake water.
He met Steve by arranging an appointment through Frank Havens, for Huston, as usual, remained in close contact with the publisher. They met on a street corner, just two men who apparently did not know each other casually waiting for a bus.
Steve spoke in a low voice, with never a glance at the Phantom.
“Vicki was gone when I reached her apartment,” Steve said. “Traced her through the cab she used, and went to Club Elite where the taxi driver had taken her. She was still there, with Park Sunderland, the follow who owns that model agency. They were cooing like a couple of turtle doves.”
“Did Sunderland receive or make any phone calls while you had him under observation?”
“He didn’t get any, but he made several. Lots of people stopped at his table to chat.”
“I’ll take over from here,” the Phantom said. “Reach Chip Dorlan, and both of you begin canvassing hotels for a man named Douglas Hoag, a Texas oil man worth plenty. The moment you find him let Mr. Havens know. Then stand by to wind this up.”
“That I’m going to like,” said Steve in a grim voice.
The Phantom knew where the Club Elite was situated. As Richard Curtis Van Loan he’d been there several times. The doorman showed no sign of recognition, since the man who entered the club looked nothing like Van Loan, but when the Phantom stepped into the dining room, he saw Vicki Selden give a start of surprise as she saw him.
She bent toward her companion and whispered. Park Sunderland turned his handsome face toward the advancing Phantom, then arose and offered his hand. He insisted that the Phantom take an empty chair at the table.
“But I don’t understand,” Sunderland said when the two men were seated.
“Vicki says you are the Phantom, and the last time I saw you, I believed you to be a regular city detective.”
“And I,” the Phantom countered, “believed that you and Miss Selden didn’t know one another.”
“We didn’t,” Sunderland admitted. “Hugh Royal, an artist, brought us together. He did some oil magazine covers with Vicki as a model, and thought I might be able to use her also.” Sunderland smiled at the girl. “I’m certain I can. We have just been talking over the terms of a contract.
“Tell me what you know about Hugh Royal,” the Phantom urged.
A look of surprise passed over Sunderland’s face. “Great heavens,” he exclaimed. “You don’t think he’s mixed up in this dirty business? Hugh isn’t wealthy, and hasn’t been what you’d term successful until lately, but he’s honest. At least I’ve never heard of him being dishonest.”
“How well did Hugh Royal know Arthur Arden?” the Phantom addressed his question to Vicki.
“Why – I don’t think they ever met.” Vicki frowned thoughtfully and touched her blonde hair with one slender hand. “I’m almost sure of it.”
“Did you tell Mr. Sunderland all the details, as to how you are involved?” the Phantom asked.
“Yes.” Vicki nodded. “I thought it only fair. There might be a great deal of publicity about this, before it’s finished with. I didn’t want to sign a contract and discover later that Mr. Sunderland wouldn’t be able to use me after all.”
“She’s not directly involved,” Sunderland said quickly. “Not with the criminals. In fact, she seems to have been working against them to such an extent that they actually tried to kill her.” He smiled. “Publicity of that kind will create sympathy for Vicki and make her more valuable than ever.”
The Phantom rose. “Then I’ll leave you two. At the moment, I’m rather stopped in my tracks. A man I wanted badly got away from me, though the one who attacked you, Vicki, is now a prisoner. I’m going to have you face him first thing in the morning. Maybe that will break him – make him talk.”
Vicki shuddered. “I’ll do anything you say, Phantom. I’ll be glad to testify against that man. He really meant to murder me.”
“Good,” the Phantom told her. “Stick to that story, and he’ll know what amounts to a life sentence will face him. Tomorrow we may settle this whole thing. Good night – and thanks to both of you.”



CHAPTER XX


SPACE BENEATH

CLOCKS nearby showed about twenty minutes had elapsed since the Phantom had left the Club Elite. Yet now he was standing in front of a locked door on the fifteenth floor of the Avedon Building on lower Park Avenue. The corridor was deserted, and there was no light gleaming through the glass paneling of the door in front of him, but the lettering on the door was clearly visible. It read, “The Park Sunderland Model Agency.”
Swiftly and silently the Phantom drew a small, flat bit of steel from his pocket. A few moments of quick, deft work and the entrance door of the agency swung open to his touch. Like a flitting shadow he stepped inside, closing and locking the door noiselessly behind him.
In the darkness of the small reception office the scent of feminine perfumes hung heavy in the air. The Phantom drew his pocket flash and switched it on. The round beam of bright light circled around slowly, seeming to linger on the delicately tinted mauve walls, on the color photographs of languorous young ladies that hung there.
For an instant, the light lingered on the deserted receptionist desk, and the orange glass of the desk reflected back the white glow. Then the Phantom switched off the flash. He had assured himself there was no one in this part of the office at least, and there was danger of the light being spotted by someone passing in the corridor.
He turned and looked toward the door. The light from the corridor gleamed faintly through the glass, and he watched for a moving shadow that might indicate someone was lurking out there. The impression that he had been trailed when he had left the night club and driven here to this building in his car was strong within him.
For a full minute he stood there watching the door, but there was no sign of anyone outside. Apparently the corridor was still deserted. Satisfied, the Phantom stepped to the door of Park Sunderland’s private office. It was closed; and when he opened it, he found the office dark as was the rest of the agency. Again he brought the flash into use. The private office was deserted – no sign of anyone there. From the neatness of the place it was evident that the cleaning woman had come and gone.
The Phantom breathed a sigh of relief. If she had blundered in to straighten up the place and found him there his presence would have been difficult to explain. She probably would have thought he was a burglar and screamed for help. That would mean explanations and delays. The Phantom did not want that, for he knew he had to work fast tonight.
In the adjoining office, which evidently belonged to Sunderland’s private secretary, the Phantom found what he was seeking. It was a filing system. He quickly picked the lock on this, decided he could risk turning on the lights in the inner office, and went quickly to work. With pencil and notebook he took down names – dozens of them, along with addresses and phone numbers.
Even though he worked swiftly it took time. He was just about finished when he heard a key click in the lock of the door of the reception office. He thrust the pencil and notebook into his pocket. He leaped to the wall switch, intending to turn out the lights, and then hesitated, his finger on the button. The click of the light switch might be heard by whoever was entering.
He heard the door of the reception office open and close, and waited.
“Anyone here?” a masculine voice called. “Who is it?”
The Phantom did not answer. He stood motionless at the side of the open door where he could not be easily seen by any one glancing into the private secretary’s office. He heard footsteps. Someone was coming toward the office. The Phantom waited, gun in hand.
“I know there’s somebody around here,” the approaching man said. “If there wasn’t, those lights wouldn’t be on in there.”
The Phantom frowned as he recognized the voice. It was Bernie Pennell who spoke. Evidently he had spent some time since he returned to town establishing alibis for himself and Len Barker to cover them for the murder of Dr. Winterly and also the killing of the Phantom. Provided of course, that Pennell had not learned in some way that the man with the twisted ear had failed and the Phantom was still alive. But what was Pennell doing here?
Pennell stepped into the office, dressed just as he had been the last time the Phantom had seen him, the snappy gray hat on his head.
“You’re right, Pennell,” the Phantom said, thrusting the barrel of his gun against the swarthy man’s back. “There is somebody here.”
“The Phantom!” Pennell gasped, as he looked back over his shoulder and saw the face of the man behind him. “But I thought you were dead – that Len had killed you and left you at Winterly’s!”
“That was what you told him to do before you left,” said the Phantom. “But Len is in jail, and I’m still very much alive.” His voice hardened. “Turn around!”
Pennell turned, slowly and deliberately. Now that he had recovered from the first shock of finding the man he thought dead alive, there was no fear in his attitude. The Phantom realized that Bernie Pennell was far more dangerous than Len Barker had been. This suave, dark man was no cringing coward when the odds were against him.
“What are you doing here?” the Phantom demanded.
“I might ask you the same question,” Pennell said, a mocking note in his voice. And I doubt either of us will get a very convincing answer.”
The Phantom was sure that Pennell had a gun and was just waiting to find a chance to use it, even though the weapon was not visible. In the Phantom’s estimation, to demand that Pennell hand over his gun now would be a bad move. It would give the man the impression that the Phantom considered him dangerous, even when covered by the detective’s gun.
“It is strange that you should have a key to Sunderland’s office,” the Phantom said. “What about that, Pennell?”
“You evidently got in here without much trouble,” said Pennell. “So you know there are such things as skeleton keys. Suppose I used one of those myself?”
The Phantom said nothing, but mentally he had to admit that Pennell was smart. Unless he searched him there was no way of the Phantom proving the man had not entered the office with a skeleton key of some sort.
“Len Barker broke down and did a lot of talking,” the Phantom said. “He insisted that you were the one who murdered Doctor Winterly. You’re in a bad spot, Pennell.”
“You’re right, Phantom.” For the first time Pennell seemed worried. “Of course Barker is lying. He killed the old doctor, but I’d have a hard time proving that.” Pennell looked anxiously at the Phantom. “Maybe you could find a way of giving me a break if we talked this thing over.”
“That might be possible,” the Phantom said thoughtfully. “At least I can consider it.”
He felt that if he could actually get Pennell to talk – to reveal the name of the man that the Phantom was sure was the brains of the whole colossal confidence game it would save a lot of time and effort, and bring the case to a close in a hurry.
“Good,” said Pennell.“Let’s go in Sunderland’s private office and talk this over in comfort.”
Without even waiting for the Phantom to agree, Bernie Pennell turned and headed for Sunderland’s private office. The Phantom followed, the gun still in his hand. Pennell stepped in through the open doorway and switched on the lights. He walked over to the desk and seated himself behind it. Then he pushed back the gray hat on his dark hair and smiled at the Phantom.
“Sit down,” Pennell said, nodding toward a comfortable looking chair near the desk. “Since I judge you expect me to do a lot of talking it’s going to take some time.”
“That’s right,” said the Phantom as he dropped into the chair. “And we might as well start by your telling me the name of your boss.”
In his estimation Pennell had grown too sure of himself, and the Phantom didn’t like it. That Pennell was so willing to talk, to reveal all he knew, didn’t seem at all in keeping with the man’s character. There was something decidedly false about this whole setup.
The Phantom’s keen brain worked swiftly, seeking some hidden trap. He was sure Pennell had not the slightest intention of revealing the name of the man higher up, but there must be some reason for his pretending to be so willing to do so.
There was no doubt that Pennell was quite familiar with all of the Sunderland Model Agency. The way he had found the light switch of Sunderland’s private office in the dark without even bothering to look for it was proof enough of that. The talk of his having entered by using a skeleton key was just a stall, the Phantom was sure of that now.
“So you want me to tell the name of my boss,” said Pennell, his hands resting on the glass top of the ornate desk. “All right He is -”
Abruptly the lights in the office went out. An instant later the Phantom found himself momentarily blinded by a bright spotlight that cast its white glare straight into his eyes. He leaped to his feet, raising the gun and trying to see Pennell beyond the light; but he was too late. Something hard crashed down on his head with brutal force. The bright light vanished into darkness as he slumped back into the chair unconscious.
The Phantom was never quite certain as to just how much time elapsed before he finally regained his senses and opened his eyes. His first feeling was of cool air blowing against him, and being somewhere in limitless space. He seemed to be swaying back and forth, and at first he thought the feeling was caused by the dizziness from the blow that knocked him out.
His right arm was raised high above his head, and it felt like something at the other end of it was trying to pull it out of the socket. His right wrist hurt and seemed caught in a steel clamp.
Horror swept over him as he realized that he was dangling at the end of a rope tied around his right wrist. The other end of the rope was evidently fastened to something inside a window in Sunderland’s office, and the Phantom hung there in space fifteen stories above the ground.
He reached up, trying to grab the rope with his free hand and relieve the pressure on his right wrist. Twice he tried and failed, and then he succeeded in grabbing the rope, and holding on. That took some of the pressure off his right arm, though the rope still hurt where it had cut into the flesh of his right wrist.
The Phantom looked down. The ground seemed very far away. The windows on this side of the tall building faced out onto a court at the bottom of a setback. All around him they were dark, and there was little chance of his being seen.
He wondered why Bernie Pennell had gone to all the trouble of leaving him dangling out there instead of killing him while he was unconscious. Then he remembered how anxious Pennell had been to establish an alibi for the murder of the Phantom that was supposed to have taken place at Dr. Winterly’s cottage. Doubtlessly Pennell had planned this with the same idea of an alibi in mind.
The Phantom glanced up as he felt the rope give a little. He saw that the metal frame of the lower part of the window had been shoved down on the rope. His weight, and the way he swayed back and forth was gradually sawing the rope against the sharp edge of the window frame. Eventually, the rope would part; and the Phantom would go hurtling down into space, unless he did something about it in a hurry.
The first feeling of horror had left him now, to be replaced by the cool courage that was always part of the nature of the man who had proved such a dangerous foe to the perpetrators of crime. He thought swiftly, seeking some means of escape.
A ledge running along the face of the building between the fifteenth and fourteenth floors caught his glance and held it. If he could just swing close enough he might manage to get his feet on that ledge, and since it was a little higher than where he was hanging now, it would take the pressure off the rope. He tried it, and the first time he came maddeningly close, and then swung away again. The second time he managed to get one foot on the ledge. He pulled himself up on the rope with his free hand, and a moment later he was perched precariously on the ledge. Above him the rope grew slack as it no longer supported his full weight.
The Phantom gave a good hard tug on the rope. It broke at the window and came tumbling down, nearly pulling him off the ledge.
“That was close!” he muttered. “Too close for comfort.”

SINCE the other end of the rope was still in his grasp, he clung to it, hoping to find some way of using it to get off the ledge. He edged along until he found a spot near the corner of the building where the ledge grew wider.
Here it jutted out nearly three feet, and he found that he could stand on it in comparative safety.
He managed to untie the rope from his wrist. The wrist was raw and bleeding a little, and his right arm felt like it was longer than it had ever been before. He coiled up the rope and then peered down over the lip of the ledge. Below him was a window on the fourteenth floor that had been carelessly left open about four inches at the top.
The Phantom estimated the distance from the ledge to the window below and decided it was more than five feet, though it was hard to judge accurately in the darkness of the night. He left the coil of rope lying on the ledge and then lowered himself over the edge until he was hanging there by his hands.
His feet reached the middle of the window below, and he stood on the top of the metal sash. Then he released his grip on the ledge and slowly lowered his body. After that it was comparatively simple to climb in through the upper part of the window.
The Phantom breathed a sigh of relief as he found himself in a deserted office. “If anyone should ask me, I’ve had enough of the great open spaces for one evening,” he decided.
When he had fully recovered his breath, he wandered through the office. Then he used a telephone switchboard he found to call Frank Havens. After the Phantom told Havens what had happened, it was agreed that he would go to the publisher’s office at once and wait there until Chip Dorlan or Steve Huston had located the Texas millionaire they had been sent out to find.
“Fine,” said the Phantom. “After what I have been through so far tonight I’d like nothing better than that. It sounds so peaceful!”



CHAPTER XXI


GETAWAY

FRANK HAVENS leaned back in his chair as he sat at his desk in his huge private office in the Clarion building. The publisher made a steeple with his fingertips pressed together as he listened intently to the words of the man who lounged comfortably in a chair near the desk.
“So you see the whole thing is a confidence game,” the Phantom said. “Built upon bigger stakes than usual, and the men involved don’t mind bloodshed to gain their ends. Bernie Pennell runs the gyp end of the deal. He gets into contact with the suckers, lines them up.”
“But what are they using for bait?” Havens asked with a puzzled frown. “This is a rather modern world we live in these days, Van. People, especially wealthy people, don’t fall for a confidence game very easily.”
“Of course not, but this one is done up brown. Toasted on both sides and served hot. The victims are carefully selected. They are told about a type of metal. I don’t know the full details of its nature yet, but it will be sensational.” The Phantom smiled. “That is, according to the sales talk.”
“You mean they actually have something good?” demanded Havens in surprise.
“Certainly not! It’s a newly invented alloy that would be laughed at even by those who know nothing about metals. But the victims didn’t realize that – not after they have been taken to see Dr. Winterly, whom everyone knew as a respected and eminent scientist, and he had convinced them he had invented something great.”
“He convinced them,” repeated Havens. “You don’t mean that Winterly actually went crooked?”
“No, only senile. He was convinced that he’d actually created such an alloy, and when the victims were brought to him, he assured them it was on the level. The new product was called Formula Eight. I found sample ingots and some documentary evidence referring to it. That isn’t all – the victims were next taken out to a huge factory which the gang had actually leased. There, big furnaces were ready to operate, castings made, the whole works set up to begin manufacture of the alloy.”
Havens whistled softly. “A genuine confidence man never did mind spending a dollar to make ten. That’s what has always distinguished him from other kinds of thieves. But – the expenses for all this must have been very large.”
“So were the donations made by the suckers,” the Phantom declared dryly. “Arthur Arden was one of them to the tune of twenty thousand. But the crooks made a big mistake there. They didn’t know that Arden’s father maintained a home at Lake Candle where Dr. Winterly also lived. They didn’t realize that Arthur Arden would be in a position to observe Dr. Winterly and eventually see that he was a weak-brained, worn-out old man totally incapable of inventing anything, let alone metal which science has been seeking for years.”
Havens nodded. “Then Arthur must have demanded his money back, and they had to kill him before he could broadcast what he knew and tip off all the other victims the gang had lined up. There’s your motive, of course.”
“Yes, and Arthur did his best to issue a warning anyway. He knew he was going to be knifed. He managed to spill a little of the bronze powder on the floor for someone to find. He arranged it so that an eight ball would be found at his feet. He hoped someone would connect it with Formula Eight. That is what he was trying to tell us.”
“And we were too stupid to recognize what Arthur meant!” Havens wagged his white head.
“Not stupid, sir,” the Phantom said. “We didn’t have enough to go on, and even now Sheriff McCabe doesn’t recognize the significance of the eight ball. Arthur Arden hoped that we’d find samples of the metal in his New York apartment, but the murderer got there before me. Arthur Arden even talked in boastful riddles to Vicki Selden about the figure eight, and used an eight ball to demonstrate. Perhaps that is what made him leave an eight ball for a clue when he knew he was going to be killed.”
Havens reached for the buzzing telephone, listened a moment, and then spoke. “All right, I’ll tell him,” he said and then hung up. He looked at the Phantom. “It was Steve. He and Chip Dorlan located your Texas millionaire at the Surrey Plaza. It seems Mr. Hoag is prepared to go home soon, and they are waiting for you at the hotel. What’s this all about, Phantom?”
The Phantom arose. “Hoag is one of the victims. One of those they’ve worked on to take for a few thousand. I found his name at the factory. By operating through him, I may be able to land our man. Not Bernie Pennell, who makes the actual contacts and leaves me hanging out of windows, but the one who originally planned all this and used his own position to promote it.”
Havens wished the Phantom luck, and with something akin to envy, watched him leave. It was often difficult for Havens merely to sit and listen to the Phantom’s reports. He wanted to take a more active part in the everlasting fight against criminals.

THE Phantom met Steve Huston and Chip Dorlan at the hotel, then went with them to Douglas Hoag’s suite, and talked long and earnestly with the millionaire. When the Phantom had finished Hoag was enthusiastic about the whole idea.
“So they were going to trim me, were they?” he chortled. “Guess I haven’t lost my business sense, because I figured that Pennell hombre as a crook the minute I laid eyes on him! I may have a lot of money, and I may have got it an easy way. I may like to spend it in night clubs and be seen with glamorous girls, but I’m no fool. I had ’em sized up right.”
“What, exactly was the bait?” the Phantom asked, as though he didn’t know.
Hoag grimaced, no longer amused. “A new metal, invented by Dr. Winterly, stronger, lighter, and much cheaper than steel. They showed some convincing samples, but I told them I wasn’t ready to deal with them yet, and refused to put up any cash.”
“You were fortunate,” the Phantom said. “Apparently they intended to take you for plenty. Now, if you’ll call Bernard Pennell at the number he gave you, he’ll practically fly over here. Let him think you’ve changed your mind, and are ready to invest. He’ll have to work fast, before Dr. Winterly’s murder is made public. As soon as that happens; their plans are ended. They’ll do their best to make you the final sucker.”
Hoag made his phone call, hung up, and laughed heartily. “He fell for it hook, line, and sinker,” Hoag said. “Pennell is coming right over.”
“Fine,” said the Phantom. “Steve Huston and Chip Dorlan will take charge from here on. Steve, I want Pennell apparently to get away with it. But don’t lose him. I want to see to whom he’ll lead you.”
He left Chip posted in the lobby while Steve, armed with a gun, concealed himself in Hoag’s apartment. The Phantom didn’t stay around to see the end of that phase of the case. He drove to a Fifth Avenue apartment house, rang Park Sunderland’s apartment, and in a few moments was being admitted to the model agency owner’s quarter.
Sunderland wore a blue dressing robe and had apparently been indulging in a highball before retiring. There was a smile on his handsome face as he greeted the Phantom in a friendly and courteous manner.
“Glad to see you – come right in,” Sunderland said. “Vicki told me so much about this case that I’m highly interested.”
He led the way into a tastefully furnished living room. “And of course, I’m delighted to be of help to the Phantom Detective. Will you have a drink?”
“No, thanks.” The Phantom dropped into a chair as Sunderland seated himself opposite him. His manner was casual, and quite at ease. I’m here about Hugh Royal. I couldn’t ask you too much in front of Vicki, but I have reason to believe that Royal may be involved in this case. Can you help me there?”
“Hugh Royal?” An expression of amazement swept over Sunderland’s face. “Are you sure, Phantom? Royal always seemed like a quiet, decent chap to me. What makes you suspect him?”
“I set a trap,” the Phantom said. “And Hugh Royal walked right into it. His mere presence at the place I named was enough to convict him, though he claimed you had phoned to meet him there and then phoned again and canceled the date.”
Sunderland frowned, and reached for the half finished high ball sitting on a table close to his chair. He took a sip before he spoke again. “Of course that’s untrue, I didn’t phone him at all.”
“His story didn’t sound very convincing,” said the Phantom.
“I’m glad of that,” said Sunderland. “But I’m getting a new slant on Mr. Royal. I don’t like his involving me in this matter, Phantom. I might also add that he’s been endeavoring to see too much of Vicki.”
“But you know little about him?”
“Practically nothing. What of this man you spoke to me and Vicki about? Some crook you’d captured. Doesn’t he know Hugh Royal?”
“He hasn’t talked yet,” the Phantom admitted. “Of course, he will. We have no doubts about that, especially since he seems to have been left to take the blame alone. Frankly, I’m afraid I’m just wasting your time, Mr. Sunderland. I was hoping you might have been quite friendly with Royal and could provide some sort of a lead.”
“Afraid I can’t help you much on that.” Sunderland put his glass back down on the table. “I’d like to do it, of course, but I simply don’t know enough about Hugh Royal.”
The ringing of the phone at the other end of the room was loud and insistent in a little moment of silence. Sunderland rose and went toward the phone.
“Excuse me, please,” he said.
He picked up the phone, listened a moment, and then talked in such a low tone that even the Phantom’s keen ears could not distinguish the words. Then Sunderland hung up and came back to his chair, a thoughtful expression on his face.
“That was Hugh Royal,” he said slowly, as he sank down into the chair. “Judging from the way he spoke, he was excited and in a hurry. He asked me not to mention his name if anyone was here. He said he was leaving as soon as possible on an urgent business trip. He wanted to know if Vicki was here or where he could locate her.”
“You told him where to find her?” the Phantom snapped.
“Naturally.” Sunderland looked surprised. “Why not? After all they are good friends.”
“Don’t be so sure of that!” The Phantom got up quickly, his eyes fixed on Sunderland’s face. “If Vicki wanted Hugh Royal to know where she is now, she would have told him herself. I’m afraid you made a bad mistake in giving Royal her address, Sunderland.”
“But why?” demanded Sunderland. “I don’t understand.”
“Because Royal will murder Vicki if he gets the chance,” the Phantom said grimly.
“No!” Sunderland half rose from the chair, and then sank weakly down again. “And I gave him her address!” He wiped his hand across his forehead in a gesture of despair. “He’ll go there at once. What will we do, Phantom?”
“Don’t worry,” said the Phantom. “I’ll take care of it.” He moved hastily toward the door and then glanced back over his shoulder. “I can assure you that nothing will happen – to Vicki.”
Sunderland just sat there until he heard the door close behind the Phantom. Then he rose swiftly to his feet, went over to a window, drew the curtain back a trifle, and peered down at the street. He waited patiently until he saw the Phantom come out of the building, wave to a taxi, and get in when the cab stopped. The taxi rolled away and disappeared in the Fifth Avenue traffic.
“I really should have been an actor in stead of a business man,” Sunderland said as he turned away from the window. “I seem to possess quite a bit of dramatic ability.”
He went into his bedroom, whipped off the blue dressing robe and hastily buttoned his shirt at the neck. He put on a tie, changed from slippers to walking shoes, and then went back into the living room. Then he walked over to what seemed to be an antique secretary. It swung out under the proper manipulation, to reveal the surface of a fairly large safe.
Sunderland spun the combination, opened it, and nodded contentedly at the sight of the stacks of bills inside.
“I was getting rather tired of New York anyway,” he said. “A vacation will do me good.”
He closed the bag again and left it standing on the floor as he re-locked the safe and swung the secretary back into place. A feeling of uneasiness swept over him as he glanced at the chair in which the Phantom had been sitting. Had there been a double meaning in those last words the Phantom had uttered just before he left so hastily, Sunderland wondered.
“I can assure you that nothing will happen – to Vicki,” the Phantom had said.
Merely words of assurance to an apparently worried man – but why had there been that slight pause before the Phantom said the girl’s name. Had that meant the Phantom could not offer the same assurance to others – and Park Sunderland had been one of those.
“Rot!” Sunderland muttered. “I’m getting jittery over nothing.”
In the stillness that hung over the apartment the sound of his own words were comforting. He dismissed the uneasiness with a shrug as he went back into the bedroom. He put on his coat, packed another small bag with necessities, and finally took a.38 automatic out of a bureau drawer, pumped a bullet into the firing chamber, and set the safety at the ‘off’ position. He put this into a side pocket. Then he went back to the window where he stood watching the street again.
After twenty minutes of waiting that seemed like hours he finally saw a sleek sedan pull up to the curb in front of the apartment building. The door opened, and Bernie Pennell stepped out. Pennell stood on the sidewalk long enough to light a cigarette, and then he tossed away the empty pack and got back into the car.
“It’s about time he got here,” Sunderland said as he turned away from the window. “I’ve got a hunch we’d better hurry.”



CHAPTER XXII


END OF THE TRAIL

MOVING hastily, Park Sunderland found the uneasiness was again with him as he put on his hat, and took a last look around the apartment before he picked up the two bags. He had been quite comfortable here, and he half regretted leaving – perhaps for good.
He picked up the bags and walked to the entrance door. When he reached it he put down one of the bags and switched off the lights. The darkness startled him, and as he glanced back there seemed something almost terrifying about the blackness behind him.
“I’m getting out of here!” Sunderland said. He opened the door, picked up the second bag, and stepped out into the hall. Then he closed the door and heard the lock snap into place. He rang for the elevator and waited impatiently for it to ascend. Finally the car door slid open, the elevator operator smiled as he saw Sunderland. The tips had been good from this man.
“Going away, Mr. Sunderland?” the boy asked as the head of the model agency stepped into the car and it started down.
“Just for a few days, Tom,” Sunderland said. “Business trip.”
He was suddenly impatient, but he tried to keep the curtness out of his voice. He had always maintained a friendly attitude with the employees of the big apartment house during the time he had lived there.
“Nice weather for traveling,” Tom said.
“Fine.”
The elevator stopped at the ground floor, and Sunderland got out. The door closed, and the car went up again as someone rang. Sunderland saw the lobby was deserted, and he breathed a sigh of relief. He did not know exactly what he had expected to find, but he was glad there was no one there.
Sunderland walked rapidly through the doorway, crossed the sidewalk toward the sleek black sedan. He had almost reached it when something hard jabbed him in the small of the back, and he was sure it was the barrel of a gun.
“There’s no need to hurry, Mr. Sunderland,” said the voice of the Phantom. “You’re not going very far.”
Sunderland dropped the bags and whirled, his hand darting toward the gun in his coat pocket. He had the gun half drawn when he saw the Phantom standing a few feet away covering him with an automatic.
“That would be a foolish move,” the Phantom said. “In fact the action I’d expect from a guilty man.”
Sunderland quickly pulled his hand away from his pocket; the gun there untouched. He stared at the automatic in the Phantom’s hand.
“I don’t understand,” he said. “Why do you feel that you need a gun to stop me, Phantom?” A thought appeared to strike him. “Vicki! She’s all right? Royal didn’t kill her?”
Park Sunderland’s acting might have seemed convincing if Bernie Pennell hadn’t decided to make a break for it at that moment. Darting from the sedan, he had his gun out and firing. One of his bullets whistled dangerously close to the Phantom.
The Phantom sent a warning shot over Pennell’s head. Pennell backed away, and Chip Dorlan and Steve Huston moved in from front and rear to cut him off.
“We’ve got you, Pennell,” the Phantom called. “Don’t try to get away.”
For the moment the Phantom had taken his gaze off Sunderland, and that was all the chance the man needed. Throwing himself to the sidewalk Sunderland swept out his gun, triggering it at nearly point-blank range at where the Phantom stood.
But the Phantom was no longer standing there! One move ahead of Sunderland, the detective had lurched to one side even as the swindler was firing. One neat shot sent the gun spinning from Sunderland’s fingers. The man was at his mercy for a finishing shot, but the Phantom held his fire.
“I told you that Vicki was quite safe,” the Phantom said. “But I didn’t say that you were.”
Forced to the cover of a stone stairway Bernie Pennell saw what was happening to Sunderland. A single volley of warning shots from Huston and Dorlan were enough to convince him resistance was futile. He threw down his gun and came out, hands raised in the air.
“I give up!” Pennell shouted. “I’ve had enough.”
Steve Huston held his gun directly under Pennell’s nose and, at a nod from the Phantom, ordered the man back into the sedan he had just fled. Chip Dorlan covered the move.
Sunderland also got into the car. The Phantom tossed the two bags in the rear and climbed in. He seated himself beside Sunderland on the back seat. Chip Dorlan guarded Pennell. Huston took the wheel, and the sedan moved away fast – to disappear around a corner just as police rushed to the front of the apartment, attracted by the shots.
“Thank you for assembling all of the loot, Sunderland,” the Phantom said, nodding to the bags on the floor as the car sped downtown. “Pennell has more money which he got from Douglas Hoag. I imagine Pennell sounded very gratified over the phone when he called you, though probably disappointed when he learned I was there. He expected me to be dead by this time.”
“I’m beginning to believe you just can’t be killed, Phantom,” Pennell said sullenly. “How did you get back into that building?”
“We won’t go into that now,” the Phantom answered. “But I must admit, Pennell that you pulled a smart trick in using that spotlight which Sunderland had rigged up so that he could examine his models’ features under a strong light.” The Phantom turned again to Sunderland. “Of course I knew Hugh Royal hadn’t phoned. That was Pennell, saying things had gone off fine, that he had Hoag’s money, and everything was set for the pair of you to light out for parts unknown.”
“And back at my apartment I thought I was a good actor,” said Sunderland disgustedly. “You almost convinced me that Vicki really was in danger from Royal.”
“We’ll go to Police Headquarters, Steve,” the Phantom said.
“That’s where I’m going,” said Steve.
“Pennell, I think you’re a rather lucky man,” said the Phantom.
“You call being caught like this lucky?”
“In your case – yes. Because I think Mr. Sunderland was going to accept the money you conned out of Hoag, kill you, and make a neat getaway alone. Sunderland was certain everything was well in hand. That I didn’t suspect him, and I did suspect Hugh Royal and was on my way to get Royal before he could murder Vicki Selden. Of course I didn’t go very far, because I knew Sunderland was our man and not Royal.”
Sunderland tried a bit of bravado. “Phantom, I doubt you can prove anything against me. As a matter of fact, I didn’t know Pennell was a crook. I came here to meet him so I could invest some money in a wonderful new metal. He demanded cash, and that accounts for what is in the bag.”
“All that loot?” the Phantom derided. “By the way, if any of it is missing, we’ll know. Because I’ve a list of your models through whom I can locate your con-game victims and verify the amounts they lost. Your models unwittingly selected the victims. The victims were men they told you about, Sunderland. Those models of yours were unknowingly your best stock in trade for this con-game.”
Pennell didn’t seem to be listening. “Yeah – yeah, Sunderland had a gun,” he muttered, “and I never knew him to go heeled before. He wasn’t afraid of being caught. We both thought we were in the clear until tonight.” The dark man’s voice hardened ominously. “Yeah, he was going to double-cross me!”
“Keep quiet, Pennell!” Sunderland shouted. “Keep your mouth shut!”
The Phantom laughed. “It isn’t necessary to try and hush him up now, Sunderland. I’ve suspected you for some time. Ever since my first meeting with you when you helped me to locate Vicki Selden. When you learned that Maxine Hillary, one of your models, knew Vicki and where she was hiding, you sent Len Barker to trail her. Only you and I knew Maxine would contact Vicki. Certainly Len didn’t know – until you told him.
“Then you sensed the trap I set from the factory in New Jersey. Instead of falling into it, you sent Hugh Royal and Vicki to the hotel where one of your paid killers had demanded that you meet him. You thought I might be on hand too. Hugh Royal was trying to place Vicki with your firm, so he was eager to have you meet her, and they strolled into the trap. Then you phoned them, so they’d leave in a big hurry – to meet you elsewhere – and make it look as though Royal was tipped off and was running for it.”
Pennell had followed very little of this. He was still musing aloud. He looked back at the Phantom.
“I’m sure Sunderland was going to kill me,” he said. “I’ll talk if you guarantee I don’t go to the chair.”
“I promise nothing,” the Phantom said. “The chair is where you will undoubtedly land because you killed Arthur Arden and Dr. Winterly, to say nothing of the attempt on my life. Besides I don’t need your confession.
“Arden made a date to meet you at the Lake Candle lodge. When you found out he was wise to your scheme, and that he knew that Dr. Winterly wasn’t capable of inventing anything, you murdered him, got away across the lake in a stolen motor boat. You came back later, after Arden’s body had been found, to spy on me.
“Later, you took a few shots at me while I was rowing across the lake. You had a car parked on the other side, not far from Dr. Winterly’s place, and you used that to drive to New York in. But on the dock, you discarded an empty cigarette pack. You threw away another near the spot where you left your car hidden, and just a few minutes ago you dropped a third empty pack on the sidewalk. All three packs were twisted before being discarded. Twisted in exactly the same manner.”
“Sunderland made me kill Arden,” Pennell cried, all his courage gone. “He’d have killed me if I refused!”
“You fool, Pennell!” Sunderland shouted. “Keep still!”
The Phantom smiled. “Sunderland, you’re all done. So long as your organization held together, you were safe. But now it’s tumbled, and you’re standing all alone in a nice round spotlight of guilt. You needed money. Your agency didn’t pay well enough to satisfy your lust for big things. I found evidence of that in your office.
“Certainly you sent Pennell and Len to kill Dr. Winterly. That was because I’d told Vicki I was going to see Winterly, and you made it your business to contact her and make her talk about me and the crime I was investigating. She is quite innocent, of course. She believed you were curious only because the wrong publicity might affect the contract you dangled before her.”
Steve Huston turned a corner and headed for the curb. He stopped, got out, and held both doors open.
“Gentlemen,” he said happily, “come along, and see your new home. Complete with running water, cement floors, uniformed attendants, and – barred doors.”
Later, the Phantom emerged from Police Headquarters. He had listened to Pennell’s full confession, but he didn’t feel elated. There was satisfaction in having broken up a huge swindle racket and in bringing a pair of murderers to the justice they deserved, but he knew better than to gloat or plan a rest for himself.
Every moment of the day and night a new crime was committed. Some of these would reach tall proportions, involve sudden death and greed and avarice. There was no more rest for the Phantom Detective than for the newest member of the Homicide squad.
However, and he smiled a bit in contemplation, there might be a short time during which he would again be Richard Curtis Van Loan… during which Frank Havens would concentrate on publishing his newspapers and Steve Huston and Chip Dorlan perform their duties as reporters… a few short hours or days before some twisted mind concluded that it was superior to that of any other brain, and crime began to weave its web of death.

***
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