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The Dancing Doll Murders





CHAPTER I


KILLERS’ MEMENTO

FOUR people stared in frozen fascination at the small dancing figure on the polished table in the century-old home of Esmond Caulder. The thing was a musical doll of German make. It shuffled, pirouetted, arms outstretched stiffly, while a tinkling, monotonous melody came from a music box inside it.
To one in particular of those watching there was something strangely disturbing about the doll. Don Winstead, Caulder’s youngest nephew, saw his own features imprinted on that tiny waxen face. His own blond hair, his own petulant mouth, his own high cheek bones and straight nose. It was his very image – his effigy in brief!
And there was something else! Winstead’s nostrils flared. An emotion close to horror darkened his eyes. For on the manikin’s white shirt front was a lurid stain. A blotchy crimson oval, with hideous spreading tentacles – blood! The macabre effect was completed by a slender dagger no bigger than a broken toothpick that was thrust into the exact center of the spot.
“What’s the idea?” his cousin, Eben Gray, asked sardonically. “Your loving sweetie send you this little keepsake of yourself?”
But Don Winstead wasn’t smiling. The doll had come in the late mail in a package addressed to him. A premonition of approaching evil slid chill fingers along his back.
“I don’t know!” he said thickly. “Stop it! Maybe it’s somebody’s idea of a joke – but that damn’ thing with its bloody shirt front gives me the jitters. This isn’t any time to get gay about death!”
The smile was erased from Eben Gray’s saturnine face. He and the other heirs of Esmond Caulder stared at each other. Don and his brother, Reggie Winstead, were visibly frightened. The striking Mrs. Orville Tyler, society divorcee, lost her look of perpetual boredom.
Gray reached out and stopped the doll’s movements with a swift encircling gesture.
Don Winstead was right! It wasn’t any time to get gay about death. Upstairs, old Esmond Caulder lay on his bed in the last excruciating stages of angina pectoris, Each of those present expected to inherit a huge slice of the Caulder fortune; but propriety demanded that they assume long faces and pretend grief at their uncle’s approaching end.
Winstead spoke suddenly, addressing Jason Squires, the family lawyer, who had entered from the library.
“Do me a favor, Squires,” he muttered, touching the doll. “Wrap this damn’ thing up and take it away. I don’t even want it around.”
Squires, a tall, gaunt-faced man with eyeglasses and thinning hair, nodded politely and picked up the doll. But, even before he could turn, a sudden sound at one of the big windows made him stiffen.
The others stiffened also. A hissing exclamation of terror came from Don Winstead’s lips. For the window was sliding open, lifting mysteriously, inexorably, as though an unseen, unknown force outside were pushing it up. And, as they stared in rigid wonder, two men with white handkerchiefs across their faces stepped in out of the dusk.
Only their eyes showed, bright, glittering, alight now with some unholy purpose. They scanned the room quickly. Awkward, sinister weapons were cradled in their claw-like hands.
None of those watching recognized these as the new, deadly Colt Monitor rifles which could send a stream of cupro-nickel slugs screaming through flesh at a rate of many hundred per minute. But the meaning of the guns was plain. Death, terror, menace, had come like a thunderbolt swooping in out of the night!
The strangers moved away from each other. One on each side of the big window, they raised their guns and covered the cowering Caulder heirs. Then another man came in from the early evening darkness. He, too, wore a handkerchief mask; but he was smaller, wiry, apparently unarmed.
There was something mincingly precise about his entrance, like that of a parlor magician about to entertain his friends. He wore light-colored gloves. He reached up abruptly and drew something from one long sleeve of his overcoat, heightening the impression that a sleight-of-hand act was about to be performed.
But there was nothing of parlor magic about the cold steel that shimmered in his fingers. Don Winstead cried out again, cringing back, his face taking on the greyness of drying putty. Even the stunning Mrs. Tyler went as pale as death.
The man with the knife took two mincing steps forward. He raised his arm in a swift parabola, flung the steel so quickly that all the terrified watchers saw was a glittering, flashing streak in space. But they heard the ghostly whir of the bright blade as it fanned the air. Then another sound came – a sickening, hollow thud as a human body blocked its path.
There was a scream from Don Winstead, torn from his quivering throat as though by ripping fingers. The handle of the knife that had come to rest struck awkwardly out of his chest at the left side close to his heart. Red froth drooled from his lips. His eyes rolled wildly. He gave a bubbling gasp, clawed at the air for a moment, and fell forward, striking on his face and driving the knife still deeper.
The killer wiped his gloved hands in a gesture that was done for brutal effect. He turned and minced back to the window, stepped out with the other two armed men. In a moment they were swallowed up in the dim oblong of descending darkness.
The three remaining heirs looked at each other with livid faces. They glanced fearfully at the fallen body of Don Winstead, then at the small figure in Lawyer Squires’s hands. They were stunned by the horror of the thing. Stunned – for the hideous, symbolic prophecy of the red-stained dancing doll had been fulfilled!
Squires was first to come to his senses. He flung the door from him as though it were something loathsome. In a half dozen frenzied steps he crossed to a phone on a wall table. An excited operator a mile away connected his trembling voice with Police Headquarters.
Fifteen minutes after the glittering shaft of murderous steel had sailed through the air to bury itself in Don Winstead’s heart, black cars filled with plainclothes men and blue-coats were squalling into the Caulder drive. But there was no sign of the killers when mild-faced, bald-headed Inspector Farragut of the Homicide Bureau entered the house.
On the very heels of the police, a small battered coupé with a soiled card bearing the word “Press” stuck in the windshield roared into the drive. It whirled up, almost ripping a fender from the inspector’s big sedan. Out of it leaped Steve Huston, small, black-haired, and seemingly omnipresent reporter for the Clarion. As a hell-bent news-hound he had a nose that would make a German police dog growl with envy.
But tonight, in spite of appearances, there was nothing clairvoyant about his arriving so soon. Things had been slow for the past twelve hours. He had paid off an old poker debt he owed the desk sergeant at Headquarters in return for a promise that the sergeant would tip him off if anything big broke. Something had, and Huston had a red-hot appetite for news. He had already got in touch with the city desk and phoned in the first bare details of the murder.
For once his presence was hardly noticed by Inspector Farragut as Huston slipped in through a back door and entered the spacious Caulder home.
For Farragut had picked up the dancing doll. Slowly he wound the key in the back, set it on the table, and let it dance again while the three Caulder heirs cowered back in bulging-eyed terror.
“Stop it, Inspector!” The choked words this time came from Eben Gray.
Against the background of stark, brutal murder there was something weirdly horrible about that spinet-like music. While Winstead lay on the floor dead, a thin crimson line running out from the edge of the knife handle, the small doll made in his likeness danced stiffly to the thin, monotonous melody. It seemed almost a dance of triumph for his murder. Even hard-boiled Steve Huston could feel something akin to horror crawling along his spine.
Mrs. Tyler lost her ultra-smart poise, turned away and gave a smothered sob. The spring in the doll grew slack. Its motions and the music slowed, stopped altogether. The doll gave one last jerky step, then fell forward on its face. The movement was so much like Don Winstead’s dying plunge that Reggie, his brother, gave a harsh cry of fright and horror.
Farragut picked the doll up again cautiously, handed it to Detective-sergeant Nelson.
“Go over it for prints, find out where it was made and anything else you can. Sounds like a German music box to me. Contact every German import goods store in the city.”
“But the face -”
“I know. It was made here, stuck on after the face that came on it was pulled off. That wig was stuck on, too. I’d think it was a joke, or that some nut had sent it, except for this killing.”
Farragut turned on the people present. His notebook was in his hand, and his eyes were sharp as a bird’s.
“Now folks,” he said loudly, “I want you to describe those men who came in as well as you can. Tell me again exactly what they did.”
One after another he got the stories from the three remaining heirs in the Caulder house and from Jason Squires, while Steve Huston listened. But they added little to what was already known.
A white-faced male nurse came tiptoeing into the room presently and said that the sick man upstairs would like to see the inspector. Death had already struck too close for those present to have consideration for the dying. But when Inspector Farragut finished his questioning of the witnesses he turned and followed Caulder’s male nurse up the stairs.
Steve Huston, asking permission of no one, slyly slipped out and climbed the carpeted stairs after the inspector.
The door of the sick room was ajar. He got a good view of the man on the death bed.
Esmond Caulder was a ghastly sight under the shaded light. He had lantern jaws almost like those of a skeleton. His nose was hawk-like. The blueness of his thin lips and nostrils made Huston shudder. He had seen the marks of approaching death before.
Caulder half rose and pointed a bony finger at the inspector.
“Don – murdered! Where did those killers go? Why did you let them -”
A convulsive attack of pain twisted his pinched face horribly, made him double up and clasp his chest. The nurse stepped forward to try to make him lie back, but the sick man pushed him away. When he recovered his breath again he said blasphemously to Farragut:
“You stuffed-shirt detectives, damn every one of you! I’ll use what strength I’ve got left to break you if you don’t find the men who killed. Go along now – get them!”
Caulder lay back, eyes closed, his chest rising and falling so that it was painful to see. Farragut turned and came toward the door. Steve Huston backed away hastily and hurried downstairs so as not to be caught spying.
It was near the doorway into the murder room that Jason Squires the lawyer, nabbed him. There was a strangely haunted, strangely excited look in Squires’s eyes.
“I’ve seen you in court,” he said to Steve hoarsely. “You – you’re a reporter.” He licked his lips, brought his face closer. “I want to speak to you – I’ve got something vitally important to ask you right sway.”
“Shoot,” said Steve. “I’m a guy who’s always ready to listen.”
“Not here,” whispered Squires. “We must talk privately. Come into the den.”
He led Huston to a small room off to the left of the library, closed the door tightly. His face was working now. Steve noticed that there were gathering beads of sweat on the lawyer’s forehead.
“This killing is horrible!’ Squires muttered. “Horrible and mysterious. I’m afraid the police are stumped.”
“They’re not so dumb,” said Huston quickly.
“No – but they haven’t an idea what they’re up against this time. Not an idea – do you understand? I don’t know as any organized group of men can cope with it. It’s black as Hell, and fiendishly unnatural.” Squire’s tongue ran over his thin lips again like a bird dog’s. “I wish one man could be found to make investigations. I wish that man they call the Phantom could be called in on the case before – before there’s another dreadful killing!”
Steve Husten said nothing. Squires caught hold of his coat with a viselike grip.
“I mean it! This won’t be the only murder! There’ll be others – others, do you hear? Others!” His grip on Steve’s coat tightened. He pulled Steve toward him. “How does one make contact with the Phantom? You’re a newspaper man. You get around, hear things, you ought to know.”
There was desperate appeal in Squires’s voice. The beads of sweat on his forehead had now become little rivulets. But still Steve Huston was silent. Only one man in the world knew who the Phantom was, or just how to get hold of him, and Steve didn’t like to divulge that man’s identity.
But Squires went on in a voice that almost cracked:
“I don’t want my name mentioned to the police. I don’t want to be brought into this any more than I am at the moment. I don’t want any publicity. But if the Phantom can be located I’m prepared to turn over to him a possible clue to this horrible murder!”



CHAPTER II


DEATH STRIKES AGAIN

“WHAT?”
Steve Huston bent forward, his own eyes brightening as he scented a story. Squires had mentioned a possible series of murders.
Either the man was crazy, or else he knew something big.
“Put me wise,” said Steve. “I’ll be as mum as the sphinx, but maybe I can relay what you tell me to the Phantom.”
Squires shook his head violently. “No, no! I won’t confide in anyone except the Phantom. I know his record. I’m a lawyer. I’ve followed his cases. If you try to use what I’ve said as news I’ll deny having spoken to you.”
“I won’t doublecross you!” Steve muttered. “I don’t know who the Phantom is myself; but I’m willing to take you to a chap who might be able to get in touch with him – providing you’ve got some really hot dope.”
“The Phantom will see me,” said Squires quickly. “Don’t you understand – if what I think is true, this is just the first of a chain of fearful murders?”
“Even at that,” Steve Huston stated, “the Phantom doesn’t bust in on every murder cycle. You can’t just ring him up like you would a bellhop. He’s an important guy, a big shot. But come on if you want me to help you.”
“Not together,” said Squires fearfully. “You go first. I’ll meet you down near the corner mailbox.”
Steve Huston looked sharply at the man’s frightened face. “You’re trying to insinuate that some of the folks who saw the murder are mixed up in it?”
“I’m not insinuating anything. I only know that I must be cautious, terribly cautious. When I talk to the Phantom he’ll understand.”
Steve Huston shrugged. He lighted a cigarette and went into the room where the dead man lay. He made mental note of the appearance of the witnesses, watched the city medical examiner make a routine examination of the corpse. Then he hurried out, muttering that he had to get a story to his paper. He tooled his car out of the drive, waited, parked in the shadows, until furtive footsteps told him that the lawyer was coming.
Squires’s face was ashen, seen in the dim glow of the corner light.
“I don’t know that I’m acting wisely,” he mumbled. “This is the first time I’ve been mixed up in a murder. What I’m doing may be wrong.”
“Get in,” said Steve.
He sent the battered little car leaping away into the darkness when Squires had climbed into the seat beside him. Squires was silent, staring ahead, twisting his long fingers nervously, biting his nails. Some of the man’s agitation conveyed itself to Huston. Mysterious, menacing forces seemed to be at work in the night.
Squires pivoted his head and looked back as they turned into a long avenue. Words tumbled from his white lips in a stifled shriek.
“Great God, I think – I know – we’re being followed!”
“What?” Steve Huston twisted his neck and could see twin auto lights far behind. But they appeared to be on a cab. They turned off into a side street presently.
Squires slumped trembling in his seat, breathing laboredly in his nervous terror. He didn’t speak again till they drew up to the tall Clarion Building downtown.
Squires got out of Steve’s car, looked about him tensely for a moment, then ducked into the entrance of the building with the jerky movements of a frightened rabbit. He seemed to breathe more easily with the bright lights overhead and the solid walls around him.
Men and women called out to Steve, questioning him about the killing, rumors of which had percolated already to all parts of the building. The city room hummed with activity. The night editor, a green eyeshade askew across his forehead, made a lunge at Steve, and nipped viselike fingers on his arm. But Steve broke away.
“Can’t talk to you now. I’m headed for the Old Man’s den.”
He caught hold of Squires’s thin shoulder, pulled the lawyer along with him.
Frank Havens, owner of the Clarion, met them in the half open door of his office, where he’d been waiting for his star reporter to come back with the hot details of the killing. He was grey-haired, thickset. Once he had been a type-setter’s apprentice in a little Illinois town. Now he owned a chain of liberal newspapers which made a speciality of attacking criminals and uncovering graft. He had an almost fatherly feeling for wiry hardboiled little Steve Huston. But he hid his sentiments behind a gruff exterior.
“What the hell took you so long, Huston? How many murders were there that you had to cover tonight?”
“I’ll tell you in a minute,” said Steve. “It was one of the screwiest killings I ever ran into. A dancing doll with the face of the guy that’s killed on it. Tie that if you can! But first let me introduce Mr. Squires, one of the witnesses. He saw the three guys come in the window and one of ‘em throw a toadsticker at Winstead. He could give us a first-hand story. But that’s not what be’s here for. He thinks there’s going to be more murders. He wants to get in touch with the Phantom.”
“The Phantom?” A look of cautious appraisal came into Frank Havens’s eyes.
“Yeah. He says this murder won’t be the only one, and that an organized bunch of men may not be able to tackle it. If we’ll locate the Phantom for him he promises to turn over a clue.”
“So?” Havens drew in his breath. Then he carefully closed the door of the office, and led the men to his inner sanctum beyond, through the windows of which the lights of the city showed, shining up like a thousand stars in an inverted heaven. He turned and faced Squires.
“Being a witness to a murder like this must have been tough. I know how it upset you. But I don’t think I can help. I’m not at liberty right now – even admitting I could – to call the Phantom. If you know anything about this murder go to the police.”
“I can’t,” said Squires flatly. “I refuse to make any general statement. It might mean that I would be called into court to testify later. I -”
He stopped speaking as the buzzer on Havens’s desk sounded. Havens took a receiver off a hook, listened for a moment, then turned back to Squires.
“There’s a boy outside with a package for you. I’ll have him bring it in.”
Jason Squires’s face went white again. “A package for me! I just got here. Nobody knows -”
An office boy came in bearing an oblong package which he dropped on the publisher’s desk. “A guy just left this downstairs, Mr. Havens.”
The label on the package read:

Mr. Jason Squires
c/o Mr. Frank Havens
The Clarion
City

Squires screamed when he saw it, a thick scream as though a clot of blood had formed in his throat. “My God! How did they know I was here? They must have followed -”
Steve Huston was quivering with excitement. “What is it, Squires? Aren’t you gonna open it?”
“No, no – I want police protection!”
“But it’s only a small box,” persisted Huston, adding, as he felt it:
“It’s too light for a bomb.”
“You open it if you want to. But call the police. Get detectives here immediately.”
Steve Huston untied the string of the box and slipped the paper off. He raised the lid, gasped, and fingers of dread clutched at his stomach when he saw what it, was. The waxen, corpselike face of a small doll stared up at him.
That face bore a striking resemblance to Jason Squires. His thin lips were there; his high forehead. There was no dagger this time. But holes had been jabbed in the doll’s shirt front. The whole of it had been smeared hideously with crimson.
“It’s one of them – one of the dancing dolls!” croaked Squires. “Don’t let anyone in! I’m going to be murdered!”
Frank Havens’s face had gone grim now. “Take it easy!” he said. “You’re all right here. I’ll get in touch with the police. You’d better tell them the facts – straight – and give them this clue you mentioned.”
“The clue!” Squires’s palsied hand reached into his pocket and brought something out – a small white envelope. “I have it here! But the police will only laugh at me – and the killer will deny it. That’s why I want – the Phantom.”
He licked his lips, started to say something more. But at that instant a side door of Havens’s sanctum, leading to an emergency stair way opened with a slithering whisper. A ghost from Hell seemed to be standing there; a crouching figure with inhumanly bright eyes and with a featureless, white-masked face. But the ugly, sawed-off weapon in his hands was as real as death.
Havens and Steve Huston stared dumbfounded. Squires gave a quavering cry of terror, high-pitched, horrible, which held in it a certain presentiment of doom. He tried to fling himself sideward behind Havens’s heavy oak desk. But the sawed-off gun in the hands of the stranger chattered wickedly. Flame spewed from its muzzle.
Bullets lashed against Squires’s chest with insane fury, whipping his flesh to a bloody froth. He fell squalling, sobbing, flopping grotesquely. And the gun continued its evil rat-tat even after he lay still, stitching slugs along the length of his body till the bones themselves were shattered in a dozen places.
Then in an instant, as quickly as he had come, the door slammed and the white-masked man was gone. They could hear his feet clattering on the steel stairs as he plunged downward. Huston leaped with a hoarse cry for the telephone. He almost fell over the broken, crimson-smeared body of Squires. The lawyer lay face down, stone dead, still clutching the clue that he had planned to hand over to the Phantom.



CHAPTER III


HELL’S BEACON
OUT on the wintry harbor, near the Staten Island shore, a trim Diesel yacht swung in the tide. She was fueled and provisioned for a cruise in Southern waters. Her skipper was under orders to weigh anchor within the hour. The boat belonged to the scion of a wealthy family, son of one of the country’s best known chain store merchants.
The white-and-gold central cabin of the big yacht held a glamorous group of social lights. Young men in tails, tuxedos, and yachting regalia. Girls dressed in the smartest low-cut evening gowns from ultra-fashionable shops along Fifth Avenue.
Courteous, well trained English stewards moved about bearing trays of liquor; small, appetizing cocktail sausages; and diamond-shaped sandwiches of Russian caviar, Schweitzerkäse, and Rocquefort. A string ensemble played a special transcription of Auf Wiedersehen.
It was a farewell to those who must go ashore presently, while their lucky friends set sail for balmy Southern waters.
A tall young man in a trim blue yachting jacket struck a theatrical pose and softly crooned the plaintive German melody along with the orchestra in a voice that would have done credit to a Metropolitan Opera singer.
“Dick, you sing divinely,” gushed a pretty debutante. “It makes quivers run up my back. I’m glad I’m going on this cruise with you.” She turned a smiling face to him.
The young man bowed at the compliment, a slightly mocking look in his dark eyes. “Singing isn’t all I do well, my dear. Wait till we get under that much publicized tropic moon!”
The debutante blushed in confusion, while laughter rose around her. The man she’d addressed as “Dick” was Richard Curtis Van Loan, society idler, bon vivant, and gaily sardonic spender of the millions his father had grubbed to accumulate.
He was one of the most sought after bachelors in the city, a man whom mothers with marriageable daughters watched constantly with hopeful, appraising eyes. A man who was envied by his friends, but never taken too seriously, because he didn’t appear to have a serious thought in the world nor any useful function. He had been invited on the cruise to add life to the party. He had accepted gaily with the half bored, half gallant air he always assumed in his social relations.
Only one person in the world knew that Richard Curtis Van Loan, son of wealth and supposedly flippant wastrel, was the internationally famous Phantom – the mysterious detective genius who had faced death stoically scores of times along the black alleys of the underworld. Wrongdoers feared him as a force for justice, unknown, unseen, unpredictable. The police of a dozen countries, including Scotland Yard, the Paris Sureté, and the celebrated Bureau of Criminal Intelligence in Budapest, respected him.
Yet only one man, Frank Havens of the Clarion, knew his true identity; knew that Richard Van Loan’s adventurous, daring spirit had rebelled against a life of routine business, and that he had deliberately taken up and schooled himself in all the intricacies of one of the most dangerous vocations on earth. For the Phantom had a talent for disguise that seemed to give him a thousand different faces. He was elusive as a shadow, as hard to hold as the night wind.
After accepting the invitation to go cruising, Van had told Frank Havens jokingly that nothing short of the most startling crime on the police calendar could interrupt his holiday. And Havens had taken him at his word.
“Don’t worry, Van, I won’t bother you. The police can handle their own dirty work.”
But now Van noticed a sudden crimson sheen out on the oily surface of the harbor. It came and went as he glanced idly out the cabin windows, as if some mysterious devil’s fire were playing over the sea tonight.
Van’s nostrils flared for a brief instant. Balancing his cocktail, he crossed the yacht’s cabin and eased himself out on the chilly deck. He looked back over the harbor toward the city. There in the sky was a winking, blood-red light. In and out, it blinked, like the eye of a satanic being beckoning, hinting of some high carnival in Hell, telling Van that the Phantom could not rest.
For in all the city’s teeming millions Van knew that that red light was meant for him. It was high up in the Clarion tower; the light used to broadcast election returns, and now broadcasting to him that Havens wanted to see him; that the bloody hand of crime had struck the city; that the Phantom was called to his self-appointed job.
Dick Van Loan turned and went back into the cabin. His eyes were grave, though his lips were still smiling. He tossed off his cocktail, went to his host, and spoke casually.
“Sorry, old man, I’ve just thought of something – a deal I’d forgotten. I’ve got to excuse myself from this trip, much as I’d like to go with you.”
“Look here, Dick, you can’t run out on a fellow like that! I’ve made all arrangements – reservations at Havana – and, besides, we want you -”
“Mighty swell of you, Wally. I’m sorry as hell – but this deal won’t wait. I’ll grab my luggage. You won’t mind if I skip back in the yacht’s tender?”
There was something in Dick Van Loan’s eyes when he made up his mind that didn’t encourage argument. His host sensed it, shrugged despairingly.
Van didn’t wait to say good-by to everyone. That red light was still winking. Already Van had stopped thinking of the delights of the cruise. His heart was beating faster than it had for weeks. The thrill of excitement, of the chase, was upon him.
The yacht’s tender carried him back across the harbor. Van docked near the Battery, took a cab uptown. An inner voice urged him to hurry. Havens wouldn’t have called him back from the cruise if hell wasn’t popping. Whatever had happened, Van wanted to get started while the trail was still fresh.
Yet there were certain things that had to be done. He couldn’t go in his yachting jacket; and, as the Phantom, he made it a point never to appear with his own true features.
He got the cab driver to let him out at an apartment house uptown. But he didn’t enter. When the cab had rolled away Dick Van Loan walked a full block away from the dwelling, abruptly turned a corner, and disappeared in the inky darkness down a dark, narrow alley.
Five minutes later, walking by sense of direction alone, he approached a small building that stood all by itself. He thrust a queer-shaped key into a special multiple lock. He entered, closed the door after him, and his finger found a familiar light switch. The Phantom was in the secret laboratory-workshop he had built.
Here were many of the things that made it possible for him to retain his position as one of the world’s foremost crime fighters. In dimensions the place was modest. But its equipment was up-to-date to the last degree.
Its optical apparatus included tiny, lightning-fast reflex cameras with telephoto and wide-angle lenses, and one of the uncanny ultra-violet cameras used to detect forgeries. There were bullet microscopes and comparison microscopes; the famous Greenough microscope for the scientific detection of clues.
A crime library numbered more than a thousand volumes and was written in five different languages. There was an outfit for the investigation of all toxic substances, with chemicals which the Phantom had imported from Germany, Switzerland, and France. Complete equipment for analyzing bloodstains, with benzidine and hydrogen for the hemoglobin test, serum for the method suggested by Bayles of Paris, and a spectroscope to be used in connection with blood colloids, after the manner advocated by the eminent Dr. Wilhelm Zangemeister of Konigsberg.
In a concealed closet was a small arsenal of the world’s most deadly explosive weapons: Lugers, Webleys, Colts, and strange guns from many different nations. There was a rack of knives also, varying from the thinnest Sicilian stiletto to a broad-bladed, serpentine Malay kris. There was an electric stove, a small electric smelting furnace, a miniature lathe with diamond-set tools, numerous bank keys, mercury vapor lights, three-way mirrors, and an elaborate dressing table with all the material for the Phantom’s most ingenious impersonations.
The laboratory had been rented and outfitted many months ago by a stoop-shouldered old fellow with a scraggly, greyish beard and a pair of thick-lensed glasses which made him look like a gentle owl. The bearded ancient claimed that he was a research chemist, a Dr. Paul Bendix, and only Frank Havens knew that Dr. Paul Bendix and the Phantom were one.
Van took off his yachting clothes and made up quickly. Garments for a hundred impersonations were stowed away in closets in the place. Some of those clothes had been with him on desperate adventures. They held knife cuts and bullet holes – proof that the grey wings of death had often brushed close to the Phantom.
This evening Van needed only to change into another suit and use his flat auxiliary make-up kit. He greyed his hair at the temples, slipped an ingenious crescent-shaped celluloid plate under his upper lip against the gum. This single touch changed the lines of his keen-featured face. He added to it by darkening and thickening the eyebrows, and by widening his cheeks with spongy pads of rubber clamped inside them against his wisdom teeth.
His mirror reflected the face of a heavy-featured and pompous-looking stranger. A man trained to search out the hidden details of facial identity might still have recognized Richard Curtis Van Loan; but only after long study and in the most favorable lights. Van knew that this disguise would serve him when he contacted Frank Havens to see what the publisher had on his mind. In case a more elaborate disguise might be needed later he had his ever present make-up kit.
IN his right coat pocket he carried a small flat automatic. And, deep in his trousers pocket, was something that the police everywhere had learned to respect – a small plate of purest platinum set with diamonds in the form of a tiny mask, the Phantom’s badge of authenticity. The quick display of that in one cupped hand was enough to gain him entrance into the most official quarters.
The Phantom was ready now. He left his laboratory by a back exit, sliding a panel open, groping his way skillfully in the dark until he found himself in one of several garages where he kept specially designed, super-fast cars.
He did not care to be conspicuous this evening. The car he got into after he had pushed back the garage door was a small coupé of standard make, its weighted chassis and super-charged motor hidden by conventional lines.
He drove straight to the Clarion offices. His pulses quickened as he noted that there were a half dozen police cars strung along in front of the building. Bluecoats were keeping on the move the people who walked past.
Van recognized the big sedan of Inspector Farragut of the Homicide Bureau standing directly in front of the building’s main door. Fear gnawed suddenly at his mind. What if something had happened to his friend Frank Havens?
He breathed more easily when a scared-looking elevator operator assured him that Havens was all right, but that a stranger, a lawyer guy, had been bumped off in the publisher’s office.
Van handed a card marked “Alex Barry” to Havens’s bespectacled secretary, and said: “I’m the man he asked to see from Oceanic Insurance.”
The secretary looked doubtful. Havens appeared in the door of his inner office.
“I didn’t ask for any insurance. Tell him to get out. This is a hell of a time to come and try to sell -”
He stopped speaking suddenly, for the man, “Barry,” had reached up with one hand and was tugging speculatively at the lobe of his ear. That simple gesture was one agreed upon between Havens and the Phantom. Intense relief showed on Havens’s face.
“Come right in. I didn’t realize you were the Mr. Barry when I spoke as I did.”
Havens ushered him into his inner office, where the corpse of Jason Squires still lay. But before he introduced him as the Phantom he pulled him into a rear alcove and said in a low voice “I hated to call you, Van. I wouldn’t have if it hadn’t seemed absolutely imperative.”
“What’s on your mind?”
“That fellow out there, a man named Squires, was murdered right here in my office – shot by a gunman who sneaked up the emergency stairway, did his damnable work, and then got away. Squires was the second man killed tonight by the same bunch of murderers. But that wasn’t the only reason I called you. It was because Squires knew of your reputation and wanted to see you. He had a clue for you, and was killed when Steve Huston brought him here. You’re in this thing already, Van, up to your neck, whether you like it or not.” Van listened while Havens hurried on, giving him all the details.
Then Van said quickly: “This clue – have you seen it?”
“Yes,” answered Havens. “Inspector Farragut has it now. But I’m afraid it isn’t going to help any. It’s nothing but a little chunk of clay.”



CHAPTER IV


A CLUE FOR THE PHANTOM

“CLAY?” Van turned and strode out into the main office with Havens following him. But, after he left the alcove and before he reached the body of Jason Squires where the detectives stood, his hand flicked up from his vest pocket and he adjusted a small black mask over his eyes.
It wasn’t to hide his already disguised features. His quick impersonation had accomplished that adequately enough. The slipping on of the mask was a studied gesture done for deliberate effect. It was one of Van’s ways of announcing abruptly and startlingly to all present that the Phantom had arrived.
Inspector Farragut started when he saw Van’s tall masked figure. But his face showed neither amusement nor contempt. The Phantom’s record was so impressive that Farragut had no impulse to criticize his foibles. The other detectives in the room seemed to feel the same way.
Steve Huston’s eyes widened as he took in those strange features below Van’s mask. He had seen the mysterious, super-crime hunter in a hundred impersonations, but he had never quite got used to the Phantom’s uncanny ability at disguise.
“The Phantom,” said Frank Havens softly. “I believe you all know him, gentlemen.”
There was a brief silence, then, looking straight at Inspector Farragut, Dick Van Loan spoke.
“Havens has given me the details of the murders. I understand that the dead man here wanted to see me before he was shot down. Havens says he had a clue.”
Farragut nodded. “With Squires alive to tell us where he found that clue it might have been valuable. With him dead it isn’t worth a damn.”
“May I see it?”
Farragut nodded again and handed over the white envelope that Jason Squires had clutched as he fell to the floor dead. Van opened it, shook into his hand a small chunk of crumbling blue clay about half the size of a peanut. He stared at it intently while Farragut voiced his opinion.
“The significance of it is plain enough. Look at this German musical doll here with Squires’s face on it. It’s such a good likeness it gives a man the shivers. And the doll that Winstead got in the mail just before those killers came was a good likeness, too. The man who made those dolls’ faces is a clever sculptor. And what is it sculptors use, Phantom?”
Van said nothing for a moment. He picked up the doll and examined it closely. The face was made of some fine quality of modeling wax, painted over.
“Well,” said Farragut impatiently, “you must understand what I’m driving at. The killer used some of this clay to model with before he made those casts of the dead men’s features. Squires found that modeling clay in some place that made him suspect who the killer was.”
Dick Van Loan shook his head.
“A good theory, Inspector. Stands up well, and on the face of it seems logical. But it’s so darned good and simple that I, for one, suspect it. I’m sorry to say that I’m going to knock it into a cocked hat.”
Farragut stared at the clay, and looked up challengingly.
“This stuff was never used for modeling,” Van continued, “It isn’t plastic enough for that. It’s a sample of earth that Squires found somewhere and was going to tell me about. He was carrying it around with him. He must have got it before the murder of Winstead. For some reason the circumstances under which he found it, or the clay itself, aroused his suspicions. We’ve got to find out more about it.”
“How?” said Farragut. “It might have come from anywhere in or outside the city limits.”
“You don’t generally find blue clay like this on the ground’s surface,” said Van. “It seems to me to have come from a ditch somewhere. Call up Mike Keogh. He’s a contractor who’s dug more holes around New York than any other man in the city. Get him here, and I think he’ll give us some valuable information.”

FARRAGUT sent a detective to phone Keogh. Van began firing questions.
“Any trace of the fellow who shot Squires?”
“No. My men searched this building from top to bottom. Nobody outside of Huston, Mr. Havens, and the dead man saw him. He made his getaway before we arrived.”
“What about those dolls? Have you got any dope on them?”
Farragut’s face grew grave. “I had a report from one of my boys just before you came. A German import goods store over on Eighth Avenue was burglarized ten days ago. Nothing was taken except a half dozen of those dolls.”
“Half a dozen!” Van gave a whistling exclamation. “Good Lord, Inspector!” The air of the room seemed heavy suddenly with the black threat of more impending murder.
Farragut nodded fiercely. “I know! That means a lot more people are going to get them and be knocked off. It means these are just the first two killings in a chain.”
Dick Van Loan paced restlessly across the office. “We must hunt for a motive,” he barked. “It’s easy to see why Squires was killed. This clue of his was dangerous to someone. But why was Don Winstead murdered? Does it mean that the other Caulder heirs are marked as victims, too?”
“Maybe,” said Farragut. “They’re a damned queer family if you ask me. Nobody knows what they may have been up to. With old Caulder getting ready to cash in, the nephews and the niece are going to be rich as Solomon. Money’s always dangerous.”
“You say they’re a queer family, Inspector. Just what do you mean by that?”
“The three I talked to acted funny. Winstead’s brother is a sort of society sap who looks like a third-rate gigolo. Mrs. Tyler, the niece, is as dizzy a dame as you’d want to see. Eben Gray is one of those nasty nice gents that I would not trust around the corner. Then there are two others.”
“Two others?” Van leaned forward, eyes snapping behind his mask.
“Yes. I haven’t seen ‘em yet, but I’ve got their pedigrees. One, Judd Moxley, is up in the state pen doing time on a second-degree murder rap. He’s been there ten years now. He killed a friend in a peevish fit. The other, Simon Blackwell, is a recluse. Lives somewhere out in the suburbs.”
“Interesting!” said Van. “We’ll have to act quickly if we want to smash this chain of murders. Have you got the home addresses of all these people?”
Steve Huston stepped forward before the inspector could answer.
“They were in the Clarion files,” he said, “on account of their being heirs to the Caulder dough. Here they are, Phantom.” He handed Van a slip of paper with five addresses on it. “If you want Moxley,” he added, “just stop in at the jail.”
Van looked at the slip. “They all have impressive addresses except this man Blackwell,” he said quickly. “He lives up near a city dump by the East River.”
Havens’s secretary stuck his head in and announced that a Mr. Keogh had arrived. The contractor entered solemnly, a small, stocky man with a shrewd, Irish face. He jumped when he saw the corpse on the floor and the masked figure of the Phantom.
“It was good of you to come,” said Van. “This is a murder investigation, Mr. Keogh. We want your professional opinion on a point that has come up.”
Keogh glanced uneasily from face to face. “I don’t know a damn thing about detective stuff,” he muttered.
“But you can tell us whether you have ever come across any clay like this in your work as contractor?”
The Irishman squinted, wrinkled his forehead, and poked with a thumb the size of a chisel at the clay Van held out.
“Sure. We see lots of that stuff in the big ditch we’re digging for the new Sixth Avenue subway.”
Farragut snorted. Van said quietly: “What do you do with the clay, Mr. Keogh, after your steam shovels strike it?”
“Get rid of it,” said Keogh promptly. “Dump it out in some land the city wants filled in.”
“Where’s that?”
“Up the East River at a place they call Channel Point.”
Steve Huston made a choking sound, and Van’s eyes flashed fire. Huston spoke up loudly, his small wiry body quivering with excitement.
“Cripes alive, man! Channel Point is where this guy Blackwell hangs out. When it comes to sleuthing, Phantom, you’ve got a nose like a weasel.”
“The East River dump is our next stop,” said Van grimly. “Come on, Inspector.” The piece of land known as Channel Point was a dreary stretch of marsh extending out into the sluggish current of the East River. Heavy dump trucks had pitted and rutted the single road that led to the end of it.
VAN, in the police sedan with inspector Farragut and a group of plainclothes men from the Homicide Squad, could see under the headlights streaks of the bluish clay from the subway excavation, which had shaken off the dump trucks. Narrow byroads branched off, right and left, to refuse heaps and to the swampland that was being filled in.
The one cottage at the end of the point, where Simon Blackwell – recluse and heir to the Caulder millions – lived, was as dismal as its setting.
It was a rambling, ugly structure of unpainted clapboards. A light showed in one window. The rest of the house was dark. And, giving a sinister, secretive air to the whole place, a high barbed-wire fence ran from shore to shore in front of the house, blocking the road abruptly. The gate was padlocked.
“Give ‘em the horn!” Farragut growled to the police chauffeur.
The sedan’s siren, sounding dismally in the murk, brought a witch-like old woman, with a face as wrinkled as a nut kernel to the gate.
“Who is it? What do you want?” she croaked.
“It’s the police,” said Farragut. “We want to see Mr. Blackwell.”
A dashlight limned his face.
“The police!” The old servant’s voice cracked. She raised her lantern, looked at Farragut fearfully. “I can’t let you in. Mr. Blackwell don’t let no one through this gate since a tramp came and killed his dog.”
“He’ll see us,” said Farragut. “There’s been a murder, Blackwell’s likely to get in a lot of trouble if you don’t let us in.” He turned back his coat, let the rays of the lantern fall on his gleaming gold badge.
The old woman took a key from her apron and opened the padlock with shaking hands. She hobbled ahead of them as the big car rolled along the swampy drive.
WHEN they climbed out and went into the house a voice sounded fiercely: “What’s the meaning of this, Sarah? How dare you let people in when you know my orders?”
A tall hawk-faced man with a wiry pompadour of stiff grey hair stood in the door of a connecting room. His skin had a corpselike pallor, as though it were never exposed to fresh air or sunlight. But his body radiated an almost-frenzied vigor.
“It’s the police,” wailed the old woman. “They said you’d get into trouble if I didn’t open the gate.”
“The police!” There was no fear in Simon Blackwell’s bright eyes, only surprise and indignation. “You can get right out of here, all of you! I don’t allow my premises to be invaded.” He stared hard at the Phantom’s mask, adding harshly, “And you, too, sir, with your stupid buffoonery.”
“This is a murder investigation,” stated Ferguson in his most impressive tones.
“Murder is it? Well, it would have been more to the point if you’d come ten days ago to arrest that filthy tramp!”
“Your cousin, Don Winstead, was stabbed to death early this evening,” said Farragut coldly. “The lawyer, Jason Squires, was killed a short while afterwards. We’re here to question you about these double killings.”
Blackwell broke into a discordant laugh, his white face wrinkling into lines of mirth that were diabolical.
“So, they got themselves killed, did they? As far as I’m concerned I say good riddance! I’m more interested in the murder of my dog.”
The inspector’s jaw muscles bulged in anger. “There was a clue that pointed straight in your direction,” he snapped. “Squires had a bit of clay from this point of land to which he appeared to attach great significance.”
“Pah!” said Blackwell. “I haven’t left this house for years. I tell you the only murderer I’m interested in is the tramp who brained my dog.”
Farragut was about to cross-question him savagely when Dick Van Loan broke in. “What about this tramp? Just when did he come, and why did he kill your dog?”
Blackwell’s face relaxed a little, and he moved closer to the Phantom. “I see you’ve got some sense, young man, in spite of that buffoon’s mask! The tramp clubbed my dog to death, broke in here, and demanded that I feed him. He was bearded and filthy, and he made me sit with him at the table while he ate.”
“When did this happen?”
“Around the fifteenth – late at night.”
Farragut tugged at Van’s sleeve, pulling him aside. “This won’t get us anywhere! Let’s get him down to brass tacks.”
“I’d like to hear his story,” said Van quietly. “There’s something in this business about the tramp.” He turned back to Blackwell. “Just what did the man do after he broke in and you placed food before him?”
“Ate,” said Blackwell. “Stuffed food into his dirty beard and looked at me. He kept his club on the table beside him and signaled that he’d brain me if I didn’t sit quiet.”
“Signaled you?”
“Yes, he was deaf and dumb – just a mute with criminal inclinations.”
Van turned to the old woman excitedly. “Did you notice anything else peculiar about him?”
She shook her head. “Nothing, except he was in a hurry to get somewhere else. He kept looking at his watch.”
Dick Van Loan stiffened. “You mean to tell me this tramp had a watch?”
“Yes,” said Sarah positively. “I saw him stare at it six or seven times.”
The Phantom was silent a moment, his lips harsh below his mask and a glint of apprehension in his eyes. Inspector Farragut spoke impatiently. “We’re getting nowhere!”
“On the contrary,” said Van grimly, “we know where we stand now. What would you say, Inspector, if I told you Blackwell here was marked for death?”
“Eh?” Farragut started. “How do you figure that?”
“That tramp with the watch!” said Van softly. “A man hungry enough to break in and steal food would have sold or pawned his watch first. And doesn’t it seem odd that a tramp should have one anyway?”
“I can’t get excited about it,” said Farragut glumly.
“No? Surely you’ve heard of watch cameras, Inspector – the simplest way of taking a picture of a man without his knowing it.”
Farragut stiffened as light began to dawn. The Phantom went on relentlessly.
“The fiend behind these killings would want to be sure just what Blackwell looked like before he modeled the face on one of his damnable dolls. That tramp was the real killer. The fact that he played deaf-and-dumb would indicate that he wanted to hide his voice because Blackwell knew him. A beard is one of the crudest but most effective forms of disguise. He used his watch camera to get pictures of his intended victim. You’d better guard Blackwell, Inspector, or you’re going to have your best suspect murdered.”
Even as Van spoke there came the sound of footsteps on the porch of the cottage, then a knock at the door. The Phantom’s hand dropped to the gun in his pocket. But he remembered immediately that there were detectives outside and that they would hardly let any suspicious strangers pass through the gate. He signaled Sarah to open the door.
She did so, and two of Farragut’s men came in escorting a Western Union messenger. The sight of the olive-drab uniform made Dick Van Loan catch a sharp breath. For the boy carried an oblong box under his arm, shaped like a miniature coffin, and his first words were:
“Package for Mr. Blackwell.”
Blackwell looked up angrily. “Take it away – I’ve ordered nothing.”
The boy stared around him, gaping when he saw the Phantom’s black mask.
“It was left at the office with a dollar for delivery out to this dump. Wanta sign fer it, or don’tcha?”
Blackwell made no move to accept the package; but Van snatched it from the surprised messenger’s arms. Without asking permission he began ripping it open. A moment later Farragut and the two detectives stood in grim-eyed wonder. In Van’s hands was one of the sinister dancing dolls with the face of Simon Blackwell on it.
Blackwell looked at it in rising answer. “More buffoonery!” he snapped.
“I’m afraid not, Mr. Blackwell,” said Van ominously. “Figures like this were sent to the other two murder victims this evening. You’re marked for death, as I stated a moment ago. You’ll be killed unless the police can protect you.”
For the first time Simon Blackwell looked frightened. Van drew Inspector Farragut aside.
“It’s good we came out here. Perhaps we can stop this next killing and learn something about the murderers to boot.”
“Right!” said Farragut. “I’ll station my men here and blast them to hell if they come.”
Van shook his head. “At most that will only scare the killers off. Take Blackwell back to Headquarters with you. Don’t let him know what you’re going to do, but hold him tonight. Keep him under cover – and I’ll come back here as his double.”
Farragut clutched his arm. “You can’t do that, Phantom. It’s insane – you’ll be murdered!”
“I hope not, Inspector. But I’ll be the bait that will draw the killers. Let’s get started at once.”



CHAPTER V


THE KILLER STRIKES

IN the private dining room of a small but luxurious cafe, late that night, a tall, dark man ground out his cigarette. He glanced at his wristwatch, pushed his empty liquor glass away with a decisive gesture, and rose.
“You’re not leavin’, Blackie?” The girl sitting across from him spoke peevishly, her rouged lips drooping and her moist, blue-lidded, sinful eyes glowing with sudden resentment.
“Gotta,” said the dark man quickly.
“Where you goin’?” The girl’s voice was sharp, quavering. But Blackie merely raised his eyebrows, stretched out his chin, and adjusted the knot of his tie. He didn’t speak again till she laid a tense hand on his arm, her fingers with their tinted nails looking like bloodstained claws. Her face had lost its beauty as anger possessed her.
She grew ugly, sluttish. “Blackie, if you’re two-timin’ -” she began.
But the man called Blackie whirled on her so fiercely that she shrank away. “Keep that big trap shut, Dolly! When I get another dame you’ll know it. I’ll drop you like a hunk of hot lead. But until then mind your own business if you know what’s healthy. I got other things to do besides play ‘round with janes.”
“Sorry, Blackie, I didn’t mean any harm!” the girl whimpered.
Blackie Guido turned away contemptuously, picked up his coat and hat. He knew how to handle his dames, and make them toe the mark, just as he knew how to buy flashy clothes and wear them. He didn’t welcome advice, nor like his actions questioned. And right now he was riding high. There was a roll of bills in his pocket that would choke a mule. He was definitely in the dough.
Not since the violent days of prohibition when he had been the pilot of a fleet of beer trucks had he had so much jack to fling around. But just how he had acquired it was a closely guarded secret. He stood at the door for a moment, a dapper figure in a Chesterfield and derby hat, spats and kid gloves. Then he peeled a fifty-dollar bill from his roll and tossed it to Dolly.
“Go get a mud pack and a permanent, sweetheart,” he said cheerfully. “Be seein’ you later.”
He was gone out into the night, swinging along the dark sidewalk like a lonely ghoul. It was so late that the streets were almost deserted. A few nighthawk taxis cruised aimlessly, their drivers slumped and tired.
Blackie took one, rode ten blocks, puffing a cigarette and looking warily behind him. There was no other car in sight, no one pursuing. But for some reason Blackie Guido was taking no chances on being followed. He got out, paid his fare, walked through a cross street, and took another taxi. He repeated the process four times before he finally alighted and walked the rest of the way to his destination.
Dolly, if she could have seen the furtive way he moved along a dark residential street and approached the gate of a big, old-fashioned house surrounded by a high brick wall, would have been sure he was two-timing. But there were no lights in that big house, no living thing to be seen.
Blackie closed and locked the gate behind him, moved across a wide lawn as stealthily as a shadow, unlocked another door in the house itself, and entered. It had once been a millionaire’s show place with every sort of luxury and fine appointment. But it had been deserted for years, tied up in an estate that couldn’t be settled. Its ornate decorations were torn and tarnished.
Blackie went down to the basement, passed through a gun room, a billiard room, and then into a gymnasium. A small flashlight shaped like a fountain pen guided his way. He pressed a switch, and the big gym with its shuttered windows sprang into light.
There were evidences that some work had been done here recently. The tiled floor was swept. The benches had been painted. The sparse furniture was in fair condition. The big swimming pool at one end of the gym was filled almost to the brim with dark, stagnant water.
Blackie walked to this. At the wall at the edge of the pool, he drew aside a bit of loose molding and pressed a small electric button a dozen times in a series of signals. Then he took a seat near the pool and puffed a cigarette impatiently. His face seemed more colorless now. His expression wasn’t quite so bland as it had been.
At the end of five minutes a strange thing happened. The still water in the center of the pool grew agitated. Bubbles came up and broke sluggishly on the greasy surface. Then suddenly something round and black rose above the water.
It thrust up out of the pool like a bud of a horrible, quick-growing plant, or like an aquatic monster. It was the helmeted head of a man dressed in a diving suit. The man’s shoulders followed. He stood poised on the top rung of a tall step ladder anchored just below the surface The single round glass window in the front of the helmet was turned toward Blackie Guido. There was a faint suggestion of two gleaming eyes peering through the glass.
Guido hunched forward. He was a practical soul, not particularly impressed with all this mummery. But he had awed respect for the brains, the power, and the utter cruelty of the man inside that helmet. This awe was tinged with a sense of mystery, for, though the man was his employer, Blackie had not learned his identity in more than a dozen meetings. It didn’t bother him though.
He knew that the helmet, the diving suit, and the swimming pool were ways of keeping that identity hidden and a means of quick escape. For the under-water entrance to the pool was as great a mystery to Guido as the man in the pool himself.
The stranger paid him lavishly with high denomination bills, sent through the mail, done up in neat packets. Not hot money; but bona fide United States currency that could be shoved safely through the barred window of any bank in the land. In return for this Guido took orders and carried out certain instructions.
But Guido, though his face was pale and his muscles unnaturally tense, tried not to show too much deference. Never kowtow to any man, was his motto.
“How yer, Chief?” he said, waving his cigarette.
“Excellent, Guido!”
The voice of the helmeted man was sepulchral, blurred, strangely disguised as it came through a buzzing diaphragm in the helmet. He waited, head and shoulders thrust above the water with the ponderous poise of some aquatic creature.
Blackie launched upon a complaining tirade at once.
“That guy, Squires! It wasn’t on the schedule tonight that we should bump him! When a fella called and said the Chief wanted him put on the spot I thought there was something screwy. But I didn’t dare lay off -”
“Right, Guido – it wasn’t screwy.” A grating snicker echoed through the gym. “If you hadn’t seen to his – elimination – he would have spilled something that would have sent you to the chair eventually. You’d have fried, Guido, if you’d failed to arrange his murder.”
Blackie moved uneasily in his seat. “What the hell, Chief!”
“And that isn’t all,” the blurred voice continued. “Get this, Guido! From now on we’ve got to watch our step. We’ve got to be bold but careful. Before your men blasted him, that damned lawyer, Squires, asked that the Phantom be called in.”
“The Phantom!” The words came from Guido in a whisper and his eyelids quivered.
“Yes, the Phantom! But don’t let that scare you. Just be careful and keep your shirt on. He’s clever, slippery as lightning, hard to grab hold of as the wind – but he’s only human. Hot lead in his belly will do the trick! We’ll settle with him soon enough. But right now there’s something else to think of. Are you ready to see to Blackwell?”
“Not tonight, Chief! It’s too risky. One of the boys says there’s cops down there. They went out for some sort of powwow.”
“Don’t be a fool, Guido. There are only a few cops, only a handful. They can’t stop you. Blackwell must die tonight. He’s got one of the little figures. Your three hopheads can do the job in spite of the cops. Use your brains, Guido – or if you can’t – follow my instructions.”
Guido listened while the mysterious, helmeted figure spoke harshly. His head bobbed in acquiescence a moment later. He was ready to put into action quick plans for Black-well’s death.
OUT on the bleak finger of Channel Point, Dick Van Loan waited. He knew the danger he faced. Twice tonight the murderers had struck, ruthlessly, swiftly, proving that they were ready to take any sort of chances. Even after he’d assumed the disguise of Blackwell, Inspector Farragut had begged him to give the thing up.
“You can’t get away with a stunt like this, Phantom,” Farragut had insisted. “You don’t know enough about the killers, how they’ll strike, nor from what direction. You’re headed straight for suicide, man!”
When Van refused to be dissuaded, Farragut had insisted on stationing a handful of plainclothes men among the bushes along the road leading to the end of the point.
“They won’t interfere unless you want ‘em to,” he had promised. “But they’ll be there if they’re needed.”
Van didn’t expect to call the detectives. He was on his own now, fighting the black menace of murder in his own peculiar way. Combating crime was the grim work to which he’d pledged his life. He was touched, too, by the fact that the murdered Squires had known of his reputation and asked for his help. The Phantom must keep faith with the dead!
All his artistry at disguise had gone into his impersonation of Simon Blackwell. A clever toupe held the hairs of a stiff, grey pompadour. Special facial moulage
heightened the bridge of his nose and gave him a hawklike look. He had simulated the deathly pallor of the recluse’s skin. Besides this, Van’s muscular control, developed through long practice, made it possible for him to move and carry himself with the same tense energy that characterized Blackwell. Posture was as much a part of his disguises as make-up. He was Blackwell to all intents and purposes.
Even the witchlike old servant mistook him for her master. When she had questioned him on his return as to why the police had taken him to the city, Van had growled at her fiercely, in the manner of Blackwell:
“None of your business, Sarah! The stupid, blundering fools -”
He had ordered her to her room and had gone grumbling, cursing, and stamping to his own chamber.
But instead of undressing, he had taken off his shoes, turned out the lights, and begun prowling around the house in darkness when he was sure Sarah was asleep. The gusty snoring of the old woman left no room for doubt.
Van could see the flickering headlights of the dump trucks as they rattled along the road from the subway excavation. The night shift was at work. The trucks were kept busy a full twenty-four hours. One arrived at the point about every half hour, disgorging the sludge and blue clay that had been the dead man’s clue.
With this activity going on, with detectives watching, it didn’t seem possible that the killers would strike tonight. But Van’s sense of impending danger deepened with every passing minute. Dimly he felt that he was pitted against a ruthless, cunning brain that would not be swerved from its course by any obstacle.
He had no definite plan of action. He was alert for trouble, ready to take advantage of any opportunity that came to get better acquainted with the criminals. He wanted to probe the hidden well springs of murder, find out who was behind the dancing doll killings and what the motive was.
He went to the back of the house, looked out, and drew in a hissing breath. He was certain now that the killers planned a murderous follow-up to the sending of the doll to Simon Blackwell. For, as he crouched by a window of the dismal cottage, a shadow moved out on the river. He caught sight of it briefly when the headlight beam from a dump truck swung that way. Then darkness swallowed it again.
It was a small speedboat, near shore, wallowing lazily in the oily swells. He could make out no one on it, only a black hull low down on the water, the bow pointed, the stern coffin-shaped. He thought for a few minutes that the killers planned to land at the tip of the point. But the boat came no nearer. And suddenly Van rose and whirled toward the front of the cottage as the whining roar of a motor sounded.
He leaped to another window, crouched, peered out. The headlights bored straight at him, satanic eyes coming nearer and nearer in the darkness. Metal clattered. Huge tires jounced through frozen ruts. One of the big dump trucks seemed to have run amuck like a mad colossus, or the man driving it had gone berserk.
The truck came plunging on wildly, away from the filled-in ground, straight toward the barbed-wire fence that barred the road in front of the cottage.
Then Van heard cries and shots. Farragut’s men in the bushes, unable to resist the temptation to interfere, had ordered the truck to halt, and fired when it didn’t.
A dancing point of flame leaped from a spot near the top of the truck’s metal body. A machine-gun clattered, drowning out the lesser fire of the police automatics. The night broke into hideous pandemonium as death hurtled at the Phantom.



CHAPTER VI


MURDER MENACE

NO mistaking the meaning of that plunging truck. This was the way the killers had taken to gain entrance and batter down all barriers. They had slain or knocked out the lawful driver, stolen the truck.
Their machine-gun cut a swathe of destruction through the night. Van couldn’t see its effect. But he felt certain that some of Farragut’s men were being mowed down by that hail of bronze-jacketed lead. The crashing of the police positives seemed more intermittent now.
The truck came on to the barbed-wire gate. It appeared to crouch for a split second, a gleaming-eyed monster gathering itself for a fresh burst of speed. Then its bumper struck the frame of the gate. It plunged through splintering boards like matchwood, snapping barbed wire strands as though they were cotton threads. It wallowed on toward the house, its motor thundering.
Van watched, lynx-eyed, his fingers clawlike over the black butt of his automatic. A moment later he leaped back from the window and whirled. He felt the whole house shudder as the vehicle struck. Timbers snapped. Boards grated. The huge truck squalled to a stop.
Half the porch and a corner of the cottage had been ripped wide open. Night wind rushed in, chill with the presentiment of death. Van heard the killers calling to each other. There seemed to be several of them on board the truck, assassins worked up to a fever pitch of excitement, thirsting for human blood.
The machine-gun yammered again. Out in the darkness police automatics answered. Lead struck the body of the stalled truck, screaming away into the night like a frightened wraith fleeing a scene of murder.
Tiptoeing close to the broken corner of the building, Van heard one of the killers call out an order.
“Go in an’ get ‘im, Dopey! Rip ‘im wide open. We’ll hold off the lousy coppers.”
“Okay,” came the snarled answer. “Leave the old guy to me!”
A black figure detached itself from the truck. It slipped through the broken hole in the building, came on purposefully; and Van caught a brief glimpse of light reflected from a machine-gun’s ugly snout. He tiptoed back into Blackwell’s bedchamber, spoke in the harsh, querulous voice of the recluse.
“Who is it? What do you mean, you fools, smashing into my house?”
The gunman couldn’t see him. Van took a desperate chance in that instant. For a flashlight stabbed toward him, bathing his disguised face, and Van waited. He knew that two hands are needed to hold and fire a machine-gun. Then the light went out. There was a ripping, vicious burst from the rapid-firer. The gun clattered like a mad thing out in the hallway in the hands of the killer who had entered.
But Van had leaped far to the left of the doorway as soon as the light was extinguished. Bullets lashed empty space at the spot where he had been. He screamed now, the cry of a mortally wounded man, throwing his voice so that it seemed to come from straight in front of the gunman. Then he groaned realistically; snatched a quilt from the bed; flung it over a light, straight-backed chair; and, as the man came close, Van hurled the chair to the floor so that it fell with a convincing, muffled thud.
The killer stepped through the bedroom door, brought his gun into action again, and pumped bullets viciously into what he thought was Blackwell’s prostrate body. Then he flicked on his flash to make sure his work was done.
That was his last conscious act that night. Van got a brief glimpse of his savage face, flushed, with eyes that were unnaturally bright and glassy. A drug addict, pumped so full of the stuff that he was hardly human!
Van leaped with the silent swiftness of a springing puma. The butt of his gun came down on the hophead’s skull. The man pitched forward, dropping his weapon without a moan. Van grabbed him by the collar, pulled his unconscious body away from the door into a corner of the room.
He found the man’s flash, clicked the switch, and set it on a chair. For a tense minute, while the guns continued to blast outside, Van studied the drug addict’s still features. Then, working with desperate quickness, knowing that each split second was precious, he began removing his disguise of Simon Blackwell. It had served its purpose, drawn the murderous fire of the killer, letting those outside know that Dopey had found his prey. After the wig had been withdrawn, the moulage
scraped off, Van began a new impersonation. This must be another masterpiece.
There was no time for finesse. No time even to study his subject as he would have liked to. The Phantom was about to take a seemingly suicidal step. It wasn’t the first time he’d used disguise to thrust himself into direct contact with dangerous criminals. He’d done it before. It had brought him close to death on several occasions. Some day he would slip up, take one chance too many, but until then -
He took out a mirror. His long fingers, dipping into the auxiliary make-up kit he always carried, began spreading red pigment over his face, covering Blackwell’s deathly pallor, imitating Dopey’s hectic, narcotic flush. He worked swiftly, surely, with the deftness of an actor between scenes who knows he has only a minute or two before the curtain rises.
He dabbed black wax, a coal tar derivative, on his teeth to simulate Dopey’s broken snags. He thrust a spongy pad under his lower lip in imitation of the man’s prognathous mouth. He widened both nostrils with hollow, truncated cones of red celluloid, kept for such a purpose. He rose, so monstrously changed that his own mother wouldn’t have known him.
Already the killers outside called to him blasphemously. Van snatched up the hophead’s hat, drew off his coat, slipped into it. He grabbed the machine-gun, stepped over Dopey’s inert body, and plunged into the hall.
“Okay, pals!” he called loudly, imitating Dopey’s snarling voice, which he had picked up from hearing that one sentence spoken.
A volley of curses almost as scorching as bullets met him when he slipped outside.
“What the hell kept you, mug? Does it take all night to croak one spavined old guy?”
A flashlight flicked into Dick Van I Loan’s face. He knew he stood on the brink of death, for his make-up, put on so quickly, could hardly be exact. But he grinned wickedly, showing his blackened teeth, holding out a wad of bills he had taken from his own pocket.
“I lifted a little dough from the old gent’s carcass,” he muttered.
“Yeah, while we stayed out here getting hell from the cops!” A greedy hand snatched the bills from Van’s fingers. A voice snarled:
“I’ll take that for a bonus. Now get the hell out of here, both of you – the boat’s waitin’.”
The third man up on the truck, hidden behind the thick metal body, swept a last burst of bullets into the blackness where the cops were closing in. The man who had spoken to Van did likewise. Van lifted the gun that he had taken from Dopey and pressed the crescent-shaped trigger, too, careful to send his shots high.
Then he followed the others as they crouched down like night-raiding Indians and fled for the waiting boat. The cops couldn’t see them. They didn’t know there was a boat waiting just off-shore. They thought the three raiders had smashed the truck accidentally and that they had them trapped. Shots continued to rattle, covering up the running footsteps of the three.
Close to the edge of the river the man who had snatched the bills from the Phantom stopped and blinked his flash. He cupped his hand over the lens, pointing outward, so the detectives behind couldn’t see.
The low rumble of a speedboat’s engine sounded. It slid ghostlike in toward the shore. Van could glimpse the pasty face of another stranger slumped behind the wheel. His companions waded out into the cold water, climbed into the boat, and Van did likewise.
“All set,” said someone. And suddenly the speedboat’s engine snarled into throaty life, and the coffin-shaped craft streaked out into the black river. Only then did the detectives on the point realize that a getaway was being made under their very noses. More shots sounded and a few harmless bullets whined overhead.
But Farragut had evidently anticipated that a landing might be made on the point from the water. For a dark shape showed up suddenly off the left of the speedboat’s bow. A brilliant lavender searchlight winked on, fanned the water for a moment, then came to rest on the killers’ craft.

“COPS!” hissed the man beside the Phantom.
The speedboat’s pilot swung the wheel so violently that the streaking craft seemed to lift up and plunge ahead on its gunwale. It came within an ace of turning turtle. Water cascaded into both cockpits. Then it righted itself and was off on another angle, leaving the police boat astern. But a gun on the deck of the police cruiser began to chatter, lashing lead close as a signal to stop.
The man beside Dick Van Loan whirled, lifted the ugly snout of his tommy-gun, and held the trigger hard back. He hosed bullets at the dazzling eye of the searchlight. For a full minute the gun jerked and chattered while acrid fumes of cordite whirled around them. Then the gunman found his mark. The searchlight disappeared as abruptly as though a giant hand from the sky had snuffed it out.
The pilot began zigzagging, throwing his passengers from side to side so that they fell, cursing and clinging to each other. But he avoided the bullets that were probing through the darkness for their lives. The powerful motor amidships rose higher and higher until the boat seemed to hang taut and motionless on the highest crest of the waves. But Van could tell by the wind blast that it was streaking ahead. The shots behind grew even more random. They were leaving the police cruiser far astern.
The mad getaway continued. Dick Van Loan was a companion of killers leaving what they thought was a murder scene. He was in with murderers who backed up with knife and bullets the sinister threat of those mysterious dancing dolls.
Yet these men were only tools, he felt certain, instruments of a more cunning, ruthless will. He made, therefore, no attempt to stop them.
His cue was to go along with them, find out where they went, and who supplied the payoff.
The boat veered again. It headed in toward a dark section of the shore. The pilot slowed the engine, cut it down to a mere idling speed. The craft nosed in to a low sea wall, with a gloomy riverfront street beyond it. It bumped against rocks while Van and the others swarmed out.
Then the pilot reached back and dropped a match into a wad of oily waste in the boat’s cockpit. Rather than leave any clues for the police they were setting fire to a speedboat that must have cost several thousand dollars. Van realized that it was probably stolen property anyway. Fingerprints were what the killers feared.
They sprinted across the vacant lot to a big parked sedan. The top of the sea wall was showing red as the car sped away.
The pilot of the speedboat was now the driver, a squat, toadlike man with a thick-lipped mouth. The other two were obvious mobs’ men; flat-chested, hard-faced. A letdown had come after their fast action. They sat hunched beside the Phantom, their glassy eyes staring straight ahead.
The driver tooled the big car halfway across the city, up a cobblestoned avenue for nearly a mile, then into a block of grimy, red-brick buildings. He twisted the wheel deftly, stopped with his headlights close to a large metal door. He winked them on and off three times and the door slid up.
The car lurched into an old garage, crossed an oil-smeared floor, and entered a big elevator. The man who had let them in slammed shut the elevator door and they were lifted creakingly four stories above street level. Then the car rolled out into another cement-floored room.
Van’s quick eyes took in his surroundings. A half dozen automobiles in the higher-price brackets stood around the big room in various stages of disassembly. Most of them were almost new. But their motors were exposed.
Grinding machines, welding torches, and paint-spraying devices were close at hand. Undoubtedly this was a place where “hot” cars were repainted, reassembled, and their motor numbers changed. The business of car stealing had been put aside temporarily for the more sinister occupation of murder.
The men with Van left this chamber and climbed a flight of narrow steel stairs to a floor still higher. They passed through a workshop to a partitioned room in the building’s center a big windowless barn of an office. In this room were more than a dozen people.
VAN had never seen a more motley, evil-looking group. It was as though whoever was behind the dancing doll murders had deliberately got together the crème de la crème of the city’s most murderous characters. Hopheads, mobsmen, individual professional killers.
There was one elderly man wearing glasses, whose face was mild and almost benign looking, except for the grey hair thinning in two peaks on either side of his high forehead like sprouting horns; and except for something furtive and crafty in his smile. He had seen better days obviously. Van wondered who he was and what he was doing here.
Another man, big, brutal-looking, with a black-browed face claimed his attention. This one seemed to be the boss. For the three with Dick Van Loan, headed straight for him.
One of them nodded.
“The job’s done, Bowers.”
Bowers grunted, his eyes expressionless as polished agates. He reached for a phone on his desk, and suddenly the Phantom’s gaze became alert behind negligently drooping lids. For the phone was a new one and the big man called Bowers was dialing. Van was close enough to see the numbers and letters. His machine-like brain registered each movement as the big man’s pudgy finger twirled the dial.
KLondike 5-9292!
There was a pause, then the big man said: “Lemme speak to Blackie.” Another pause, and Bowers continued:
“Blackie, the boys are back. Want to come over and talk to them about the job?”
Van’s pulses tingled. He caught the inflection in Bowers’s voice. The man was speaking to “Blackie” as one addresses a superior. He was turning in a report, awaiting orders. It might be that he was in direct contact with the brains of the murder ring. The man at the other end of the wire gave an answer that Van couldn’t hear. Bowers dropped the receiver in its cradle, lit a cigar, and leaned back in his office chair.
Van was still watching him. But an eerie sense of danger made him turn his head. He stared for a moment straight into the face of the elderly man whose high-peaked forehead made him look very much like a devil.
The man had risen abruptly, and now came toward Van with that furtive, cunning smile on his face. He stood in front of the Phantom, hands clasped behind him, teetering on his heels – and time seemed suddenly to hang suspended.
For there was an expression of interest, of deepening suspicion on the grey-haired man’s face.
He spoke in a husky, cultured voice.
“Dopey, you don’t look right! After that shot of morphine I gave you – there’s something funny!”
The big boss Bowers heard him, and swung around. “What’s that you say, Doc?”
The smile on the face of the other deepened, became almost angelic.
“Just a little professional observation, Bowers. I’m somewhat puzzled. I gave Dopey O’Banion here thirty grains of morphine to pep him up before he went with the others to do his job. And now look at his eyes. No sign of expansion in the pupils. Murder seems to counteract the effect of drugs in Dopey.”
Though his face betrayed no emotion, Richard Curtis Van Loan’s heart was hammering This smiling man in front of him whom they called “Doc” was bringing him close to the brink of destruction.
Then another voice that cut like a knife through the now quiet room brought him closer still. It was the voice of one of the hopheads who had come back with him from Channel Point.
The man’s lips were slack. He was staring not at Van’s face, but at his hands.
“Look!” he screamed suddenly. “That guy ain’t Dopey! He can’t be! Dopey’s got a sliced-off finger!”
There hadn’t been time for Dick Van Loan to make a close study of his subject. He had played his cards as they came to him – played them bravely, recklessly – and had lost.
For he read death on the faces of those around him. In his first close contact with the criminals the Phantom stood exposed!



CHAPTER VII


THE PHANTOM TRAPPED

THE Phantom moved with desperate quickness. While those about him, stunned by surprise, were grasping the fact that he was an impostor, he grabbed a straight-backed chair and swung it savagely at the overhead light. His only possible hope of escape lay in darkness. He was no miracle worker. There were a dozen armed and merciless criminals facing him, ready to riddle him with screaming lead.
The chair struck the big bowl light, hurling slivers of glass halfway across the room. But even at that, one of Bowers’s gunmen triggered with the speed of a striking snake. A slug came fearfully close to Dick Van Loan’s neck. He flung himself sideward, taut with the knowledge that he had escaped death with nothing to spare. The whole place seemed to explode into shouting tumult.
No one else dared fire, but there was a concerted rush of plunging bodies toward the spot where Van had been. He streaked away. A man got in his path, and Van felled him with a lashing blow of his fist. That was one point in his favor. He could treat them all as enemies, while the darkness forced them to be cautious with each other.
A flashlight clicked on somewhere. Its beam moved frantically over the heads of the milling mob. Van clenched his teeth. He knew if that light touched him it would spell his doom. But he couldn’t risk firing, because the flash of his gun would draw a volley. He stooped low, raced along the left side of the office toward the workroom door.
He heard Bowers’s voice, calm amid all the hubbub, giving orders by phone to some of his men below. His words carried plainly to the ears of the Phantom.
“There’s a guy up here who looks like Dopey but isn’t. Cover the exits. Don’t let him get out. If you see him let him have it.”
Van’s heart went cold. He was four stories above the street, in unfamiliar surroundings, and by that quick order Bowers had trapped him. The Phantom could fight, but the chances of winning now were hopeless. He had planned to make a mad plunge down the building’s stairs ahead of the murder pack. But, no matter which way he went, there would be guns waiting.
He clutched the knob of the office door and turned it. There was a bulb burning in the workshop outside. He leaped through the doorway, silhouetted for a second, and in that second death came close again. Guns crashed in the darkness. Bullets followed him in a leaden hail. If he hadn’t whirled and run toward the side of the workshop parallel with the office partition he would have been riddled.
HE risked firing now. Not at the men behind, but at that bulb ahead. Its light would make him an easy target once the killers entered the workshop. His shot sped true. Glass shattered. The room went dark again. And Van had glimpsed the location of the stairway.
Bowers’s men, anticipating his next move, began firing fiercely through the blackness toward the stairway head. They laid a barrage of bullets that would keep Van from attempting escape that way. But he couldn’t turn, couldn’t pause now. He dropped flat, snaked forward over the cold cement floor, and saw the flashlight go on again.
He whirled, ripped a bullet from his.38 straight at it, and heard a man cry out. He pivoted to the right as the flashlight clattered, and while Bowers’s gunmen tried to rake him with lead. But the shots went high. The Phantom reached the stairway and plunged down.
At the foot of them there was revealing light again. The big assembly room with the cars in it seemed empty. But, as Van moved across it toward the head of the second stairway, two running men appeared. They were dressed in greasy overalls. Both carried sawed-off automatic rifles.
They saw him at the same instant he saw them. His hastily flung shot sent them dodging back into the black mouth of the stairway. But now that means of escape was cut off.
Van’s eyes roved the room desperately. The windows, he saw, had heavy steel mesh across them. If he ducked in among the cars he would only be prolonging his murder. The men above, already at the top of the stairway, would hunt him down and slaughter him.
Then he saw the open door of the big elevator and made a quick decision. It still stood at the fourth-floor landing with the sedan that had brought Van and the others from the river in front of it. It was slow, ponderous, but it offered momentary refuge.
VAN leaped in, jerked the inside handle that snapped the two sliding doors shut. Bullets smashed against them even as they came together. Van’s fingers touched the elevator control, and the big cage began to move slowly down.
He didn’t stop it till it reached street level. But the instant he opened the sliding doors a couple of inches he realized again that he was trapped. The dial on the outside revealed to Bowers’s men below that the cage had descended. They were watching and knew that the fugitive had arrived. Bowers’s telephoned warning had made them alert.
A stream of slugs smashed into the doors as Van partly opened them. He closed them again with a quick jab of the handle; and lead continued to come through the door panels till Van, to save himself from quick annihilation, had to touch the control lever again and start the car up. As he paused at the second floor the hopelessness of his situation was borne home to him even more keenly. Once more that dial outside betrayed him. There were men watching there, too, eager to put him on the spot. He was like an animal being hunted, cornered, with no way for escape. He could run the cage up and down; but, at whatever floor he stopped the killers would know it. He would be met by a hail of lead if he tried to step out, and if he stayed in the cage they would get him sooner or later.
Already he heard men hammering on the fourth-floor door in the big shaft high above him. Once they got that open they could fire down through the open top of the cage.
There was no panic in Van’s mind as he considered his peril. He clearly saw that force was futile now, that his only possible hope of saving himself lay in somehow outwitting his would-be slayers. But how? What possible trick could he use to divert the killers’ attention long enough to give him a chance to escape?
The sides of the big cage were open except for a sheet-iron safety wall about five feet high. It was the regular type of car elevator Van had seen in many garages. He might be able to leave it, climb up or down the shaft on the steel cables, but if he did so what would it avail?
It was then that the Phantom devised a subtle play. Those dials outside, telling the killers just what floor he was on had been his chief undoing. Except for them he might have escaped by taking the watching guards by surprise. Why not turn those betraying dials into an asset?
Van’s eyes were bright with excitement as he let the big elevator move up. The men above, hammering at the sliding doors to burst them in, would watch his progress on the dial, and think that in his panic he had utterly lost his head. Those on the first, second, and third floors, would follow the upward progress of the cage also.
And Van made his big play now, his carefully thought-out chess move on a board of life and death. He was staring aloft, watching the big counterweights in their grooved track at the side of the shaft come down. They would pass between the elevator cage and the wall, huge bars of tongued pig-iron which partially balanced the weight of the cage and took some of the load off the hoisting cables operated by electrically driven gears above. There was room between the elevator and the shaft wall for a man’s body to slip through.
Van left the control lever on; crossed the floor of the cage swiftly; and, grasping the overhead steel braces, drew himself up to the top of the five-foot safety wall. Here he waited till the car had passed the second floor and the big counterweights had come parallel with it. They went down as the cage went up. Van knew that the principle of all elevators was the same.
It was dangerous business dropping down off the narrow cage rim to the greasy top of the descending counterweights. Though the cage’s speed seemed slow, the combined upward and downward speed as it and the counterweights passed was perilously rapid!
Van swung his body over, clutched the counterweight cable, and slid down it to the top of the pig-iron bars between the wall and the elevator cage. The cage continued up as Van went down.
And now the clever strategy of his move was apparent. For the killers on the various floors were watching the dials. There was a burst of firing high on the fourth floor as the emergency control switch stopped the elevator when it reached its point of maximum upward movement. Bowers’s men thought their quarry had returned in his panic. They thought they had him this time.
And those watching on the floors below and seeing that the hand on the dial pointed to 4 relaxed their watchfulness. The kill would be made, they thought, where the chase had first started. But Dick Van Loan was clinging to the counterweight now at street level.
He climbed off silently, crossed the elevator pit, and approached the inside handle of the door again. He opened it cautiously, inch by inch, but now there was no burst of firing.
The gunmen below had moved away from the elevator exit. One was standing with his back turned, looking up the side stairway. Another had gone to the street door in front. The rest were not in sight.
Van pressed down on the handle, drew the doors wide, and stepped out. The sound of them made the nearest killer whirl. Van’s bullet caught him in the shoulder and spun him around.
The man in front cried out, tried to get his gun into action. Van’s savagely slammed shots unnerved him, made him fumble and lose his aim. Van was upon him in almost an instant, and the man was staggering back.
Van’s gun streaked flame again, flinging hot lead against the hands that held the machine-gun. The man dropped his weapon with a shrill scream of terror and dangled bloody wrists. Van was by him and out the street door in a second, leaving the bedlam of the garage behind.
UNDER its grotesque disguise of Dopey, the Phantom’s face was hawklike. His eyes were snapping. He had escaped, but he must not lose the trail of the killers. He sensed what their next move would be. Having failed to get their victim, knowing that their hideout had been discovered they would leave the garage as rats leave a sinking ship.
And Van was right. He had no more than reached the corner of the dark block when, looking behind him, he saw the big outside door of the garage slide back. A moment later a car came out, filled with men.
Van’s own car was miles away. No use to summon the police now. The murderers would be away before they got here. Van did the one thing he could – ran on till he saw a cruising nighthawk taxi. He leaped in, thrust a bill under the driver’s nose.
“Back,” he barked, “the way I came. There’s a car I want you to follow.”
They reached the street where the garage was located just as the last of three cars roared out. It turned away from the direction in which the taxi was headed. And, as they passed the garage, Van saw that these reckless desperate men had fired the place, just as they had the speedboat. A drum of white gas had been opened and a match applied. Flames were seething inside as the taxi whirled by.
There was only one car visible now, the last one in the rear. Its red tail-light was like some satanic thing beckoning them on. It fled through the almost deserted streets of the night-darkened city, for this was the hour just before dawn when even New York seems dead. The taximan was crouched over his wheel, knowing that something was up, bent on earning the money Van had given him.
He didn’t see, as Van did, the streaking black shape that came from a side street. Van drew in his breath, and the skin of his scalp felt suddenly tight. For a car without lights, one of those which had fled the garage, nosed out from a spot where it had been lurking.
Murderers’ strategy! Bowers had known that the man who had impersonated Dopey was some sort of detective. He had anticipated that when they left the garage they would be followed. And the first car out had been told to wait and cover the rear.
Van reached forward through the taxi’s partitioned window and twisted the wheel just in time. The driver hadn’t seen death coming, so intent was he on that bobbing light ahead. He cried out as Van’s muscular fingers wrenched the wheel from him.
The taxi swung in toward the curb, away from the hurtling black shape beside it. The blasting stream of machine-gun fire that was meant to rake it from front to rear missed its angle, and instead merely ripped the back tires to ribbons. This and the taximan’s hastily jammed brakes swung the cab squalling around.
The other car shot by. One bullet from the killers’ machine-gun caught the taximan in the side. He screamed with the sudden pain of it and fell forward across the wheel as the cab reared up on the sidewalk and turned over with a shattering crash.



CHAPTER VIII


HELL’S SWITCHBOARD
DICK VAN LOAN jerked at the handle of the door above him, pushed up quickly, and heaved himself out. He was bruised, shaken, but uninjured.
He looked around, then caught his breath in a whistling gasp and clawed wildly at the side of the driver’s seat. For the black murder car was backing up! He could hear the high-pitched scream of its gears, see its dark shadow racing at him. A machine-gun began to chatter again, spraying lead savagely, even as he got his hands on the wounded driver. The man was groaning, trembling with fear.
Van hoisted him bodily, and left the warm stickiness of blood on his hand. He knew that in a moment those killers ahead would return to finish the job. A bullet spattered against the cab as he got the taximan in his arms and raced with him across the sidewalk.
He clenched his teeth. There was an almost insane fury in the way that machine-gun hammered, waking a thousand spitting echoes along the dark street. Van had stirred up a hornets’ nest of murder. Bowers’s assassins had been instructed to get him, wipe out any possible chance of being identified or followed. The man who had disguised himself as Dopey O’Banion was marked for death.
BUT Van was thinking more of the wounded driver than of himself as he plunged through a wrought-iron areaway gate into a front court that was slightly lower than the level of the street. He had got the taximan into this scrape and must see him through it. He laid the wounded man prone on the flags of the court, told him to lie flat. Then he whipped out his.38, flung himself down also, and began firing at the approaching car.
There was a moment, a five-second period, when Death seemed to be debating whether or not to end the career of the Phantom. The killers’ bullets came close, whining and screaming through the areaway fence, glancing off the flags of the court, digging sinister pockmarks onto the building behind Van. A slug burned through his coat sleeve, searing the skin. Another slapped viciously across the heel of his left foot.
But his own aim was calm, deadly. Many times in his strange career the Phantom had been under fire. He wasn’t only a man brilliant in his deductive methods; he was a born fighter. The flash of cordite, the searing heat of bullets seemed to forge a razor edge of alertness to his nerves. The murder ring must not make an innocent victim of the taxi driver, and they must not kill the Phantom, with his work on this strange case barely begun.
One of his shots made spider-web cracks in the shatter-proof glass of the killers’ car. He swung his gun, flung bullets savagely toward the driver’s compartment The backing car swerved a little, as Van’s lead either struck or unnerved the driver.
The screaming volley from the machine-gun was deflected. A basement window in the house behind Van broke into shattering fragments. Then the black car slowed suddenly, stopped, reversed the direction of its movement, and roared away. Van had beaten off the murderous attack upon him.
His thoughts turned instantly to the wounded driver. Fear had made the man lie on the flags as still as death. Van pocketed his gun, whipped out a small flashlight. He was glad to see that the driver’s wound was in the right side, far over. He peeled the man’s coat and shirt back. A brief examination convinced him that the wound wasn’t fatal. It was a searing, painful furrow, with a possible fractured rib underneath.
Lights had sprung up in windows all along the street. Running feet sounded, and a policeman’s visored cap swung into view. Van waited quietly till the officer came up, gun in hand.
“Stand still there, you two!” the cop ordered. “What’s going on here?”
Van spoke softly. “The show’s over. It was an attempt at murder that fell through.”
“Yeah! Well keep your hands where I can see them. Come on out here, fella – make it snappy!”
The cop was eying Van’s ugly disguised face, the face of Dopey O’Banion, with deep suspicion. But Van’s hand flashed into his pocket in spite of the warning.
Then the patrolman stiffened. For in Van’s fingers as he stepped forward, gleamed under the rays of the distant street light, was the badge in the shape of a mask; the badge of platinum incrusted with small, brilliant diamonds.
The cop looked at it, gulped, glanced at Van’s face again. “I’ve heard of that shield!” he said huskily. “You must be – the Phantom!”
Van nodded. “Call an ambulance. Get this wounded man to the hospital.”
“There was shooting,” said the cop. “What was it? I gotta make my report.”
“Let that pass now. See to this wounded man. I’m going to leave him with you.”
The cop touched his cap, turned, and ran toward his corner call-box. Plainclothes detectives and bluecoats along the beat had been instructed to take orders from the Phantom. He had aided the department so many times in its fight for law and order that even men on the force who had never seen him had learned to respect him. Van bent over the wounded cabman.
“Don’t worry, buddy. You’re going to be okay. As for that smashed bus – it’ll be paid for.”
He waited till the officer came back. Then, with a brief nod, he turned and swung off into the darkness. He couldn’t stop now to give the cop a detailed account of what had happened.
The trail was still hot. The Phantom had a clue to work on. The killers had escaped but, without knowing it, had left the Phantom with a lead that held real promise.
The telephone number Bowers had dialed back there in the hideout! The Phantom’s photographic memory had retained it. KLondike 5-9292.It might bring him close to the real brains behind this carnival of murder.
The Phantom phoned Information and asked for the name of the party under which the phone was listed. He was surprised when the answer came back. The Square Deal Candy and Cigar Store. He came to the conclusion at once that the store must be a mere connecting link in the murderers’ activities. A relay spot perhaps. He got the address, hopped in another cab, and sped to it.
In the darkness of the cab’s interior he made quick changes in his make-up. He removed the black wax from his teeth, the nostril spreaders, the feverish tint that he had used for Dopey O’Banion’s drug-induced flush. He might run into the murder gang again and didn’t want to be recognized.
When he paid his fare two blocks from his destination, the cabman stared at him in startled wonder. One man had entered the cab and another seemingly was leaving it. Van walked away with the driver staring after him, frowning.
HE glanced at the street numbers, crossed to the side opposite from those for which he was looking, and strolled by the Square Deal Candy and Cigar Store. It was a small, run-down shop with a single grimy window and a door at the left. A clutter of candy jars and cigar boxes was visible. There was a dim light burning somewhere in the rear. Van crossed over again, walked by the store, closer this time, and saw that the light was coming through an open transom.
There was no one in sight anywhere along the street. Van stepped into the store’s vestibule, cautiously tried several skeleton keys he carried, and found one that fit. He got the door open and entered silently, the fingers of his right hand clamped around the butt of his.38. The smell of tobacco and candy flavors stung his nostrils.
He closed the door, moved stealthily toward the rear. There was no phone anywhere in sight. He searched carefully, behind boxes, under counters, along the walls.
Then he went to that door, above which the light was coming, and put his ear to it. It seemed to him that he heard a faint sound of breathing. He tried the door, found it locked, too, and used another of his pass-keys.
He stepped into a small rear hall with a low-power frosted bulb burning overhead. It was that which had made the glow in the transom. The Phantom glanced at it, glanced away. There was another door beside him, curtained with heavy, dirty drapes of soiled velvet, and from behind them came clearly now the sound of breathing.
The draperies gaped open just far enough for Van to see that there was no light beyond. It was a bedroom apparently, behind the shop, and it was occupied now by at least one sleeper.
Van took out his flashlight. That breathing seemed to indicate deep slumber. He risked opening the draperies wider and angling his body through, He stood still for a moment, saw nothing, but waited till he was sure the breathing was still steady. Then he cupped his hand over the lens of his flash so that only a thin ribbon would show, and turned it on cautiously.
It was a sleeping chamber. There was a big white enameled bed at the side of the room. On this was a man’s body, with a huge, bloated, piglike head on one end, half buried in dirty pillows. The man was of enormous size, with unshaven cheeks and a mop of greasy black hair. His mouth was slack. His broken teeth showed, and he was breathing noisily. The light of Van’s cautious flash didn’t wake him.
There was no one else in the room but, close by, on a small wall shelf, was a phone, As Van stood there eying it the bell commenced ringing violently.
Coming so suddenly in the stillness of the night, with Van’s nerves taut, the sound seemed to blast against his eardrums. As the phone bell sounded, the huge sleeper stirred.
Van’s hand was in his pocket, holding his gun. He expected a man of such ponderous proportions to wake up slowly, roll over perhaps, and yawn. He thought he had time to slip back out of sight behind the draperies.
But instead of waking slowly the big man appeared to snap into life like an uncoiling spring.
VAN had never seen a man awaken so fast. With one motion the man’s eyes opened, caught Van’s silhouette against the half-open draperies, flung the covers off, and twisted himself from the bed. His reaction was automatic.
He was up and lunging at Van with his huge hands clawing like a frenzied grizzly. The Phantom for once was taken by surprise.
He couldn’t get his gun out. The man’s vast weight struck him, pinioned his right hand in his pocket, toppled him backwards. Van fell with the unshaven human giant almost on top of him.
“Thief! Murderer!” the big man snarled.
His stubby fingers were reaching to throttle Van, squeeze the breath from him. But Van had recovered from the first instant of paralyzed surprise. He twisted from under the weight of the huge body. The draperies came down as the giant pulled at them, tangling Van, who fell again, and light from the hall outside poured through the door.
Van got his right hand free, lashed out with his fist as the man came at him. His knuckles struck that ugly, piglike face. But the blow only dazed the stranger and didn’t stop him. He cursed, arms pistoning, opening and shutting his big mouth. Van untangled his feet and rose as the giant struck down at him.
He met the man’s next attack just in front of the bed. They got close and fought standing face to face for a moment as the telephone continued to sound. It was the incessant clamor of that bell that made Van’s heart beat faster, made him want to end this battle quickly. This great, stupid hulk of a man was obviously only a minor cog in the black murder machine that Van was investigating. But that phone ringing in the dead of night might hold an answer to the riddle.
Van got his left hand free. Reaching up and back, he tried a paralyzing jab at the base of the big man’s skull, a jiu-jitsu blow that was calculated to knock most men cold. But the giant was so padded with fat that the blow missed fire.
The big man swore again, swayed on his feet, but struck chopping, frenzied blows. This was no time for niceties. There was murder in the offing. Van let drive straight at that sagging, flabby paunch of a belly. The man grunted, staggered back. Van followed it up with a savage swing at the big man’s jaw. Even at that the giant could take such punishment that he mightn’t have fallen if he hadn’t tripped on the woven rag rug. He stumbled backwards, beat the air desperately, and fell against the foot of the white enameled bed. There was a thud as his skull struck metal. His big body sagged to the floor. The room was suddenly still – except for the persistent jangling of the phone.
Van crossed to it catlike, lifted the receiver.
“Hog-face, you damned lazy fool!” a voice almost shouted at him. “Can’t you wake up! I’ve been calling for the last five minutes. Quick, you big dough-belly, connect me with Blackie.”
His heart hammering, Van recognized the voice of the gang leader, Bowers. He grunted thickly, deep in his throat, like a sleepy, stupid man, while his eyes roved around the edge of the phone box. Bowers had said “connect me with Blackie.”
And then Van saw the short, black, metal-pointed cord hanging below the phone box, with a plug-in place in the wall. It was an extension. Here was the function of the hog-faced giant. The candy store served as a front for a switchboard. Hog-face was its operator.
Van plugged the metal points in, still holding the receiver to his ear, and heard a signal bell sound in the distant extension. Then there was a click as another receiver was lifted. A different voice came, a strange one to the Phantom.
“What’s eatin’ you, Bowers? I said I’d come, didn’t I?”
BOWERS, so hoarse he was almost incoherent, spoke again. “That’s what I wanta tell yer! Don’t go to the shack, Blackie! I’m not there now – I’m callin’ from a pay station. All hell’s broke loose. A guy made up like Dopey came back with the boys. I don’t know where Dopey is, but this guy wasn’t him. We tried to smoke him, but he got away. We knew he’d bring cops, so we blew and set fire to the dump.”
Blackie swore so fiercely that the phone diaphragm rattled. “You thick-headed heel! You let this man get away – after I warned you about the Phantom! The Chief will have something to say about this, Bowers. He’ll probably can you.”
“How’d I know this guy who looked like Dopey was the Phantom?”
“You should keep your eyes open. That’s what you’re paid for. I tell you the Chief is gonna be so burned up he’ll blast the lid off Hell!”
The Chief! Van felt a sense of disappointment. Even this mysterious man, Blackie, then, wasn’t the murder gang’s head. There was more behind the thing than appeared, angles that steadily grew more puzzling. But whoever the Chief was, Blackie seemed to be the contact man. He was in a position to give orders to Bowers. He gave them now, after Bowers had told him the details of what had happened at the garage.
“There’s only one thing you can do, Bowers. Take your damn mugs and go to the other place I told you about. You’ve got a key. Lay low there. We don’t know how many of our heels the Phantom may have spotted. Until he’s dead you won’t any of you be safe. But go ahead with the job tomorrow evening. Call me back if anything more turns up. I’ll see you when I come to talk to the Chief tomorrow night.”
Blackie hung up. Dick Van Loan stood in tense silence. He had heard just enough to complicate still further the sinister riddle. He was getting closer, but the man called Blackie hadn’t given the location of the gang’s new hideout.
And he hadn’t said what the “job” was tomorrow evening. Van could guess that – another hideous murder! The links in the chain of death were not yet complete. Blackie had said that he would come to the hideout tomorrow night to speak to the chief.
That interested Dick Van Loan most of all. But to learn the identity of the Chief he must first get acquainted with Blackie. There was only one possible way to accomplish that. He’d have to trace that extension.



CHAPTER IX


AMBUSH

VAN LOAN began at once, while Hog-face still lay punch-drunk on the floor.
It would be getting light in an hour or two. He must make an examination of the immediate house before dawn came, before people were astir. He’d been lucky that his battle hadn’t disturbed other occupants of the building.
Or maybe there were none? Van didn’t know. But he was cautious as he commenced tracing down the wire.
Behind the wall shelf where the phone stood and where the plug-in socket had been fastened was a closet. A quick examination of this showed the extension wire leading down to the floor alongside the regular phone wire. Both disappeared through a hole which apparently led to the basement.
That disappointed Van. He had hoped and rather expected that the extension would be upstairs in another room of the same building. But he was dealing with crafty, desperate criminals, actors in a detailed plot who took pains to keep their tracks well covered.
He was certain he had a long job ahead of him when he found a trapdoor and a flight of stairs in the rear of the candy store and got down to the cellar. The regular telephone wire led outside to the yard, then off to a mainline conduit.
But the extension wire took a crazy course, doubling back on itself toward the front of the candy store. Here a hole had been bored into a galvanized leader pipe that came in from outside. The wire disappeared into this. Van reasoned that it wouldn’t be likely to lead into the city’s sewer system and must, therefore, lead up.
He went out into the street again, stared aloft, and could see the leader pipe ascending all the way to the roof. He couldn’t make out any wire branching off from it to any windows on other floors of the building.
Using a skeleton key, he let himself into a doorway beside the stone entrance, one that opened into a hall with stairs beyond. He climbed them on tiptoe, silent as a shadow, stopping to listen at every floor. No one was up yet, but already there were milk trucks rattling in the street below. The killers’ contact man might be in some one of these apartments. A hole for the wire might have been drilled through the leader pipe from the inside. There was no way to check that now.
But Van ascended all the way to a skylight, climbed a steep flight of steps, and eased himself out on the roof. He crossed to the top of the leader pipe quickly, and saw the wire snaking up. He traced it to what appeared to be a radio antenna pole, saw the wire stretch across space over a courtyard in the guise of an aerial.
Here was more evidence of the criminals’ cleverness. No one climbing the roof and seeing that wire leading out from it would suspect there was anything unusual about it. Van realized now that there was no telling where the extension might be. There were perhaps many hours of work ahead of him. But the trail was hot!
Already the eastern sky showed a dim glint of dawn. Van hurried down the stairs again, went into the candy store. There he stuffed a gag in Hog-face’s big mouth, tied it securely, and proceeded to bind the man hand and foot. Then he propped him up in a clothes closet, made sure there was ventilation, and locked the door. He could not have the man interfering with the dangerous work that lay ahead.
For Van was determined to trace down that extension. With dawn almost at hand he would have to prepare himself in a way that would arouse the least attention. People would see him. He must fix things so he could work unmolested right under their eyes.
Hurrying into the street he took a taxi to the laboratory of Dr. Paul Bendix. Here he made up as a boyish, freckle-faced young man. He slipped into a rather official looking but soiled suit of covert cloth. He stuck a visored cap on his head with a celluloid plate attached that said in large letters: “Licensed Radio Repairman.” It was a simple disguise that he had had occasion to use before.
He got out a kit of repairman’s tools and slung it across his shoulder. Other implements were in the bottom of the bag – a light, case-hardened steel jimmy for opening windows and an assortment of steel lock-picks and skeleton keys. Also a collapsible telephone receiver in case he saw fit to cut in on the extension wire.
He rode back to the neighborhood of the candy store, went around the block, and entered the other building on top of which he had made sure the extension wire disguised as an aerial was fastened. He climbed four stairways and went out on a roof again.
But here was another disappointment. The wire was attached to a pole, yet it did not end on this house either. It led to the under side of the coping, then continued as far as Van could see down the whole row of houses along the block.
Patiently, cautiously, he went on tracing it, taking time out now and then to act the part of radio repairman. He examined glass insulators, appeared to repair aerials; but all the while he was following that elusive wire. He progressed slowly.
At the end of the block the wire cut back through the attic of a house and gave him serious trouble. The skylight was bolted on the inside. It was daylight now, and much argument and explanation were necessary before the landlady would let him in.
IT wasn’t until along in the middle of the afternoon, when he was six blocks away from the starting point, that Van neared the end of his quest. The neighborhood was much better here. Old houses had been reconditioned into swanky small apartments. There was an air of Bohemian glamour about the section. Brass knockers on the doors, colored tiles, brightly curtained windows. And the wire appeared to terminate in the roof of a big studio apartment in one of the most luxurious buildings on the block.
Van reasoned that the mysterious Blackie who had had his wire strung so far, using other people’s property for his own ends, would hardly be apt to take liberties with such a building as that.
He went to the street. Then, still as a repairman, he announced to the janitor of the studio apartments that the gent on the top floor had asked him to inspect a radio. The janitor, seeing Van’s businesslike look, grunted and let him in. In the foyer, Van looked around.
“Mr. Warburton you mean,” the janitor said. “Haven’t seen him around this morning.”
Tense with excitement, Van rode up in a small automatic elevator. He knocked at the door of the top-floor studio, cap tipped over one eye rakishly, ready to give a breezy excuse of having been given the wrong address when the occupant complained that he hadn’t called a repairman. At all costs he wanted to get a look at the man, Blackie, who lived here under the name of “Warburton.” His progress in the case depended on that.
But there was no answer. He tried the door then, and to his surprise found it was unlocked, An inner voice at that moment warned him of deadly danger. There was something about the stillness of the big studio apartment that seemed heavy with menace, the threat of death.
The fact that the door was unlocked made him suspicious, His left hand gripped his tool kit with seeming negligence, His right was thrust in his pocket, toying with the butt of his.38.
“Radio man!” he called nasally. But still there was no answer. Heavy tapestries around the walls of the big apartment hung down with a funereal stillness. Light from the huge north window filled the room with sunless illumination. Artists had lived here in times gone by, but the most recent occupant, Van believed, was an artist of murder.
There were signs of luxury in the room’s furnishings. Antique chairs and tables, Akbar, Sarouk, and Hamadan rugs worth many hundreds of dollars. The place had apparently been rented furnished by a man who didn’t mind flinging cash around.
And then Van caught his breath. For suddenly he saw evidence that some one had beaten a hasty departure. All the drawers of a small writing desk near one wall were opened and empty. On the hearth were the black ashes of a pile of freshly burned papers. The someone who had left quickly had taken pains not to leave any evidence behind.
Van’s scalp went tight at that. It meant that “Blackie” who had rented this place had somehow got onto the fact that the incognito which he’d taken such pains to protect was in danger of being exposed. Either he had a secret signal device of which Van didn’t know, or else he had tried to use the wire and when Hog-face hadn’t answered he had become suspicious.
Dick Van Loan’s gaze became riveted suddenly on a black walnut secretary. It was over at the other side of the room, half hidden in shadow. He walked toward it – and then it seemed as if the blood was being squeezed out of his heart by constricting fingers of excitement, For there was something propped up against the front ledge of the secretary – a tiny figure, a doll, of a type Van had seen before!
He went straight to it. Breath caught in his throat. That doll, one of the small musical manikins of German make, had because of the strange and hideous developments of the past twenty-four hours, come to be associated in Van’s mind with – murder. And something else held him spellbound. The doll wore the black mask of the Phantom!
There was no mistaking the symbolic meaning of that dark strip of cloth which had been cut from an old stocking. The original features of the doll hadn’t been tampered with this time. The killers hadn’t tried to reproduce one of the Phantom’s thousand or more disguises. They didn’t know how his real face looked. So the doll’s own painted wax features were in evidence, blank, innocent, staring.
But the black mask was sufficient to indicate who they meant. Its portent was clear also. Death to the Phantom!
Even as Van saw and understood, a faint, spine-chilling click sounded directly behind him. Van’s body went rigid. He recognized that sound as the safety catch of some sort of gun being released. And a voice spoke immediately after it in tones so deadly that even Dick Van Loan’s coolly trained nerves jumped.
“Move an inch, Phantom, and you’ll be on your way to Hell! Stand still and you’ve got a couple more seconds to live!”
It wasn’t Blackie’s voice. It was another’s, that of some underworld henchman of Blackie’s, there to do murder.
“Sure.” the voice continued, “this is your fade-out, Phantom! That rig of yours doesn’t fool me. You walked right up to that doll there – and gave yourself away. You’re the mug I’m after, an’ you’re gonna get it!” The unseen gunman gave the quavering, hyena-like laugh of one who takes a perverted joy in murder. “Raise your mitts, Phantom! Turn around so I can see you – and take it in the belly like a gent!” Van Loan raised his arms slowly, fingers digging into the black-masked doll. Terror appeared to have frozen him. He seemed to be acting in palsied obedience to the gunman’s harsh command.
But his ears, trained in the science of acoustics, were tracing the direction of the killer’s voice. He had determined, before the man finished speaking, the exact spot where he stood. And the hand that held the manikin moved with desperate, spring-like swiftness.
UP and over his shoulder, Van’s fingers spread. He tossed the doll fiercely, jackknifing his body at the same instant, executing a quick right-about face, using the masked manikin that symbolized his murder as the only possible means of escaping death.
For its torso, weighted with the music-box mechanism, made a usable missile. It struck the mobster’s chest. The gun blared loudly. But the first burst of bullets passed over Van’s head. Glass shivered in the secretary and fell in a tinkling cascade.
Van crouched. There wasn’t time to consider consequences nor to weigh issues now. Life and death hung in the balance. Death was in the black muzzle of the mobster’s machine-gun, already swinging down. Never had Van’s life depended so utterly on the lightning swiftness of his draw. It was kill or be killed.
His.38 became a gleaming streak of metal gripped in one clawlike hand. He fired from the hip, not seeming to aim. But a grey hole appeared above the gunman’s left eyebrow, As he sagged forward the back of his head was a bloody horror. His fingers contracted on the trigger spasmodically The machine-gun’s muzzle stitched a line of uneven dots in the white ceiling. But the man was lifeless when he struck the floor.
Van straightened, wiped away the thin beads of sweat that dampened his forehead. He never liked to kill if he could help it. His job was tracking down criminals, outwitting them. How and when they were punished was up to the courts. But this time there had been no choice. He’d been forced to shoot a man he would have preferred to question. By killing the man he might have blocked his own progress in this baffling, sinister case.
For another quick survey of the apartment convinced him that its former occupant had taken pains to leave behind nothing identifying. He crossed to the shattered secretary, pulled open a drawer, and saw that it, too, had been emptied. He examined the desk more closely. Every scrap of printed matter in it had been destroyed.
Hurrying into the bedroom, he jerked open the door of a clothes closet, and had no better luck. Blackie had taken all his personal belongings with him. He must, thought Van, have packed up and got out some time before dawn, stationing his rodman in the apartment to slay the Phantom. That would have been before the janitor was up, and so the janitor hadn’t heard the one come nor the other leave.
The janitor’s feet sounded in the corridor now. He pounded excitedly on the door and Van let him in.
“Wha-what’s all the racket?” the man gasped breathlessly. He froze the next second, eyes bulging at sight of the sprawled-out corpse. Then his gaze swung to Van in sudden horror. “You – killed him!”
Van jerked his thumb toward the bullet holes in the ceiling and the tommy-gun on the floor. “Self-defense. He tried to get me first.”
Words tumbled from the janitor’s twitching mouth. “Who is he?” What was he doing here? Where’s Mr. Warburton?”
For answer Van barked an order. “Call the police. Ask for Inspector Farragut, Homicide Bureau, and tell him there’s been a fresh killing connected with the dancing doll murders.”
He shoved the janitor toward the door; and, when he’d left, Van hurriedly bent over the man he’d slain. There was a wallet with the name “Joe Vanzanni” in it. A few bills. A half dozen policy slips. A couple of sweepstakes tickets. That was all.
Even most patient examination of the corpse couldn’t help him trace down Blackie. Death had deepened the dark curtain of mystery over the case.



CHAPTER X


HIDDEN CLUE

BUT Van had ten minutes in which to work before the police arrived. He left the body, began to search every inch of the apartment with a patient thoroughness that was characteristic. Blackie, for all his care, might have left some overlooked evidence behind. For it had been Van’s experience that even the most crafty criminals slip up.
He looked under the rugs, under the desk and secretary. Then his eyes fastened on a handsome, silk-covered couch against one wall. He went to it, stood staring down for a moment, rocking on his heels. He tried to visualize the possible habits of Blackie. The man had a taste for good living assuredly, or he wouldn’t have rented a place like this. There were many other spots that might have served as well as a clearing house for murder.
Van moved the couch, stared behind it, and suddenly reached down. A withered, crinkled flower lay on the dust of the floor. It had been dropped carelessly, or had fallen from the clothes or hand of someone using the couch. It was an orchid. There was a faint trace of limberness in the short stem still, showing that it wasn’t many days old.
Its petals were so shriveled that Van, a connoisseur of orchids himself, couldn’t make out what kind it was. But his eyes gleamed with excitement. He imagined the scene that had taken place here. Cocktails perhaps, and a tryst between Blackie and some glamorous woman. An orchid crushed and abandoned while romance had its way. And there was a possibility, a slight one to be sure, that he might use this flower to open a new lead.
The janitor came through the door again, and Van questioned him.
“What’s Mr. Warburton like?”
“Dark, good-looking, a nifty dresser; not – not like him.” The janitor rolled his eyes fearfully toward the blood-smeared corpse. “Mr. Warburton is a high-class feller.”
“Did any women come here to see him?”
The janitor gulped. “Might have. I wouldn’t know. I live in the downstairs back. Mr. Warburton has his key.”
“And I suppose you don’t know anything else about him?”
“Nothing – except he said he was a stranger in town. Couldn’t give references, but he made up for that by paying three months rent in advance.”
Van nodded. “Big-time crooks are always liberal.”
“Crooks?”
Van nodded again, picked up the black-masked doll, wrapped it quickly in a piece of newspaper, and stuffed it in his repairman’s tool kit. He turned toward the door. The janitor tried to stop him.
“You can’t leave, feller, till you’ve told the cops everything.”
Van pushed him aside. “I’ll see them when I get downstairs,” he said.
The long black sedan of the Homicide Squad was drawing up to the curb when Van reached the lobby with the janitor following, still protesting that Van couldn’t leave.
Van suddenly stopped and adjusted the black mask over his eyes.
FARRAGUT came through the door accompanied by a group of plainclothes men, and started at sight of Van. “You here, Phantom?”
Van explained briefly what had happened, how he had traced down a secret extension wire, been ambushed by one of the murder group, and had had to kill him. Farragut frowned and stared at him sharply when he’d finished.
“You gave us a big scare, Phantom,” the inspector growled. “When you disappeared from Blackwell’s Place last night my men found a rat named O’Banion there, knocked out cold. You weren’t on deck and we figured you’d been kidnapped. The boys worked over O’Banion with a rubber hose. He broke; but all he told us was the name of a garage that burned last night. He claims he doesn’t know where his gang is now, what these killings are all about or who’s behind them.”
“He doesn’t,” said Van grimly. “Somebody who’s keeping himself in the background is engineering things and handing out cash. We’ve got to find him.”
“Any suggestions as to how we can do it?” Farragut asked skeptically.
Van drew out the shriveled orchid and held it before the startled eyes of the inspector, “I found this upstairs. It may tell me something. I’m going to work on it anyway. I’ll get in touch with you in a little while.”
In twenty minutes Van was bent over a table in the secret laboratory of Dr. Paul Bendix, His face was intent. There was a glass case before him which looked like a small, gold-fish aquarium tipped upside down. Beneath it was a white blotter, and on this the shriveled orchid lay.
Van lighted a Bunsen burner under a small retort, clipped a piece of rubber tubing to the retort’s nozzle. This he attached to an inlet valve at the side of the case. Steam began to blur the inside of the glass. Van let the white vapor swirl in and humidify the air for about ten minutes till tiny droplets of moisture gathered on the shriveled petals of the orchid and the flower began to uncurl and expand.
But it was still a withered thing, brown and hardly recognizable as the fragile blossom it had been. And now Van, working swiftly, began an apparent miracle of science. The steam bath had been given to soften and moisten the fibers of the orchid. He followed it by clipping the outside end of the rubber tube over the nozzle of a small cylinder of gas.
He turned a valve, and this time sulphur dioxide instead of steam filled the case. The pungent, acrid vapor flowed around the orchid minute after minute. Under its influence the flower began to show new life. The plant cells deep in the tissues expanded. The gas molecules penetrated moistened fibers. The orchid swelled, and the withered petals commenced to uncurl and straighten.
Van kept up the revivifying process until the orchid had almost returned to its former shape. It was still stained, but here and there spots of its original color had been brought back.
He shut off the gas flow, sucked the sulphur dioxide out with a vacuum drainer, lifted the case, and removed the orchid. He had spent time in the tropics studying air plants in their native haunts. He was an authority on many kinds of wild, cultivated, and hybrid orchids. He examined the salvaged bloom under a powerful handglass and saw certain characteristic markings.
The flower had been a startling, flamelike orange mottled with vivid blue. It wasn’t one of the common Epidendrums, Cattleyas or Cymbidiums grown so much in greenhouses. Those blue markings against an orange background constituted a lucky break for the Phantom. For the orchid was Calanthe aureus, the rare and beautiful bloom originally from the sweltering jungles of French Indo-China. Few florists raised it. It sold at outrageous prices to customers who wanted something luxurious and novel. As much as fifty dollars might have been paid for the single blossom Van held.
He rose and paced the floor in tense excitement. He had worked swiftly because he remembered the words of the “Chief.” There was a “job” in the cards tonight – another murder. Van had hopes of checkmating the killers. And this orchid was his lead. For it seemed more than likely that he could learn who had bought it. Even the most exclusive florists in the city surely didn’t sell such high-priced blooms every day.
Van left the laboratory, made quick phone calls, and his hopes were at once heightened. Only two florists in New York raised Calanthe aureus. One reported that he hadn’t sold any for over a month. The other said he’d sold only a dozen in the past two weeks. He promised to check up after Van, posing as a writer of feature articles for a horticultural magazine, said he’d like to talk to him.
THE search seemed more hopeful when Van reached the store of the florist. Two of the orchids had been sold to debutantes from the best families, society girls who surely would not be mixed up with crime. Even at that Van meant to investigate them, for he never took things for granted.
But first he wanted to get a slant on the person to whom the other orchids had gone. The florist said she was a night club dancer named Dolly DeLong. What seemed to Van a red-hot lead.
“Her gentleman friend is very generous,” said the florist enthusiastically. “He asks for the most expensive orchids I have. He pays fifty dollars apiece for them just like that!” The florist snapped his fingers.
“Appreciates the best things, eh?” There was an ironic gleam in Dick Van Loan’s eyes. “Do you happen to know his name?”
“Not his last name. On his cards he merely writes ‘Blackie!’ He has the orchids sent to Miss DeLong’s hotel.”
“Fine!” said Van. “I’ll be pleased to interview her. Her comments on the beauties of Calanthe aureus will make excellent publicity. ‘Glamour Girl Creates Vogue for Rarest Orchid!’ Your sales should go up. You have her address, of course?”
“Just a moment.”
The florist went through his files and handed Van a slip with the name of the dancer’s hotel on it. It was the Chatterly. Van said thanks, took the slip, and hurried away. His hunch, backed up by logic, told him he was on the trail once more. But it might take time to reach the end of it – and time was precious. For the black forces of death were getting ready to strike. Help seemed advisable. He phoned Frank Havens of the Clarion.
“Van speaking,” he said. I want you to do me a favor.”
The publisher gasped. “Good God, Dick! I’ve been waiting to hear from you. Where have you been? Farragut told me he’d run across you. What happened out at Blackwell’s place? How did you keep from being murdered?”
CAN’T explain it all now,” said Van quickly. “I want to prevent another killing. Every member of the Caulder family, I think, is in danger. One of them, I don’t know which, is slated to die tonight. I want you to let Steve Huston help me. Get him to go to the Hotel Chatterly and make guarded inquiries about a singer named Dolly DeLong. Tell him to be careful, but learn everything he can – particularly who her gentleman friend is, the one who sends her expensive flowers. The girl at the switchboard should be able to give him facts about her phone calls if Steve handles her right. I’ll meet Steve at the hotel and phone you later.”
He started to hang up, but Havens’s excited voice stopped him.
“Hold on, Van! There’s a call coming in from Inspector Farragut right now on another wire.” There was a brief pause, then Havens spoke again, his tones harshly rasping.
“Damn right about the Caulders! Farragut wants to see you. He says Mrs. Tyler, the niece, has just been handed one of the dancing dolls!”
The Phantom swore and his clamping fingers whitened around the phone.
“That means murder!” he muttered softly. “Ask Huston to get to work on the Dolly DeLong slant alone for the time being. I’ll go see Farragut right away!”
Detectives filled Mrs. Tyler’s big West End apartment when Dick Van Loan arrived. He had disguised himself as “Rodney Post” special investigator to the district attorney’s office. Only Farragut and Steve Huston knew that he was the Phantom. There was an air of tense uneasiness in the place. The woman who’d been marked as the Chief’s next victim seemed the least excited of all. But that, Van felt certain, was only a pose. He studied her covertly. It seemed to him that under her slinky beauty she possessed a shrewish disposition and feline claws. And her voice – it was low, husky, affected as she spoke to him.
“You seem different, Mr. Post, from these detectives!” she confided. “It’s a nuisance having them about.”
Van answered grimly. “If they keep you from being murdered, that’s all that counts,” he told her.
“Murdered!” The woman shivered. Van saw haunting shadows of fear deep in her eyes.
“Yes.”
He pointed to the dancing doll that had come in a parcel post package. It lay on the drawing room table staring up at the ceiling with its blank wax face. Its features had been molded into an exact reproduction of Mrs. Tyler’s. The same straight nose. The same high cheek bones. The same arrogant, willful, slightly exotic mouth. And there was a black thread tied around the shapely throat.
“That can mean only one thing,” Van said. “The murder method this time is to be strangulation.”
Mrs. Tyler put her hands to her throat. It was white and soft, and Van saw a tiny pulse throbbing in it. She laughed shakily.
“If you do as we say,” said Van, “I think we can protect you. If you don’t you’ll take your life in your own hands.”
The woman drew in a gust of grey vapor from her cigarette. She laughed again. Two detectives stood on opposite sides of the room watching her. The butts of the automatics they carried in armpit holsters showed inside their half open coats.
The air was charged with tenseness. The threat of death seemed to hang heavy in the room in spite of the precautions taken. Menace tapped with unseen ghostly fingers against the windows that shut out the night. Down the hallway, Inspector Farragut’s voice rumbled steadily as he gave last minute commands.
Mrs. Tyler pressed a button, and nervous steps sounded as her maid, Marie, entered – the only one of her servants Farragut had allowed to remain. The girl’s pallid face showed terror.
“Bring cocktails, Marie.”
“Yes, madam.”
When the maid returned five minutes later with a shaker and glasses, Van noticed a furtive, excited look in her eyes. She set the tray down. Van caught a brief glimpse of a bit of white paper tightly clenched in her palm. She kept it concealed, poured a Martini, and managed to pass the paper along with the liquor to her mistress. Mrs. Tyler’s fingers closed eagerly around the note.
Van’s heart beat faster. What was the woman up to?
She pretended to use her compact, retiring to a couch in the room’s corner, and Van saw her surreptitiously spread out the paper the maid had brought. She read it quickly, slipped it stealthily inside her dress while Van’s thoughts raced. What was this secret billet-doux she found so exciting? Who was it from? He made a gesture of impatience and approached her.
“That paper? I’d like to see it, Please!”
Mrs. Tyler gasped and quick anger flamed in her cheeks. Van smiled sardonically. “It’s my business to watch people. I saw Marie give you a note.”
The woman spoke haughtily.
“Remember that this is my apartment and that Marie is my maid.”
Van nodded. “Right – but the police can’t do their best work without your cooperation. This is no time for secrets.”
SHE raised her eyes. They met Van’s challengingly. “I don’t like to be spied on. You’re no gentleman after all.” She drained her cocktail glass, rose, and swept out of the drawing room disdainfully.
Van shrugged. Her arrogance was stupid. But there were detectives stationed all over the house. It was up to Farragut’s men to watch over her, too. He turned to question the maid, and at that instant Mrs. Tyler’s voice sounded down the hall, raised in complaint.
“No, I won’t have it! I want to be alone!”
Van jumped up. He saw an embarrassed detective step out of the kitchen door, and gesture helplessly. “She says she wants to mix another cocktail and that I’m in her way.”
Van was puzzled. Why did Mrs. Tyler seem determined to jeopardize her life? Had some emotion stronger than fear made her forgetful that she was in danger every moment she was alone?
Farragut came and called to his man. “Where’s Mrs. Tyler?”
The detective shrugged. “Right there in the kitchen. She’s mixing a drink and told me to get out. Says she can’t move without tripping over my big feet.”
“Never mind what she told you Stay in there with her.”
“Yes, sir.” The detective started back to his post, and Mrs. Tyler, inside the kitchen, slammed the door.
Dick Van Loan leaped forward. He pushed the detective aside, pounded on the door. “Don’t be a fool, Mrs. Tyler! We’ve all of us warned you! Every second you’re alone you’re risking your life!”
A contemptuous laugh was the only response the woman made.
Van listened. He couldn’t hear the rattle of ice in the cocktail shaker or a gurgle of liquor. There was no sound for several minutes, then Mrs. Tyler moved stealthily across the room and raised a window. They could hear the sash weights whisper.
“Great Scott!” snapped Farragut. “What’s she doing? Is she mad? Has she lost her sense?”
As though the night itself were giving answer, there was a sudden harsh and horrible scream. It was muffled, choking, hideous, an animal cry of primitive terror. It was cut off by a knifeblade of silence – a silence more terrible in its portent even than that weird cry. And then they heard a peculiar drumming noise as of human feet beating an unearthly tattoo against the floor.
OPEN up! Good God – what’s happened?” Inspector Farragut was twisting at the knob with shaking fingers.
But Dick Van Loan said nothing. White-faced, he drew back and launched his body straight at that locked door. It was heavy, massive. All the doors in this luxurious apartment were made of hand-finished oak.
It withstood the first lunge of his hard, well-muscled body. He drew back, lunged again. The door groaned this time, but the lock and the hand-wrought hinges held. And all the time, coming faintly to Van’s ears like a hideous, far-off funereal drumming was the clatter of Mrs. Tyler’s feet.
The sound stopped suddenly, and a vacuum of silence lay like a shroud behind that stubborn door.
Panting, Van ran for a chair, returned with it, and smashed at the panels savagely. He broke through one, reached in with a trembling hand, and snapped back the lock. Farragut was beside him, whitefaced, as he bolted through. And a cry came from the inspector’s lips.
“Good God – she’s gone!”
It was true. Mrs. Tyler, willful society beauty, was nowhere in the kitchen. But the window was open, and the night air that came through it carried a warning of death.
Van was the first to reach it. He thrust his head out. There was a courtyard outside the kitchen, its bottom ten stories down the clifflike face of the big apartment building. And, as he peered below into the shadows, he saw a huddled shape.
He turned away, feeling sickened. “Come,”was all he said.
They plunged down the hall to the elevator, took it to the basement, and hurried outside.
Mrs. Tyler lay as she had fallen, her upturned face still coldly beautiful, but her skull fractured. She was stone dead. Van’s eyes dropped from her face. He tensed suddenly, knelt down beside her, and the inspector gasped in amazement. For there was a cord of black rawhide about her white throat, drawn tight, cutting into the flesh. A piece of it, nearly fifty feet long, lay in a snaky coil beside her. Van lifted his head.
“The roof!” he barked. “Send men up there. Some one dropped a noose over her neck, snared her when she leaned out the window. After she was unconscious he pulled her through, let go of the line, and she fell.”
The inspector shot a harsh question at Van before he turned to give orders to his men. “What in hell was she leaning out of the window for? I don’t understand it!”
For answer Van’s hand reached inside the dead woman’s dress for that mysterious note. He found the paper without delay, unfolded it, and ran his eyes over the paper’s contents.



CHAPTER XI


DESIGN FOR DEATH

MRS. TYLER’S death lure was a love letter from a man who signed himself “Henry” and who asked the society beauty to send him a line.
“I’m damned if I get it,” barked Farragut. “I don’t see what this has to do with murder.”
“No?” Van’s voice was sardonic. “It has everything to do with it, Inspector! It was because of this note that she locked herself in the kitchen. The stubborn fool!” He added that bitterly. “She played right into the killer’s hands. He must have known of her intrigue. He planned things with diabolical shrewdness this time. Why in Heaven’s name didn’t she show me the note when I asked her to?”
“What are you talking about, Phantom?”
“This note,” said Van. “I tell you it was murder bait – the lure used by the killer.”
“I still don’t get it! He asks her to write to him. Why the devil didn’t she? Why did she want to stick her head out the kitchen window?”
“When she did that she had already written to him!” Van said grimly. He stared upward into the darkness for a moment. Then, “Let’s go back upstairs, Inspector. I think I can show you something.”
Back in the kitchen again, Van went to the fateful window, reached out, and felt along the ledge, then beckoned Farragut to his side.
“Just as I thought,” he said, pointing to a small open box on the outside sill, and a string leading away from the window. “Apparently Henry has an apartment directly across the court. He and Mrs. Tyler exchanged notes via this pulley device.”
“So that’s why she raised the window?”
“Exactly! If she’d showed me the letter Marie handed her, taken me into her confidence, I would have understood the situation and explained to her that it was obviously a trap.” Van drove one fist into his palm fiercely. “That’s the damnable part of it! You can see how shrewdly the murderer’s mind worked! He knew the one thing that Mrs. Tyler would not confide to the police was the fact that she was carrying on an intrigue. He knew that the note was not only sure, but perfectly safe bait.”
“You mean this man across the court was working in league with that devil up on the roof?” Farragut growled. “He wrote the note so she’d lean out the window and give the other guy his chance to strangle her.” The policeman shook his head.
“No,” said Van, “I don’t mean that. The killer knew we’d find that note on her – after it was too late to save her. If the man called Henry were guilty of helping in her murder he wouldn’t leave written evidence for the police to find. Henry’s innocent of everything except making love so clumsily that a third party discovered it. This note is a clever forgery. The timing of it was too perfect to be real. I tell you, Inspector, the man we’re up against not only knows the Caulder family, but he makes his moves with all the brilliance of a master at chess. We may trap a few of his pawns, but his gambit still has us guessing.”
They left the window.
“Wait till I see whether the boys have found anything on the roof,” Farragut snapped, “then I want to tell you something I’ve got on my mind, Phantom.”
He hurried away. Van began pacing hands shoved deep in pockets face set grimly. He had a sense of keen disappointment, of failure, in the matter of Mrs. Tyler. He was angry with himself that he hadn’t forced her to show him the note. But after all, the woman was old enough to be her own mistress. The murderer must have taken that, too, into consideration. The leering face of Satan himself seemed to lurk behind the identity of the Chief.
Farragut returned, and said that his men hadn’t been able to find anything.
“The strangler must have crossed over to the roof of another apartment building and got down that way. I didn’t figure men should be posted three stories up on the roof. How did I know Mrs. Tyler was going to open a window and stick her head out?”
“You didn’t,” said Van grimly. “She practically committed suicide when she disobeyed your instructions.”
Farragut nodded. “I did my best to protect her. She just wouldn’t let me. And now, Phantom, let’s see if we can’t get some things doped out straight. What happened tonight here proves to me what I’ve thought all along – one of the Caulder heirs is behind these murders! Not only that – I’ve got a theory who the guy is!” The inspector spoke with harsh conviction. He was obviously excited.
Van looked interested. “Good!” he said. “Let’s hear it.”
Farragut drew a black cigar from his pocket and bit off the end savagely. “It sounds screwy, I’ll admit. But this is a screwy case, and it must have a screwy answer. I’ve given the whole thing a lot of thought. The cops have a saying ‘once a killer, always a killer’ – and the man I suspect made his first kill ten years ago.”
“You mean Judd Moxley?” said Van quickly.
“Right! It wasn’t premeditated murder I know. I’ve gone over all the court records. He killed a pal in a fight after an all-night drinking session. But it showed the killer instinct. Now he’s had almost ten years in jail to think things over. He’s still a killer, but a crafty one this time.”
VAN nodded. “Sounds logical, Inspector, but how about the little matter of his being in jail? I’ve reason to believe, as I’ve told you, that the man they call the Chief is the real brains behind this thing. And I’m practically certain that the Chief has visited, or intends to visit, at least one of his gang’s hideouts.”
“Now we come to the screwy part of it,” said the inspector, looking wise. “I’ve been doing some investigating too, I’ve had a man nosing around up in the State pen. He’s uncovered something. There’s a wealthy prisoner, a banker who got too gay with other people’s dough, in a cell right next to Moxley’s. This banker’s still got plenty of kale. I’ve learned he tried to bribe one of the night guards to let him out for a few hours so he could visit his chorus girl sweetie. Of course he didn’t make it – the warden got wise. But how do we know another man mightn’t have succeeded where he failed? Far-fetched as it seems, how do we know Moxley hasn’t been getting in and out?”
Van knitted his brows. “You may have something there. It checks up with the fact that the Chief seems to make his visits late at night. Let’s say, for the moment, that Moxley’s guilty. Have you figured a motive?”
Farragut nodded. “I’ve got a certified copy of the Caulder will right from the probate court. That gives plenty of motive. Here -” Farragut took a legal paper in a blue folder from his pocket, opened it, and pointed to one page. “Erasmus Caulder died in nineteen twenty-seven. Esmond Caulder was appointed administrator to take care of the fortune for ten years and then divide it among the heirs. It’s due to be handed to them some time this year. With Esmond Caulder on his deathbed they’re going to get it even quicker. And the will reads that the share of any heir who dies is to be divided among the others. You couldn’t have a much stronger motive for murder. If one heir can manage to bump off all the others he’ll get the entire fortune.”
“That means that Eben Gray, Reggie Winstead, or even Simon Blackwell might be guilty,” said Van. “We’ve seen how shrewd the murderer is. Supposing that business of Blackwell’s getting one of the dolls and being visited by the killers was just a stall? I’m not saying it was, but it might have been.”
“Yeah, it might have been – but the smartest thing of all would be for a guy in prison to engineer these killings. You couldn’t pinch a fellow for murder if he could prove that all the time the murders were being committed he was in jail. Judd Moxley is the one heir who’s got an air-tight alibi – unless I can prove he’s been skipping in and out of the cooler while the killings were going on.”
“I think I can help you on that,” said Van quickly. “I’m working on something right now. If it breaks right I hope to get a look at the king-pin murderer some time tonight. Suppose you have your man up at the pen keep his eye on Moxley every minute. If he stays in his cell, and if I get a look at the Chief tonight, we’ll know your theory is all wet and that Moxley isn’t guilty.”
Farragut agreed. “But how in hell, Phantom, are you going to make contact with this Chief?”
“That’s what I’m waiting to find out!” Van muttered.
The phone in the Tyler apartment rang ten minutes later, while a police photographer was taking pictures of Mrs. Tyler’s body and after the medical examiner had made out his report. A detective answered it.
“Huston of the Clarion wants to speak to Mr. Post,” he called. “Shall I tell the guy to get the hell off the wire and stop bothering us?”
“I’ll take that call!” snapped Van, and he grabbed the phone out of the detective’s hand as though it were a life-and-death matter. “Rodney Post speaking. Go ahead, Huston!”
The voice of the little newshound on the Clarion came over the wire holding a note of triumph. “I don’t know what it’s all about, Phantom; but I take it you’re making some fast plays as usual, And I’ve been working like a fool on that assignment. Anything I don’t know about that Dolly DeLong dame you could write on the back of a Christmas sticker.”
“Swell!” said Van. “You’re tops, Steve. Go ahead, I’m listening.”
Praise from the Phantom was sweet balm to Steve Huston. He began spouting facts about Dolly DeLong as though he were quoting from her life history.
“Born in Milwaukee. Twenty-eight years old. Real name Fanny Green. Married a guy in Chicago in nineteen thirty. He got bumped off by the cops sticking up a slop joint in Cicero. She could hoof and sing a little and had a nifty shape. She came to the big town and landed a job in the Club Eldorado. Sings a bunch of mammy songs that are swell tear-jerkers. On big nights she doubles with a fan dance.”
“Yes,” said Van. “And how about her friends?”
“I was coming to that. I got chummy with the phone girl at the Chatterly like you suggested. I slipped her a few drinks at the bar and sure oiled her tongue. This Dolly DeLong dame is a one-man woman. Right now, anyway, she has to be. She’s mixed up with a guy named Blackie Guido who’s plenty tough. He phoned her this evening. She’s having dinner with him in the Rainbow Room of the San Carlo right after she’s finished her first hoof number. She wears size three-and-a-half shoes, likes Nuit d’Amour perfume, goes in big for caviar and truffles and -”
Van cut him off. “Save the rest till I see you, Steve! You’ve told me all I want to know. I suggest that you call it a day, grab your best girl, and paint the town red – and, incidentally, charge all expenses to Rodney Post. You’ve earned it.”



CHAPTER XII


MASTER OF MURDER

AT the Club Eldorado this was a big night. Unmindful that there were webs of murder whose sinister strands reached even to this place of garish gaiety, the city’s pleasure seekers were out in force. Every table was reserved.
The dance floor was packed with swaying couples. The jazz band had worked itself into a red-hot frenzy. Champagne was flowing freely. Waiters were perspiring to keep pace with orders.
The majestic doorman at the club entrance told Dick Van Loan, still in the disguise of Rodney Post, that only those who had made reservations could obtain tables. But money talks along New York’s bright-light district, near, as some wit put it, “Two-Times Square, the Double-cross Roads of the World.”
The five dollar bill Van slipped the doorman got him inside. The twenty dollar bill he gave the captain of waiters made a small table magically appear where none had been before. From this vantage point, after the couples had gone back to their seats, Van watched the club’s floor show. He heard Dolly DeLong sing her mammy songs, saw her do her fan dance. She changed from a sobbing, husky-voiced crooner into a flitting, white-skinned moth parading her beauty under the spotlight.
Van studied her face and noted her drooping lips, her lambent, blue-lidded eyes. Here was a glamour girl who might have held the interest of any playboy along Broadway, yet her heart’s fancy had been caught by a scheming criminal. Perhaps Dolly DeLong didn’t know what a dangerous man her companion, Blackie, was. Or perhaps, like other white moths, she felt the flame’s fascination.
Van shrugged, rising before her number ended. He had stored the image of her face away in his mind. He wouldn’t forget it. He left the club quickly, hurried to the lobby of the Hotel San Carlo. There he bought himself a paper, lighted a cigarette, and settled down to wait. Over the top of his paper he watched the revolving doors.
JUST twenty minutes later Dolly DeLong came through them, dressed in evening gown with an evening wrap now, her smoothly waved hair gleaming, silver slippers on her feet, A tall, dark man in a Chesterfield, derby, spats, and kid gloves was accompanying her.
Van knew instantly that he was looking at “Blackie,” the head contact man in the strange murder ring. The clue of the orchid and Steve Huston’s patient inquiries had borne their fruit. Blackie, who thought he’d removed all evidence when he left his studio hideout, was now directly under the watchful eyes of the Phantom.
He remained under surveillance for the next hour while he dined with Dolly DeLong. For Dick Van Loan got a table near them. Quietly he ate and relaxed after many sleepless hours, watching the man who got his orders straight from the Chief.
Van had seen many men of Blackie Guido’s type before. But never one who, in appearance anyway, came up more completely to all the worst underworld traditions.
GUIDO’S thin lips showed arrogance, cruelty. His handsome, swarthy face was an emotionless mask. His nose was predatory, the curved beak of a vulture. His eyes, polished, black, expressionless agates, spoke of a crafty brain. When he smiled it was with his white teeth only. His eyes remained unsmiling, calculating, critical, even when he looked at Dolly. Here, Van knew, was a dangerous criminal to whom murder would be mere routine. Here was a man who for money, would gladly deal in death.
Van had left his own small, powerful coupé parked near the hotel. He paid his check, rose, and sauntered out just before Blackie Guido and Dolly DeLong finished their meal. He got in his coupé and waited, slouched in the shadows, until Guido and the girl came out. He saw Guido put Dolly DeLong in one taxi, then take another himself and drive away in the opposite direction.
Van didn’t make the mistake of following too soon. He was an old hand and an expert at the difficult game of shadowing. He knew every maneuver, every trick. He had spotted the number of the taxi’s license and the cab’s color and shape. And his eyes were so far-sighted, so well trained in the observation of small details, that at times his range of vision seemed uncanny.
He started his own coupé, swung it around after Guido’s cab was three full blocks away. He watched the traffic lights with hawklike attention. In them lay the greatest threat of defeat while shadowing a man by auto. There was the danger always that the car ahead might speed across a light that was just going red.
Van might cross it, but that would arouse his quarry’s suspicions. It might also bring on the risk of a delaying argument with a traffic cop. So Van slowed when the lights first went green, sped up when they were about to change, timing his speed so perfectly that he was able to keep in the same block when cross traffic halted the taxi.
He was close enough, five minutes later, to see Blackie Guido get out, pay his fare, and swing along the street. Fear clutched at Van’s heart for a moment. He thought that Guido might have suspected that he was being followed. Van drove on, staring straight ahead. But, in the windshield mirror, he saw Guido climb into another taxi. Guido’s movements seemed perfunctory, almost casual, Van sensed instantly then that this was just a routine. Guido wasn’t suspicious yet. He had merely schooled himself to take precautions.
The chase went on while Van’s excitement grew. Much depended on his work tonight. The whole baffling case seemed to hang by a slender thread. If Guido became suspicious, got onto the fact that he was being followed, Van might never have another chance. He had never exerted himself so in his sleuthing as he did tonight.
Once, when Guido changed taxis for the fourth time, Van almost missed out. For the new cab that Guido took shot off down a side street at an abrupt angle. Van pulled his coupé around in a screaming turn that almost wrecked it. A police whistle shrilled at him. He swung down a side street that paralleled the one Guido’s cab had taken, cut through another short block, and once again saw Guido’s taxi. Sweat dampened Van’s forehead now. The strain of the chase, the knowledge of what depended on it, created a suspense as great as any he’d felt so far.
Ten blocks more and Guido’s cab approached a quiet, dark residential section of the city. Crime seemed far away from these dignified old brick and brownstone houses, these straight fences and small shadowed lawns. But once again Guido got out. And this time there was no other cab in sight, nor did there seem a likelihood of any approaching.
Van had taken a chance as the streets grew darker and more deserted. He had switched off his coupé’s headlights. Now he was glad of it, For he knew that Guido, three blocks ahead, would hardly see him. He drew up to the curb, stopped slowly, waited.
THE red tail-light of Guido’s cab moved off. Van could make out the criminal’s tall figure standing by the curb. Guido started walking up the block away from Van’s coupé, and Van climbed out and followed. It was easier now. On foot there were dozens of ways of avoiding and throwing off a quarry’s suspicion.
Van kept to the darkest side of the walk, seemed to steal along like a prowling shadow. But he got steadily closer to the man ahead. He saw Guido stop at last before the high wall of what must once have been a luxurious mansion. A millionaire’s home, perhaps, back in the fading glory of the Victorian era.
Van dropped, flattened himself on the steps of a house, as Guido turned and looked up and down the street. Satisfied that all was safe, Guido stepped in close to the street wall. A moment later his tall figure disappeared. Faintly Van heard the sound of a hinge of a big rusty gate.
His pulses hammered. He moved to the spot where he had last seen Guido, his steps more catlike than ever. Locks were no barrier to the Phantom. Early in his career he had known that he must make a close study of them. And when locks proved difficult he could fail back on the expert use of a jimmy.
But he feared something else now. A criminal gang such as the one whose activities he was tracing would be likely to protect their hideout with some sort of an alarm system. So Van did not use his pass-keys on the gate Guido had gone through. And he was breathlessly cautious as he reached up to the top of the high brick wall.
His fingers probed stealthily. He felt porcelain insulators directly behind the wall’s coping. His body stiffened. There must be a wire strung along them. Any contact with it would probably ring a bell.
VAN used his body like an acrobat’s, brought into play those powerful muscles that he had trained and sharpened with the series of exercises a Japanese Samurai had taught him. With his fingertips barely touching the top bricks, he raised himself inch by inch on his arms, higher and higher, till his head and shoulders were above the top of the wall.
Then, with arms stiff, his feet came up. He balanced there for a moment, seeming to defy gravitation, not touching that dangerous signal wire. His body appeared to ooze silently over it. In another moment he was sliding down the opposite face of the wall.
He crouched in utter darkness for many seconds. Dimly, against the cloud reflection of the city beyond, he could see the silhouette of the big mansion. But there were no lights in it, no hint as to where Blackie Guido had gone.
Not till he was certain that there was no guard prowling around the grounds did Van move forward. He had the instinct of the hunter who feels that he is getting close to his game. A false step now and they might break cover. He remembered how the gang had left and set fire to the garage. That must not happen again, or he might never be able to solve this sinister riddle and bring the Chief to justice.
For almost fifteen minutes Van skirted the outside of the house. He dared not turn on his flash. There might be eyes watching. Like a blind man he touched the walls he came to, oriented himself with corners, studied the location of steps. He went around three times, before his eyes, grown almost as sharp as a cat’s in the darkness, made out one tiny sliver of light.
It came from a minute chink in a shuttered and curtained basement window. It could not have been seen five feet away. But Van was closer than that, three feet, and he was watching for just some such thing. It told him what he wanted to know. The strange activity behind the closed doors and windows of this mansion was concentrated down stairs. He would not have to risk entering above and moving across sagging, squeaking floors that would betray his presence.
He left the chink where the light showed, stole along the side of the big house till he came to what he felt sure was a furnace room door. For his hands, reaching down to the ground in the darkness, reading signs, came in contact with bits of broken clinkers and angular pieces of coal, And now, for a brief instant, he switched on his slender, fountain pen flash; and he was relieved to see that the door had had an old-fashioned lock and that there were no footprints in the soil around it.
The lock gave him trouble, however, not because jt was elaborate, but because it was rusty. It wouldn’t yield till Van spilled benzine from his cigarette lighter into the oxidized mechanism. He did the same to the hinges, got the door open at last, and stepped into a black, icy room. The cement floor told him he had been correct in his surmise. And in a moment, hands before him, he came in contact with a boiler.
Then once again, across many feet of Stygian darkness, he saw a faint glimmer of light. It was low down this time. It seemed to come from under the crack of a door. Van’s heart sounded a muffled drum-beat of excitement as he moved ahead stealthily in the gloom.
And then he could hear men’s voices! Faint at first, a mere quavering rumble. Louder as he came close to the door. They were in the room beyond, that was certain. But the door seemed thick; and when Van, after several seconds, risked using his flash for an instant again, he saw that it was made of metal. Not only that – whatever lock there was seemed to be on the inside.
But his flash, sweeping across the wall of the room he was in, revealed to Van that age and dampness had taken effect. He glimpsed a spot where plaster had spilled from the intervening partition where the bricks looked loose. He stole to it, worked tensely for a full minute and got one brick out. Instantly light made him squint as it came across six inches of air space from a wide crack in whatever substance formed the partition’s opposite wall.
He couldn’t see the whole room beyond, but putting his eye close, he could see enough to puzzle him and hold his rapt attention. For lights gleamed on water. There was a dank, stagnant swimming pool directly in front of the tiled face of the partition where Dick Van Loan stood.
Gathered at one edge of it was a group of men, many of whom he had seen before. Bowers was there, with his evil, black-browed face. The same pallid hopheads who had accompanied Van from Blackwell’s. The man they called “Doc,” with his glittering glasses and his thinning hair that made his high forehead taper up in devil’s horns. And Blackie Guido, looking out of place with his fine clothes in this motley gathering, except that his face was stamped with criminality like the faces of the rest.
Others moved into Van’s line of vision as he watched, gunmen and human gorillas with the build of riverfront thugs. A man with a depraved face and long spiderlike arms who looked as if he might have been the monster who had strangled Mrs. Tyler.
Van watched lynx-eyed, and sensed that something was about to happen. He had arrived just in time apparently. For Blackie Guido looked at his watch, then said to Bowers in a voice that Van could hear distinctly:
“Get your men out of here and keep ‘em out. Go into the billiard room. I’ll come in when I’m through. I gotta talk to the Chief. And remember – I ain’t saying he won’t raise hell at what happened in the garage.”
BOWERS’S ugly face looked scared suddenly. “I don’t get it, Blackie. How can you talk to the Chief here? The door to the furnace room’s bolted shut. All the windows are nailed. You say you’re gonna lock yourself in. Where does the Chief come from? Is he really comin’ himself, or does he just call you?”
“Beat it!” said Blackie. “Scram! And you better start worryin’ about what’s gonna happen to you.”
Bowers shuffled off toward the door into the next chamber, beckoning the others with him. Van saw them dart half curious, half fearful glances at Blackie Guido, as though he had some sort of supernatural powers. And Guido seemed to take a grim satisfaction in the knowledge that he was being mystifying. He looked at his watch again.
“One forty-five,” he snapped. “The Chief is due in five minutes; scram, all of you.”
He strode after them, locked the door into the billiard room, then Van saw him go to the wall. He reached down behind a piece of loose molding, did something that Van couldn’t quite fathom. After this he came and sat down in a chair directly in front of the pool. Van felt his own scalp grow tight when he saw that Guido was staring fixedly down at the black, oily water. What did it mean?
In five minutes Van got his answer. The pool’s surface grew strangely agitated. Sluggish bubbles came up as though some hellish devil’s brew were being concocted. And then water broke around the black, monste-like dome of a man’s helmeted head. Van saw outlines of a diving suit below the helmet. He knew in that instant of frozen wonder that he was looking at the Chief!



CHAPTER XIII


THE CHIEF’S ORDERS
HERE was the unknown being whose crafty brain had already arranged three murders and attempted two others! Here was the killer who prefaced death with music, whose wax manikins with their tinkling tunes led men and women to their graves in a Danse Macabre.
Van watched, and felt at that moment that he was peering into a nightmare world of fantastic horror. For there was something utterly devilish about that round, black, up-thrust head. There was weirdness in the way the man was poised there just above the water, and in the whole manner of his appearance so late at night in the musty, ruined seclusion of this ancient house.
Blackie Guido seemed to feel the spell of the strange presence, too. His arrogance had left him, dropped off like a discarded cloak. He had grown visibly paler. His hands were clenched nervously around the arms of his chair.
The helmeted head turned toward him. The single round glass in front goggled at him like the inhuman eye of some giant crustacean. A voice, as sepulchral as though it came from a tomb and blurred by a buzzing diaphragm in the helmet’s top, sounded.
“Your report, Blackie!”
The Phantom, listening, trained to recognize and remember people’s voices, was at a loss now. Somewhere it seemed to him he had heard inflections like those of this goggled monster. But the distortion of that buzzing diaphragm was cleverly calculated to throw anyone off the trail.
Blackie Guido was trembling. “Svendal got the woman all right. Your plan with her worked out smooth as butter. She fell for the bait. Svendal roped her and pulled her out of the window right under the cops’ noses. Svendal’s the best guy for a strangle job there is in the country. He’d choke his own mother for an extra ten bucks. If only all the other boys were as good – I guess you know we’ve had some tough breaks, Chief?”
“Yes!” There was some contempt, reproval, menace in that single word.
“They did their best, Chief – honest! The only guy I really blame is Bowers. He had the Phantom trapped and let him go. I warned him to look out, too. He shoulda been more careful.”
“Yes!” said the helmeted man again. “And how about O’Banion and the other hopheads? They let one man, that same Phantom, get the best of them! And how about Joe Vanzanni whom you posted in your apartment to kill the Phantom?”
“You know about that, Chief?”
“I read of his death in the afternoon papers. Do you think I didn’t know where you lived under the name of Warburton? It was plain that the Phantom had traced your private wire, that you arranged for his death without consulting me, and that Vanzanni slipped up, just as Bowers did in the garage. I rather thought you’d show better judgment in your choice of employees, Blackie! I’m paying for the best – and I expected to get them.”
“There wasn’t time to get in touch with you when I tried to bump the Phantom. I tried to call Hog-face back, and when he didn’t answer, I thought there was something fishy in the air. So I got things all set just in case. It looked like a sure bet. I don’t know why Joe slipped up. It’s the Phantom that’s made it tough for us, Chief. Otherwise -”
“You’re sure he hasn’t followed you here?”
“Sure. I took everything away from the studio. The Phantom didn’t help himself any by bumping Joe. You’re the only one that knows I called myself Warburton. I don’t know how you found out -”
“How about that girl? Women are your weakness, Blackie! They’ll give you a free ticket to Hell yet.”
GUIDO’S Adam’s apple was bobbing and he looked positively sick.
“Listen! I – she – Nobody knows a damned thing about her except you. And, Chief, if that dame started to spill anything I’d smash her face in. I’m gettin’ fed up with her, anyway. I shouldn’t wonder -”
The Chief laughed sardonically.
“All right, Blackie. But just remember that every time one of your men makes a slip he’s fashioning another nail for your own coffin. You don’t know who I am; but I know who you are and all about you. If you fall down on the job I hired you for, the electric chair is waiting. It kills people dead, Blackie, dead as roasted rats.”
“I ain’t fallin’ down, Chief! As for Bowers – that guy’s already on the spot.”
“You might weed out a few other incompetents along with him and cut the payroll down,” said the Chief coldly.
“Sure! I’ll do that,” Blackie said eagerly. “I’ll have Doc give those two hopheads a dose they won’t wake up from. And now – maybe if you’d trust me a little more, Chief, I could work better. A guy can’t do his best batting in the dark. How many more of the Caulder family do you figure on getting rid of? And what’s the dope behind it?”
The Phantom listened, his heart almost stopping. This was what he wanted to know, too. He’d thought of drawing his automatic, thrusting its muzzle through the crack in the wall tiles, and sending a bullet straight at this sinister, unknown killer. But even supposing he was justified in doing it, he realized as soon as the impulse came that it would probably be futile.
A man as canny as the Chief, who had taken such pains to preserve his incognito and achieve self-protection, would have that diving suit lined with some sort of bullet-proof armor surely. Only a direct hit in the helmet goggle-glass would be effective. And under the circumstances that was a target too small for even the Phantom. So he waited tensely for the Chief’s answer to Blackie’s question.
That sepulchral voice sounded again. “You are not so very bright, Blackie. Has it never occurred to you that if the whole Caulder fortune fell into the hands of a man as spineless and easily frightened as Reggie Winstead it would be a simple matter for us to get it?”
“Blackmail, you mean?”
The Chief, Van noted, didn’t answer directly. He laughed harshly. “Winstead’s brother has been murdered,” he said with a mocking inflection. “One of his cousins is already dead. If the others were out of the way, if he were the last remaining heir, he’d be utterly spineless in the face of intimidation. To save his life he’d part with any amount of money.”
“So that’s the layout?” said Guido quickly.
There was a brief pause, and again the Chief was evasive. “Use your own judgment!”
“Aw, listen! I’ve played square with you. I’m only askin’ -”
‘Quiet!” The helmeted head was turned toward Guido with a fixity that seemed to freeze him. He remained silent, cowed, while the voice went on, “Don’t dare to question me nor try to penetrate my motives! You’re being paid handsomely for your services – more than you are worth. Your men failed to get Simon Blackwell. Until you rectify that error you certainly can expect no confidence from me.”
“I’ll do it, Chief! I’ll see that that old buzzard gets enough lead in his belly to sink him to Hell. Or I’ll get rid of him any way you say. What do you think -”
“I’m tired of thinking for you. How you get Blackwell is up to you. But get him! I’ll be here at the same time tomorrow night. If your report isn’t satisfactory -” The Chief didn’t finish. His head and shoulders began sinking below the surface of the stagnant, icy pool, and the goggle-glass in his helmet, up to the very moment he disappeared, remained fixed on Blackie Guido with malignant meaning.
When the last bubble had ceased coming up, Blackie rose fiercely. His face was working. His black eyes blazed. He was in a wicked temper. He threw open the billiard-room door.
“Bowers!” he called thickly. “I wanta see you a minute!”
The lumbering, black-browed face of the gang lieutenant appeared in the door.
“Did yer see the Chief? What’d he say? Any ord -”
Bowers’s sentence ended in a choking cry. Those were the last words he was destined ever to utter. For Blackie Guido had drawn a gun with such lightning speed and ferocity that the Phantom could barely follow it. Six reports made blasting echoes in that high-ceilinged room.
Van, between shots, could actually imagine he heard the slap of the bullets against Bowers’s body. The big man pawed at his chest and stomach. His jaw dropped open as though in gaping surprise. All six shots seemed to have struck him. He thudded down on the tiles like a falling porpoise and lay hideously still.
Blackie pocketed his gun. His face was still working, but there was a thin, sadistic smile on his pale lips. The murder of Bowers seemed to give him grim satisfaction. Others of the gang came crowding into the room. Blackie walked up to Bowers’s still form, kicked it.
“Some of you heels take this carrion away!” he snarled.
WHEN they had dragged Bowers’s corpse out, Blackie turned suddenly to the man called Doc.
“Doc, I wanta see you! All the rest of you mugs scram and leave us alone!”
Doc, with his glittering glasses and satanic face, cringed back in terror. He seemed to think he was going to be murdered in cold blood, too. But Blackie gestured magnanimously.
“Not yet, Doc! You’re okay as long as you make good. Bowers had it comin’ to him. The big ox fell down on me. And” – Blackie lowered his voice, but Van could still hear him – “we don’t need Symie and that other hophead any more. They’re liabilities. Next time you give ‘em the needle, be generous.”
Doc smiled, relieved obviously that Guido’s murderous anger had spent itself on Bowers.
“I’ve got something that will do the trick more surely than a mere overdose of dope,” he said huskily. “A little arsenical compound of my own invention. I’ll mix it with the morphine. Those boys are as good as dead.”
“Fine! You’re an educated feller, Doc. You’ve got brains and you’ve had plenty experience. Now that Bowers is out I think I’ll make you my number one sidekick. We’ll get along swell as long as you do as I say.” Guido paused a moment, riveting his hard, black eyes on Doc’s face.
Doc grinned till his features became a leering death’s-head. “You’re the boss, Blackie. What I like to do is oblige.”
“Okay. Then I wanta talk to you about something. We’re in a tough spot – all of us. We don’t know who the Chief is. He knows us. If it hadn’t been for the big dough he offered I’d never have got my neck into this. But dough don’t do a guy any good in the hot seat. How do we know the Chief won’t double-cross us?”
“We don’t!” said Doc, still grinning.
“Well, it ain’t funny!” snapped Blackie. “We gotta find out more about him. We gotta get ready to put the brakes on.”
“How?” The grin had faded from Doc’s face. Guido had been thinking of that, too.
SOMETHING the Chief said put me wise! He was handing me a line. He made out our job is to bump all the people who’re gonna get a slice of the Caulder dough except Reggie Winstead. Then he said we could shake down Reggie. But that sounds phony to me. By the time all the others are six feet under Reggie will either skip out of the country or hire enough private detectives so an army couldn’t get to him.”
“Well,” said Doc, “maybe he was handing you a hot-air highball.”
“Yeah, maybe he was – and I figure he had a reason for doing it!” Guido’s eyes gleamed, and he smiled suddenly with a look of vicious cunning. He thrust his face close to Doc’s, spoke so that Van could barely hear him. “How do we know the Chief ain’t
Reggie Winstead?”
Doc started, drew a hand slowly over his high, peaked forehead. Then his head bobbed.
“A good bet, Blackie! Brothers have killed each other before. Cain bumped Abel, didn’t he? You say Winstead seems like a fellow who’s afraid of his own shadow; but maybe that’s just an act. Maybe the Chief is Winstead. Maybe he plans to use you, get the other heirs killed off, get all the money himself, then see to it that you and all the rest of us land in the chair.”
Blackie Guido swore furiously, clamped his fingers on Doc’s arm.
“If that’s his game, he won’t get away with it! We’ll get some of the boys to watch Winstead and put the heat on him if they find anything suspicious. We’ll find out somehow whether Winstead’s the guy. And, meantime, before tomorrow night, we’ve got to see that Blackwell gets his. If we don’t, and if Winstead isn’t the Chief, we’ll all be through.”
“I don’t know the circumstances, of course,” Doc said softly, “but you say the Chief came to see you right here in this room, A simple way out of our difficulty occurs to me. Why not let the boys in when he comes the next time and fill him full of lead?”
“It wouldn’t work,” snapped Blackie. “I ain’t sayin’ why. There are some things that are none of your damned business. But the Chief let onto one thing on his first visit, he wears a bullet-proof vest that would just about stop shrapnel. He figured right off that I might try to doublecross him.”
Doc grinned again, that mirthless, satanic grin. “From what you say, Blackie, the gentleman has anticipated everything. I admit I’m over my depth; but I’m glad to take orders.”
“Get rid of those hopheads, then,” said Blackie sullenly. “I’ll send some of the boys out to find out what the cops have done with Blackwell. After I know just where he is I’ll figure out how to get him.”
Guido turned toward the locked door of the billiard room. Van left his hiding place behind the partition and stole quickly through the darkness of the chamber he was in. He reached the furnace room door, went out, and shut it carefully behind him. He spent about five minutes brushing the ground, obliterating tracks. Then he moved like a shadow across the lawn to the high brick wall. He drew himself up, oozed deftly over the signal wire, dropped to the street.
He had heard enough tonight to make his pulses drum with excitement. He had come close, tantalizingly close to the truth. He had actually seen the Chief, learned how Blackie Guido made contact with the ruthless, unknown killer. And yet the question mark in front of that sinister, helmeted figure was even larger now. Who was he?
Van was uncertain. A half dozen theories were beating through his mind. Inspector Farragut thought that Judd Moxley, up in prison, was the one. Blackie Guido had hit upon the startling idea that Reggie Winstead was the Chief. Farragut’s theory would be proved or disproved shortly. It might take time to get to the bottom of Blackie Guido’s.
Van had known desperate, scheming criminals to hide behind innocent appearing exteriors before. It wasn’t outside the realm of possibility that Reggie Winstead was the guilty man. Then there was Eben Gray, the other Caulder nephew, tall, sardonic, almost as saturnine in appearance as the criminal, Doc. He had seemed the least frightened, the least disturbed of any. Farragut’s men were giving him protection. But they weren’t watching him all the time. He had been free to come and go.
The riddle grew deeper as Van thought about it, as strangely mystifying as any case he had ever been on. But right now there was something concrete to handle, something he must do. Death’s bony fingers were reaching for the recluse, Simon Blackwell. Van had saved the man’s life once. He must save it again.



CHAPTER XIV


DANGEROUS DISGUISE

RICHARD VAN LOAN waited outside the old house long enough to see Blackie Guido emerge, and to trail him back to the heart of the city.
He didn’t want to lose sight of this key man in the sinister crime mystery, Guido might become useful before the case was finished. Already the Phantom had evolved a desperate plan he would put into action if all else failed.
He found that Guido, after being driven from his luxurious studio apartment, had taken a furnished room about six blocks from the Hotel Chatterly where Dolly DeLong lived.
Van got the number. Then he hurried to a telephone booth in Grand Central Terminal. This seemed as close as any. It was so late that even the drug stores were closed. And the lateness made Van realize suddenly how much he needed sleep. Even an hour of it would refresh him, for he had learned to relax when he wanted to, throw off worries, and sleep deeply as Orientals do. A short period of rest would recharge his energy.
But, before giving himself over to the luxury of it, Van put through a call to Police Headquarters. He wanted to hear what had happened up at the State pen. Could Moxley be guilty? Or had he remained in his cell? Van knew that Inspector Farragut, desperately anxious to break the case, had planned an all-night vigil in his office so he would be in constant contact with all that went on.
IN a moment Van heard the familiar voice of the Homicide Squad head. “Hello! Who is it?” Farragut sounded tense, nervous.
“The Phantom speaking.”
Before Van had a chance to ask any questions the inspector began giving information. “Nothing doing up at the prison! Moxley’s been snoring since nine o’clock. My man’s watching right in the next cell. Another one got the dope from him ten minutes ago and called me. That was a bum steer, a blind alley. I was all wet, I guess. And that isn’t the whole of it. Blackwell gave us the shake this evening!‘ The inspector’s voice was harsh.
“What?”
“Yeah. We don’t know where he is. We argued with him, got him to promise not to go back to his shack on Channel Point on account of the danger of it, and had him put up in a rooming house run by the sister of one of my boys here at Headquarters. About ten o’clock Blackwell claimed he felt sick. The man I had watching to see that he didn’t get bumped off went to phone a doctor. He was only gone three minutes. But when he came back Blackwell had flown the coop.”
“Maybe he returned to his own house in spite of your warning?”
“No, I’ve had men watching there ever since ten,” said the inspector wearily. “Lord knows where the old boy’s gone to. He’s half nutty anyway.”
“That’s tough,” Van muttered. “Tough as hell, Inspector. The murder gang’s out after Blackwell now. They’re not likely to fail a second time. And if you don’t know where he is you can’t protect him.”
“That’s right – but maybe they can’t find him either,” the inspector said hopefully.
“I wouldn’t trust to it.”
Van paused a moment, then gave an account of his own investigations, leaving out only a few details, such as the addresses of Blackie Guido, Dolly DeLong, and the mystery house. He told how he’d made contact with the Chief and heard the orders he’d given Guido.
Farragut grew tense with excitement when Van came to Guido’s theory about Reggie Winstead.
“There may be something in it! I’ll detail a dozen men to watch that guy.”
“Go easy,” said Van warningly. “We know now that Moxley isn’t the Chief. That lead was sour. Whoever else we pin this on it won’t be Moxley. And you don’t want to waste a lot of time and good brain energy on another bum steer. My advice is to concentrate on finding Blackwell.”
“Hey, wait a minute, Phantom. You’re not insinuating that Blackwell is -”
“I’m not insinuating anything,” Van snapped. “I’m just advising you to find Blackwell if you can before those killers get to him.”
“We can put a stop to the whole thing by going out with a squad of men to that house you just told me about and tearing it wide open. Hew about giving me the address, Phantom? We’ll trap every one of those devils.” The inspector was eager for action, eager to make some arrests that would prove to the public he was on his toes.
“Not on your life, Inspector,” Van said. “You might trap some of the gang, but what about the Chief? You wouldn’t get him, and you wouldn’t put a stop to the murders. He could hire another bunch of killers. If we raid that place it’s got to be done at just the right moment. It’s got to be timed. It’s the only big lead we’ve got. We can’t afford to spoil it.”
“Then what do you advise, Phantom?”
“Some sleep, Inspector, for both of us! Give your men orders to comb the city for Blackwell, then call it a day. Unless something else breaks in the meantime you’ll need all your energy for the party tomorrow night.”
Without explaining what he meant, Van hung up.
The next afternoon something else did break. But it only added a darker tinge to the mystery. Reggie Winstead, the man suspected by Guido of being the Chief, now being watched closely by Farragut’s detectives, lost his nerve completely and swallowed a bottle of poison. His pulse was almost nonexistent, and there was a white froth on his lips when some of Farragut’s men found him. It was obviously a suicide attempt, not murder, for the poison bottle lay right at his side.
A stomach pump brought him back to consciousness.
“Couldn’t stand – the suspense,” Winstead mumbled. “Dancing dolls! They’d get me – anyway!”
He was rushed off in an ambulance and put on the danger list in Bellevue.
Van called Farragut when he heard about it. The inspector was swearing mad and discouraged.
“That’s the last straw, Phantom! I’m stumped! I don’t know where I’m at! And, what’s more, my men haven’t been able to find Blackwell. No trace of him.”
“Then you’ve got two suspects,” said Van grimly.
“Two suspects – what the hell do you mean?”
“Blackwell and Winstead! I’m not saying they’re guilty. I’m only saying they’re first-class suspects. Blackwell was not under police surveillance last night when I saw the Chief. Neither was Winstead. Now Blackwell’s gone, skipped. And though Winstead took poison, he didn’t die. Wouldn’t a suicide attempt be a swell way for a murderer to cover up?”
“Damn!” said Farragut.
“And don’t forget Eben Gray! There’s a man worth watching!”
“Damn!” said Farragut again.
“We won’t know whether Winstead’s guilty or not until tonight – unless he dies first. After tonight I hope we’ll be certain. If it’s okay with you, Inspector, we’re going to raid that house I spoke of. We’re going to make a man-sized attempt to trap the Chief!”
“Now you’re talking!” shouted Farragut. “How many men do you want? Where is it?”
THERE are a few things I’ve got to do first,” said Van “It’s not going to be any cinch. It may miss fire. But with Blackwell still unaccounted for, tonight may be our last and only chance. I’ll call back around ten o’clock, Inspector, and give you all the dope.”
Van hung up. His face was grimly set. He remembered that the Chief had threatened to ditch Guido and the whole murder gang unless they found and killed Blackwell before his return tonight. So far nothing had been heard of Blackwell dead or alive.
Two hours after Van’s talk with Inspector Farragut a yellow taxi swerved to the curb along the block where Blackie Guido had taken quarters in a rooming house. The taxi rolled to a stop five doors away from Guido’s new abode, and on the same side of the street. There were no passengers in it. The driver, nondescript, lanky, tough-looking, lounged behind the wheel. He amused himself with a tabloid paper and a package of cigarettes. He kept the meter running.
When people walked up from time to time to engage him, he shook his head, growled: “Nothin’ doin’! Got a fare.”
DUSK was falling rapidly. As it deepened the cabman’s eyes grew watchful over his paper. He could just make out the windows of the room Guido had taken, two stories above the street. A light suddenly sprang up behind the shades. The cabman waited patiently an hour longer until the light finally went out.
Then he shut off his meter, threw in his clutch, and kept his foot ready on the pedal. His shoulders bent forward over the wheel.
The door of the rooming house opened; and a man dressed in a Chesterfield, derby, spats, and gloves, came down the brownstone steps. It was Blackie Guido, his swarthy face washed out with worry, his eyes bloodshot from lack of sleep. He was slapping his gloves nervously against his leg. Inner emotion, fear, uncertainty, made his usually handsome face look ugly.
The taxi nosed forward as Guido walked up the street. “Cab, sir? Cab?”
Guido saw it, gestured mechanically with his pigskin gloves. He stepped through the door that the taximan pushed open.
“Hotel Chatterly,” he spat. “Step on it!”
“What’s that again, Mac?” The taximan twisted his head back interrogatively as though to make sure of his orders. His tough-looking face was innocently blank.
Guido brought his own sinister, bloodshot eyes close to the open window in the glass partition that separated him from the driver Nervous fury writhed in his pale lips.
“Are you deaf?” he yelled. “I said Hotel Chatterly, damn you!”
Crack!
Guido never saw the small leather blackjack that struck him. The driver swung it so quickly, so dexterously, in a back-handed flip, that it was like a stage magician’s trick. It hit Guido’s temple. There was artistry, calculation in the blow. Guido slumped and lay like a fallen grain sack in the bottom of the cab.
The cab shot forward with its silent, inert passenger that no one looking in from the outside would be apt to see. But the taximan turned into an avenue with few traffic lights, then cut at an angle across the city, choosing the lesser used streets.
The coup had worked out too well for the Phantom to want to take any chances now. Behind his taximan’s disguise his eyes were gleaming. Making a prisoner of Blackie Guido was only the first step in the daring action he planned. The cab was his own, one that he kept always ready in a secret garage.
He drove it now to another garage in the rear of Dr. Paul Bendix’s laboratory. He climbed out, closed the garage doors carefully. Blackie Guido as yet hadn’t even begun to stir. But his pulse was strong and steady. The Phantom’s expert blow had only stunned him. Van lifted him easily, carried him through a short walled passage and into the laboratory itself.
Here, in a small, thick-walled anteroom, was a metal chair bolted to the floor. Van had installed it in case the need arose to interview and subdue unruly captives. He dropped Guido in it, clipped handcuffs over his slack wrists and through rings in the chair, fastened his ankles to the rungs. Then he poured some carbonate of ammonia on a piece of cotton and held it under Guido’s nostrils.
Guido began to twitch at the end of two minutes. His sagging mouth closed, his eyelids opened. He sat up suddenly, glaring at the Phantom with all the ferocity of a wild animal in a trap.
“All right, Guido,” said Van softly. “There are a few things I want to ask you while you’re my guest.”
“Go to Hell!” said Guido. Veins in his forehead stood out. His teeth showed in a tigerish snarl. “I’ll get you for this!”
“You’ll never have a chance. The electric chair’s waiting for you. Do you know who I am?”
For seconds their eyes clashed, Van’s calm ones looking into Guido’s black pupils with a steady, menacing stare. For all his rough disguise as a taximan, Van’s face seemed to acquire dignity and an almost uncanny power. The mottled, angry flush began to fade from Guido’s cheeks. Fear and pallor took its place. He licked his lips, and his voice came huskily.
“I guess you’re – the Phantom!”
“Right! And you’re finished, Guido – done! I know just what you’ve been up to. I’ve got a closed case against you. You’ve had a hand in three killings in the last two days. Any one of them would send you to the death house.” Blackie’s face went pallid.
Van let that sink in. Then he added: “What I want from you now is a little information.”
Hope gleamed in Guido’s eyes at that. “Yeah? S’posin’ I won’t give it?”
“That’s up to you. I’m going to hand you over to the police anyway, and they’ll send you up the river. Your only chance is to turn State’s evidence. I’m not premising anything for a rat like you. But if you squeal, tell everything you know, you might get off with a life sentence.”
Guido began to perspire. There was an air of cold finality in the way the Phantom spoke. Van went on and told in a casual voice about the old house with the swimming pool in it, and how the Chief appeared. Guido broke at that.
“Hell, what’s the use, Phantom! You’ve got the dope anyway. Don’t let ‘em send me to the chair, and I’ll turn State’s evidence like you say. The rats I got workin’ for me let me down, anyway.”
Van began firing questions, and in five minutes he got the information he wanted – the signals Guido used on the electric button behind the molding to let the Chief know all was clear, and the fact that the murder gang had not been able to find Simon Blackwell.
VAN listened as Guido spoke, not only to his words, but to the inflections of his voice. And his eyes were hawklike as he watched Guido’s every expression.
In a moment he held up his hand. “Okay, Guido! That’s enough for now. The rest you can tell in court. I’m going to leave you here for a while – and first I’m going to give you a cocktail.”
Guido’s eyes followed Van with sudden suspicion as Van went to a small cabinet and poured a brownish liquid from a bottle into a glass. Guido spoke hoarsely as Van came toward him.
“You – you ain’t gonna poison me, Phantom?”
“Not poison you, no. There’s just enough laudanum mixed with this brandy to put you to sleep for the next twelve hours. It’s healthier than the arsenic compounds you ordered Doc to feed those hopheads.” When Guido hesitated to swallow the drink which Van placed against his lips, Van said softly: “I can use the blackjack again if you prefer.”
Guido gulped the brown liquor with sweat streaming from his face.
Van left the room. When he returned in ten minutes Guido was sleeping like a baby.
Van had already removed his taximan’s makeup and laid the foundation for another. And now, with a strong mercury-vapor light turned on Guido’s face, Van commenced an impersonation which took all his skill. There must be no slip-up this time, no fatal flaw that would give him away, as there had been when he made up as Dopey O’Banion. Too much depended on success. What he was going to do tonight might save human lives, prevent other murders.
He worked slowly, painstakingly – and in twenty-five minutes Blackie Guido’s exact double was standing in that room.



CHAPTER XV


DEPTHS OF DOOM

UNDER cover of the darkness a score of New York’s finest detectives moved stealthily. Singly and in pairs they converged on that house of mystery behind the high brick wall. They were armed to the teeth. Blackjacks, tear gas, riot guns, automatics.
Farragut, head of the Homicide Squad, led them. They had orders from him as strict and detailed as those of a shock-brigade in some invading army. Yet their success tonight depended on one man – the Phantom.
Van had already preceded them. Using Guido’s keys he had slipped through the gate, approached the house, and quietly entered a ground floor door. He knew his way now, knew approximately how the rooms were arranged. After he was once inside he made no attempt to be stealthy.
A flashlight suddenly winked on and fell on his face. “Hello, Blackie.”
Under that light Van didn’t hesitate or wince. He was too sure of his impersonation, He wore Guido’s Chesterfield, Guido’s derby. There were spats on his feet and pigskin gloves in his hands.
But these were mere embellishments to his makeup. He would have been taken for Blackie Guido no matter what clothes he had come in. For his face was swarthy, his nose hawklike. He had even inserted over his eyes two optical disks that appeared to give him agatelike black eyes. With adhesive plaster and facial putty he had molded his features into a perfect likeness of the Chief’s key man.
He didn’t answer the greetings of the guard with the flashlight. He simulated Blackie’s sullen mood, merely nodded, slapped his gloves, and stalked on to the billiard room beyond which the mob members were gathered. They tensed as soon as he made his appearance. Blackie Guido was feared and hated. And there was terror in the air tonight.
The cold-blooded murder of Bowers and others of their own mob had cast a spell upon them. They were uneasy because Simon Blackwell had not been found. Grim wolves of murder had combed the whole city the night before without success. They had even visited Channel Point. All through the day Guido’s killers had slunk through the streets. But their quarry evaded them.
The man called Doc greeted Van with his fawning grin. “I got rid of those hopheads for you. They never woke up this morning, The boys took them and Bowers out to the sticks and dumped them in a pond.”
Still Van was silent. He gazed at Doc with morose disinterest. Doc cringed.
“What are you going to do – about Blackwell?” he asked. “What are you going to tell the Chief?”
“That’s my business!”
Van paced the loom tigerishly, glanced at his watch. It was one-thirty now. He had told Farragut not to let his men cross the wall nor show themselves too plainly around the neighborhood until after two. At exactly two-ten they were to surround the house and break in.
It was up to them to catch the Chief’s mobsters, or as many of them as they could. Van held himself solely responsible for the capture of the Chief. For there was no way of letting detectives into the gymnasium while the Chief was there. Any shooting before he arrived, any unusual noise would surely keep him away.
Doc lighted an evil-smelling cigar. “It was tough, Blackie, about Reggie Winstead! But he hasn’t died yet. Maybe he took that poison just a cover up. Maybe he is the Chief.”
Van was wondering the same thing. But he was skeptical. The Chief had said he’d be here tonight. Van had the feeling that the Chief was as grimly certain to arrive as death. And what would he do when he was face to face with arch-killer? Van had no inflexible plan of action. It would depend largely on how things turned out.
But he fingered the butt of the heavy.45 Webley he had brought tonight and wore in a shoulder holster. A bullet from that, if it sped true, should smash the goggle glass of the Chief’s helmet; make it impossible for him to submerge.
Doc’s trembling hands and white face showed his anxiety. “It’s tough about Blackwell,” he repeated. “Wonder what the Chief will do?”
“Shut up!” Van spoke so harshly, so venomously that Doc withdrew. Van had a purpose in wanting to break down the morale of these men as much as possible. It would make it easier for the detectives.
He lighted a cigarette and silently puffed it. No one in the big room spoke. Resentful, criminal eyes fixed themselves on Van, slid away again, furtively. There were those present who would have filled him with lead if they dared. But as Guido he was the paymaster, and he was the only one among them in personal contact with the Chief.
Minutes passed, and the air of the room seemed to thicken. They all felt they were approaching a crisis. They didn’t guess what kind. The big gas heater sizzled. Cards slapped fitfully as a man playing solitaire dealt himself hands. These were the only sounds.
Then Van flung down his cigarette, stepped on it, turned toward the gymnasium door. It was one-forty-five. The Chief, if he was coming at all, would come in five minutes.
Van closed and locked the door behind him against the battery of curious stares. He switched on the overhead lights that threw their pale glow down onto the black, oily surface of the pool. He went to the wall, found the electric button behind the loose molding. He gave the signals Guido had revealed Then, muscles tense and rigid, he took his place in the chair.
HE waited six minutes, almost giving up hope, before the first sluggish bubble burst on the pool’s surface. It seemed to wink at Dick Van Loan like a mocking eye. Then the water grew agitated. There was that same feeling that hellish subterranean forces were at work. More bubbles appeared. And suddenly the black helmet lifted above the water, the round, sinister goggle glass pointed at Van.
“Your report, Blackie!”
Prepared as he was for it, the sepulchral tones of that disguised voice made Van jump. He gripped the aims of his chair as Guido had the night previous. He hunched forward, drawing his face into lines of fear. He could dimly see the glitter of eyes behind that goggle glass, sinister, calculating, watching his every move.
A sense of panic came for a moment that his disguise might have failed. But the helmet didn’t submerge. The strange eyes continued to watch him. Van made his own voice sound as much like Guido’s as he could.
“Give me a little more time, Chief – just a little more time, and I’ll get him! Blackwell, I mean. Even the cops don’t know where he is. But I know my boys will find him. Then -” Van made a stabbing gesture with his finger.
LAUGHTER, harsh, cold, came from the helmeted head. “You can’t find Blackwell, and you hounded young Winstead so that the boy took poison. What was the idea, Blackie, in setting some of your men to watch Winstead? Were you trying in some way to doublecross me?”
“Hell, no, Chief! You said – that is – I figured we’d better keep a close watch on him after what you said last night.”
“You’re lying, Blackie! I know you had other reasons for spying on Winstead. I’d wash my hands of you and your bunch of degenerates, turn you all over to the police, except that there is work still to be done.”
Van leaned forward. “Yes, Chief, anything!”
He was watching the face of his wrist watch. The hour hand had crept past two. Detectives would be battering at the doors in another nine minutes. And, with them close by, there was danger any moment that some alarm might sound. The Phantom’s right hand tensed to dart for his automatic. But his ears strained to catch the Chief’s next words.
“Eben Gray is still alive,” the voice went on, “and old Esmond Caulder is clinging to existence on his deathbed. His leechlike hold must be loosened. He must be helped into the Great Beyond if necessary. Then there is Judd Moxley, whose sentence will be up shortly. Yes, Blackie, bungling as you are, I still have work for you.”
“You’re gonna finish ‘em all, Chief?” Van made his voice sound relieved, eager. He couldn’t quite fathom the helmeted killer’s new leniency toward Guido, and the Chief’s words seemed indecisive. Was he deliberately throwing up some sort of smoke screen? The Phantom wondered.
But Van’s acting was cut short by the sudden clamor of a bell. It sounded out beyond the billiard room in some distant part of the house. It was loud enough to echo raucously in the gym’s high ceiling. On top of it men’s voices sounded in an excited tumult.
The helmeted figure in the pool had frozen. The half-hidden eyes continued to peer at Van. Then laughter rumbled, more harsh, more mocking than any that had gone before.
“That can mean only one thing, Blackie! The police have come, led here by the Phantom! The Phantom – who’s not supposed to know anything about you! Good-by, Blackie, you monkey-brained fool! May you have an easy trip to Hell!”
In that instant before the shoulders and helmeted head began the downward movement into the pool, Van’s.45 automatic appeared in his hand. The gun belched flame. The report sounded like a thunder clap in that tiled chamber. A white chip flew from the front of the Chief’s round observation glass. The helmeted head bobbed back a few inches under the impact of the bullet.
But Van was bitterly disappointed. That first shot told him that the glass was convex and had a lenslike thickness, It could be chipped by lead. It couldn’t be shattered or pierced. Another shot brought a second white pockmark. The head bobbed again. But now it was submerging and, between Van’s bullets, came the mocking, gloating voice.
“Blackie wouldn’t have done that! Blackie’s a coward! Good-by to you, too, Phantom!”
Rage, a feeling of helplessness shook Dick Van Loan under the lash of that taunting voice. He aimed straight at those vanishing shoulders, heard bullets slap against case-hardened steel. And he emptied his clip to the accompaniment of jeering laughter.
The head was almost gone now, a black, sinister blob barely showing above the water. Satan himself seemed to be sinking into the pool. And, goaded by the knowledge of his failure, Van did a suicidal thing.
In one movement he peeled off the outer clothing of Blackie Guido. In the next he dropped his gun on the chair and leaped toward the pool. A burst of gunfire sounded from the billiard room as his body arched up and down. The police had arrived, were breaking into this den of human jackals. But the worst criminal of all was escaping before Van’s eyes.
He plunged through space in a clean dive with his arms stretched straight toward the man who mocked him. His own head struck almost under the shadow of that goggling glass eye. He went on down through the fetid, stale water till his hands locked around a metal-armored form. He clung with reckless desperation, clung, and was dragged many feet below the surface.
For the pool was deep, deeper than Van had realized. His feet and knees brushed an iron ladder. He tried to thrust his shoes between the rungs, tried to stop the Chief’s descent. But the gravitational pull of the steel-weighted suit was too much for the Phantom. He reeled sideward off the ladder with the Chief on top of him. He fell six feet farther into a nightmare world of stagnant water. He struck, and it seemed that all the breath was being crushed out of him.
But he still had a grip on that thrashing body. His smarting eyes opened. In the dim glow that penetrated downward from the overhead lights he saw a twisting air line. He tried to reach it, tear it from the back of the Chief’s helmet. But the man in the suit struck at him.
JUST in the nick of time Van caught a blurred flash of steel. The Chief had a knife. He had drawn it from his belt. He was lunging at Van with it. The bulky suit made his aim awkward; but Van barely escaped. He felt the blade slice his shoulder; knew that the monster he was fighting was trying to drive it straight into his back.
Van’s fingers clenched over a steel-armored wrist. He held on with a grip of death. His face was close to the chipped lens of the goggle glass. Even now it seemed to him he could see the flash of sinister eyes. The eyes of an octopus! The eyes of death looking at him! And Dick Van Loan realized that his lungs were almost bursting.
He was a good swimmer, had trained hours on end in all the niceties of aquatics. But the only air he had was what he’d come down with. And half of that had been squeezed from his lips in that first plunging fall.
The man in the diving suit seemed to sense Van’s peril. Instead of trying to break away, the Chief locked his left arm around Van’s body. While his right sought to thrust the knife in, he held Van savagely. And the sheer ponderousness of his movements was now in the Chief’s favor.
The suit’s steel armor weighted Van down like reptilian scales. He tried to break loose, and the Chief only clutched tighter. Van knew he was weakening. He dared not free his right hand from the other’s right wrist.
And yet, without his right arm to aid him, he was powerless to break away. Blood from his shoulder wound made a filmy plume behind him. The Phantom fought with aching lungs, pounding heartbeats, and with each fraction of a second bringing him nearer death.



CHAPTER XVI


MURDERER’S EXIT
EVEN Van’s brain was throbbing. A thousand devils with hammers seemed to be beating inside his skull. He concentrated his attention on wrenching away that knife. For a moment he locked both hands around the Chief’s right arm. One at the wrist, the other high up. He twisted like a madman, forced the Chief’s elbow out.
They struggled there, two plunging, writhing ghost figures in a shadow world. And, while the Chief breathed easily through his air line, every moment added to the Phantom’s torture.
It was only a matter of time now, before he went unconscious. Van knew it. He had been on the borderland of drowning before. He gathered his will, concentrated it, whipped his muscles to a titanic effort. He succeeded in getting the Chief’s arm out still farther, twisting it still more.
The armor protected the Chief’s flesh from bullets, but it was no protection against Van’s tendon-wrenching tug. The Chief’s fingers opened. The knife dropped to the tiled bottom of the pool. Van caught the steel glitter of it as it fell, saw it still gleaming like the upturned belly of a thin silver fish.
But he couldn’t get it. The Chief saw to that. The man in the metal-plated suit had locked his arms, both of them, around Van’s body. He was clinging now with the desperate evil purpose of keeping Van submerged until he drowned. Ordinarily Van might have broken free. But he was weakened now, his lungs aching and shriveling for the want of life-giving air. And his clenched fists beating on that steel-lined suit made no impression.
The snaky air line brushed Van’s face. He could see the serpentine shadow of it curling down, looping on the tiles. For an instant he felt it like a squirming body under his foot. And with the touch of it there burst in the Phantom’s tortured brain a bombshell of hope. His arms were pinioned helplessly. His foot alone could make no impression on that line. But there was still something – something that might save him by breaking the hold of this homicidal monster. There was the thin, gleaming blade of the knife!
Van ceased to struggle. He gave up trying to free his hands and fingers. Husbanding the last shreds of his failing strength he swayed like a man sinking into the depths of unconsciousness. He was so close to it that it required no real acting. But one foot, his left, moved out and planted itself on the handle of that knife. With the other, in a cautious staggering turn, he gathered in a length of the looped air line. He brought it closer, closer, with the edge of his toe.
Now! He teetered forward, brought his full weight down on the knife handle, pressing it to the tiles. He held it so, forced the air line under the blade with his left foot, and suddenly lurched sideward.
The abrupt, unexpected movement unbalanced the Chief. The sideward jerk drew the rubber air line tightly against the edge of the steel. As both men stumbled, a column of dancing bubbles rushed past their eyes. They leaped up from the pool’s bottom, escaping from the end of the severed air line like a school of tiny silvery fishes darting out of a miniature cave.
And, as the bubbles fled upward, the Chief relaxed his hold on Van and staggered back. Van’s dazed brain told him that the Chief was breathing in water. His helmet was filling up. Instead of oxygen he had sucked in a lungful of the stagnant death of the pool. But Van was almost beyond the point of conscious reasoning. His knees were giving way. His eyes were throbbing centers of torment hammered on by his brain. Dimly he saw the Chief’s grotesque figure move off in the shadows.
And in that instant the last flare up of Van’s will power drove him forward. Lurching, staggering, stroking mechanically with his half-paralyzed arms, Van forced himself to follow that receding figure.
It was the grimness of the born man-hunter, the tenacity that makes a dying bulldog hang on. It was the fighting heart of the Phantom that had carried him through a hundred perils, made of him the avenging Nemesis that the whole underworld feared.
He blundered after the Chief, lunged through a small subterranean opening as the man ahead tried to close it – an opening which Van knew instinctively must be worked by some powerful mechanism that could hold the water pressure temporarily in check – probably on some kind of lock principle.
Without exerting his muscles, but using his body as a wedge, Van kept the slide opening from shutting until he, too, could slip through.
But it was pitchblack in the lock chamber, and there was more water though not of the depth of that in the pool. Van lost sight of the Chief. The helmeted killer lurched away into utter darkness. And Van’s lungs and brains and body rebelled at last. Mechanically, without knowing he was doing it, Van’s arms moved feebly, painfully and carried him to the surface.
He lay in Stygian blackness, face barely above the water, sucking in great mouthfuls of musty air. It was a stalemate. The Chief had escaped, his identity still a mystery. But Van had kept himself from being murdered. He had put up one of the greatest battles of his life!
IT was many minutes before he had strength enough to swim slowly, cautiously forward in the direction the Chief seemed to have gone. Then he bumped against the rungs of another ladder fastened to a rough cement wall. Van clung to it, listening. There was no sound in the gloom except the faint drip of water. He reached in his pocket, got his wet but waterproof flash, and turned it on.
The wall and the ladder ended at the mouth of a narrow passage that was high up in the wall above the water level. Van drew himself up the ladder to tie passage opening. It felt strange to be on his feet again after that death-laden eternity under the water.
He moved stealthily along the passage, flashing his light. The Chief had come this way, for the black length of the severed air line snaked along beside Van. Then Van stopped suddenly, peered ahead, half expecting another murderous attack.
But what he had seen was only the heavy, steel-plated diving suit lying like the skin of a deep-sea monster on the passage floor. The chipped glass of the lolling helmet seemed to stare up at Van resentfully. There was a big tank of compressed oxygen beside the suit, and the air line led to this.
VAN hurried on. Where had the Chief disappeared to? Where did this passage end?
He discovered shortly. His light made wavering shadows on the damp floor as he strode along. The corridor went straight ahead for almost a hundred feet, then dipped down. Van heard the thin wail of a police siren, heard wheels rumble overhead, and knew he was passing under the street.
His jaw set grimly. The Chief had taken amazing pains to keep his identity hidden from his men. The passage curved to the right, down, and up again. It ended at last in a short flight of crude stone steps.
There was a locked door at the top of them, but Van got it open. He came out in the cellar of another house. The rear door of the cellar was swinging wide. It led into a backyard. The Chief had obviously made his escape this way. For there were unlatched gates through several yards, then a short alley leading into another block that paralleled the one in front of the mystery house.
Van knew now exactly how the strange murderer had stolen in and out. But the knowledge came too late to help him. The Chief had made his get-away and would never return.
Van hurried back to the deserted mansion behind the high brick wall. Police cars were parked two abreast in the street. A half dozen prisoners, one with a broken arm, were being herded into a patrol wagon that stood at the curb. Two more came out on stretchers and were shoved into a car that would take then on their last ride to the city morgue.
But these were not all. Van, still in the disguise of Blackie Guido, used the diamond and platinum badge of the Phantom to get through the cordon of grim-faced cops and reënter the house. When Farragut saw the badge, and realized that this swarthy, hawk-nosed man was the Phantom, he swore explosively.
“Damn it, man! We thought you were in here. We heard the shots in the gymnasium. We thought you’d been killed.”
“I was in the gym,” said Van quickly, and he told what had happened. The inspector’s dour face tensed with amazement. He drew off his hat, ran a trembling hand over his bald head.
“Then you lost out, too, Phantom! That devil gave you the slip. This didn’t turn out to be such a hot clean-up. I let three of his men get away.”
“Three?”
“Yes. They hid in the left wing of the house, shot their way to the street after most of my boys were inside. We didn’t even get a look at them.”
Van strode outside again, stared closely at the prisoners and the two corpses.
“I’ve got the Chief’s key man in a place of mine ready to hand over to you,” he said to Farragut. “He’s promised to turn State’s evidence. But one of those who slipped by you tonight was as bad as any, a fellow they call Doc. I can give you a good description of him and the two others; but it may not do much good.”
“It will,” said Farragut. “We’ll round up every damn’ mother’s son of ‘em in this murdering mob.”
The Phantom nodded grimly. His eyes were bleak as he stared at the inspector. “Even if you do you still won’t have the Chief. As long as that devil’s loose the members of the Caulder family won’t be safe. This case won’t be over either. Better keep men posted to guard Moxley, Gray, Winstead, and Esmond Caulder – Blackwell, too, if you can find him. My hunch is that we haven’t heard the last of the Chief yet!”
The Phantom was right. Less than twenty-four hours later the tinkling tocsin that warned of murder sounded again. Van was in Frank Havens’s office in the Clarion Building talking over the details of the case when Farragut phoned. Havens answered the call. Van saw his knuckles whiten on the receiver as his fingers clenched.
The publisher listened, said, “Yes, he’s here, I’ll tell him,” then put down the phone and faced Van with blazing eyes. “Farragut’s out at Esmond Caulder’s. He says Caulder got one of the dancing dolls in the late mail a half hour ago.” Havens’s voice rose. “Can’t that hellish murder fiend even leave a dying man alone!”
Van’s fist clenched at his side, too. He drew in a quick gust from the cigarette he was smoking, then savagely tossed it away. He tried to speak composedly.
“I heard the Chief say that old Caulder might have to be given a push into the Great Beyond,” he said.
“It’s like a nightmare,” groaned Havens. “This thing won’t stop till every last member of the Caulder family’s dead. It’s Esmond Caulder next, then Gray probably, then Winstead if the poison he swallowed hasn’t already killed him. The last bulletin from the hospital said he was still alive.”
“I’m beginning to think Blackwell was wise,” said Van softly, “to run away.”
Havens clutched him. “Wise! There’s more behind it than that. Frankly, Van, doesn’t all the suspicion in the world point at Blackwell?”
“Suspicion – yes. But the law needs more than suspicion to send a man to the chair. Do you realize, Frank, that in all this sinister business we don’t know one damn’ thing really about the Chief? His men slipped up, bungled things; but the Chief made good every time.”
The publisher nodded quickly. “It’s even possible that when you ‘saved’ Blackwell out at Channel Point it wasn’t necessary. If Blackwell’s the killer the attack of those hopheads was only a sham. After the cunning the Chief’s shown I’m ready to believe anything. And we mustn’t forget that the clue of the clay that Squires brought here pointed straight at Blackwell. Maybe Farragut’s interpretation of it was right after all.”
Van only shrugged. He had a feeling suddenly that the answer to the whole hideous riddle was in sight – just around the corner if he could only reach it. He grabbed his hat.
“I’ll call you later. I’m going out to Caulder’s to see if I can help.”



CHAPTER XVII


NIGHT ATTACK

SWIFT as he had moved, though, Van was too late. Disaster came quickly. Something fell at the feet of two detectives patrolling the Caulder lawn as Van’s taxi swung into the drive. The thing thudded down into a patch of dry leaves on the north side of the house in sight of the windows of the sick room. It made a sound like a hissing snake.
Van didn’t hear it above the taxis crunching tires. Not till he paid his fare and got out did he notice that flashlights were winking in the gloom.
He called a question. But the detectives were too preoccupied to answer. Van hurried toward them. As he got nearer he saw them standing tensely, peering into the surrounding darkness. Then suddenly that darkness was ripped apart by a terrific explosion. The whole night seemed to be split wide open. Red and orange flame mushroomed out. The air was filled abruptly with a deafening cacophony of sound, with acrid smoke and flying particles of dirt and metal.
The two detectives never knew what struck them. For the spitting thing that had landed at their feet was a bomb, a grenade, and it exploded so close that t heir bodies were literally torn to pieces. The lurid glow lighted up the whole side of the house. The night became a bloody horror. Van was hurled flat, knocked unconscious, his face streaked with mud and gore. And when the darkness settled again, the section of lawn which the two men had been guarding was left exposed.
Inside the house, in the big drawing room, Inspector Farragut dropped the dancing doll he’d been examining. Hell itself seemed to have broken loose outside. But Farragut had presence of mind enough to think instantly of the sick man upstairs. This explosion out on the lawn could mean only one thing – the way was being cleared for the attack on Caulder.
FARRAGUT left the drawing room, plunged across the big, old-fashioned entrance hall, and headed for the main flight of stairs. Before he reached the first landing another explosion sounded in the house itself, a detonation so terrific that the wind of it struck Farragut like a giant’s fist. The crash was in the hall directly above, near the door of Caulder’s bedroom.
It hurled Farragut back down the stairs. He went bouncing, sprawling to the very bottom, landing with his glasses broken and his body bruised. He lay for seconds too dazed to move. Then he picked himself up, grabbed his automatic. Face white, set, and bleeding from a cut made by his broken glasses, he started up the stairs again.
But the hall above was filled with choking vapor. Behind this foglike wall a shot suddenly sounded. Then Farragut heard a clatter of running feet at the other end of the upper hallway, and cursed fiercely, knowing there was a rear set of stairs.
The sound of the footsteps died away. Farragut, gripping his gun, thrust resolutely into that pall of smoke. But it confused him, blinded him, and he spent nearly three minutes opening the doors of empty rooms and batting against walls.
When the vapor began to clear a little he saw a reeling figure coming toward him. A man with a bloody face, staring eyes, and arms that waved frantically lurched down the hall. It was Caulder’s male nurse, his coat torn, a bruise on his cheek, a two-inch cut on his forehead pouring blood. His white lips opened and a creaking sound came from them. “Fire!”
Farragut smelled more smoke then, and saw suddenly that there was a wavering, lurid glow coming from the sick room door.
“There’s an extinguisher in the bathroom,” gasped the nurse. If I can get it -”
The man lurched on. Farragut ran toward that lighted doorway. It had been shattered by the second grenade. The panels were cracked and the door sagged on its hinges. Worse still, the bomb had set fire to Caulder’s bedclothes and to draperies in the room.
Flames were shooting up in a dozen places. Farragut lurched toward the bed where a figure lay, stepped back gasping as flames singed his eyebrows, then gathered up a blanket and began beating at them. One patch of flame had crept close to Caulder’s face. The inspector concentrated on this.
He was helped in a moment by the nurse who came back clutching a red fire extinguisher. The squirting chemical did the work better than Farragut’s blanket, which put the flames out in some places, but fanned them in others. In a moment the blaze in the bedclothes was out. They turned their attention to the draperies. Farragut snatched the extinguisher from the nurse’s hands.
“Look out for him,” he snapped, jerking his thumb toward Caulder. “See if he’s alive.”
The nurse, weakened from loss of blood, stumbled faithfully toward the bed. While Farragut put out the last of the flames, the nurse tipped back Caulder’s head and gave him a stimulant. Caulder’s grey hair was singed, his face blackened with smoke, but his heart was still beating. The nurse gave a cry of thankfulness, then collapsed on the floor with his bloody face lolling inertly beside his patient’s bed.
It was five minutes later, after Dick Van Loan had picked himself up painfully and entered the house, that the nurse recovered enough to talk.
His words came tremblingly.
“After the explosion outside,” he said, “I heard someone coming along the hall. I went to the door. It was a man, a stranger. He lifted his arm and threw something when he saw me. I ducked back and dropped flat in time to escape being blown to pieces by the second grenade.”
“Did you get a good look at him?” Van asked tensely.
‘Yes, He had a handkerchief over his face, but I’ll never forget the look in his eyes. I can see them yet. They burned right through me. He came up the servants’ staircase in the rear and escaped the same way. He thought the bomb he’d thrown had killed me, for he came right into Mr. Caulder’s room. I was too dazed to move for a minute. A piece of wood had struck me here in the forehead. Then I saw him deliberately touch a match to the bed and the draperies, and I remembered the gun Mr. Caulder had asked me to carry at the time these terrible murders first began. I drew it and shot the stranger. My hand was shaking so that I don’t think I hit him; but I scared him away.”
“Yes,” said Farragut. “He was running.” The inspector turned and gave an order to Sergeant Nelson. “Watch every door and window. Caulder’s still alive and that devil may have nerve enough to try coming back.”
The nurse shook his head. “If Mr. Caulder’s death was what he wanted, he won’t need to come back. This shock will finish Mr. Caulder.”
Dick Van Loan agreed. “To a man in his condition those two explosions and that fire should be as fatal as bullets.”
The family doctor came and confirmed the Phantom’s words. Caulder was very low, his heart feeble and irregular, the spark of life already flickering.
“He may go any time now,” said the doctor. “At most I would say he can’t last a week.”
Farragut spoke fiercely. “You hear that, Phantom! The murderer has succeeded, after all.”
“Yes,” said Van bitterly, “it looks so.”
He didn’t reproach Farragut for not seeing to it that his men were more wary. There was no use in reproaches now. But the inspector’s detectives had fallen for that trick of the exploding bomb out on the lawn which had killed two of their number. The others had left their posts, and during that time there had been plenty of opportunity for a killer to make his entry.
THE door at the bottom of the back stairway led to a side porch. It was now unlocked, swinging open, and there was no chance of finding footprints out on the tight, frozen sod of the lawn.
“I agree that the Chief probably won’t come back here,” Van went on. “But we can expect him in other places. Double the guard around Winstead’s room in the hospital, Inspector. And I advise you to place armed men in the cells next to Moxley’s up in the pen, too. The Chief might bribe some fellow prisoner to kill him.”
Van turned then and picked up the dancing doll which had come to Caulder’s house in the late mail like the others. He examined it. Again the Chief had given notice of the murder method he planned to use. For the doll’s wig and clothing had been singed in a dozen spots. Van shuddered. The faint smell of that burned hair was almost like roasting flesh. Except for the courage and quick thinking of Caulder’s nurse that odor would now be permeating the whole house.
The Phantom spoke suddenly.
“With your permission, Inspector, I’m going to make a thorough dust examination of the house. That explosion stirred up enough of it, and this crime differs in one respect from all the others. The Chief, according to the story we’ve just heard, worked alone. He came alone, flung his grenades, and set his fires. We have reason to believe we know just which way he took into the house and out. That’s why a dust collection and analysis is indicated. I’ve got the necessary equipment. I’ll go get it, come back here, and go over every inch of floor space the Chief must have traveled.”
Farragut nodded. “It’s okay by me, Phantom.”
Van borrowed a police coupé, drove it himself back to Dr. Paul Bendix’s laboratory. He had already turned Blackie Guido over to the inspector. The man was now warming a cell in the Tombs.
Van took a bulky apparatus down from a shelf. It was a vacuum cleaner, but of no ordinary kind. Its mechanism was almost silent, in spite of its super-powerful motor. There were over a dozen different shaped nozzles which could be used to collect dust from every conceivable location in a room.
And, instead of one dust bag, there were a dozen small ones, with blank tags on them. More and more the scientific examination of dust was becoming an aid to criminology. And the Phantom, as usual, had the very latest gadgets.
He hurried back to Caulder’s home with his equipment and went over every inch of the route they had reason to think the killer had taken. The sick man had been removed to another room; because the broken windows on the north side made his former bedroom uninhabitable. Van went in that, too.
It was filled with detectives, but they moved aside respectfully to let the Phantom work. The thin hum of his strange vacuum cleaner sounded minute after minute. He went at it systematically, even opening the doors of several closets and thrusting one of his nozzles inside. No telling where dust might have been blown to in that violent explosion. Each time he got a sample from a different room or closet he took the dust bag off, tagged it, and fastened a new one on.
He left the Caulder home with enough dust to occupy him for several days. It might even take him a week to look through the millions of particles with the aid of microscopes and chemicals.
But it was the sort of work the Phantom loved when he wasn’t engaged in violent action. He would turn the white light of science on the macabre trail of the Chief. He left word with Frank Havens to call him at the Bendix laboratory if anything new developed.
IT was forty-eight hours later that an item in a late edition of an afternoon paper caught Van’s interest:

PRISON AUTHORITIES WILL ALLOW CONVICT
TO VISIT DYING RELATIVE

Those were the headlines. The item went on to state that the warden of the State penitentiary had received a request from Judd Moxley to be allowed to make a short visit to his cousin, Esmond Caulder. Caulder had expressed a wish to see his relative before he died.
There was a picture of Moxley. Van was impressed by his striking resemblance to the rest of the Caulder family. He had the same square jaw and high cheek bones as old Esmond. The same look of arrogant independence. In making a decision on his request the prison board had taken into consideration the fact that Moxley’s sentence would be up shortly.
Van studied Moxley’s face for a long time, then strode back to his microscopes and worked more feverishly than ever. It was plain that Moxley would be in greater danger out of jail than in. The thought that another murder was possibly brewing brought home to Van the need of haste. Soon, some way or other, he must have his reckoning with the Chief.
For two hours more Van isolated and examined particles of dust. Then at last he bent over the lens of his microscope in tense excitement. Tiny tell-tale outlines showed on his slide – outlines that he had seen somewhere before in the past week.
The silhouettes of different types of dust, Van knew, were different. He looked again at the label of the bag from which this dust had come, then abruptly he got up, lighted a cigarette, and paced his laboratory, deep in thought. He had run across one of the most interesting leads he’d met in the whole case.
The jangling of the telephone roused him from his reverie. It was Frank Havens of the Clarion, his voice crackling with emotion.
“Van, the big break has come! I’ve got a visitor who wants to see you. Simon Blackwell’s housekeeper – you remember, the old woman – is here asking for the Phantom. She won’t tell me what she wants; but she hints that she’s representing her master. She knows where he is, I think.”
“Good!” said Van. “That will be one point cleared up, anyway.”
“But don’t you get it?” snapped Havens. “It’s a trap obviously – a trap for you! It can’t be anything else. This woman is working with the Chief to bring about the death of the Phantom.”
“You think so?”
“I do, certainly. But you can turn the tables against him. You can outwit this woman into making her betray her master.”
“There’s only one trouble with that,” Van answered. “It would take time – lots of it. And right now I’ve got something else on my mind – a direct clue to the Chief’s whereabouts. I’m practically certain he plans another murder tonight.”
“Where is he?” asked Havens. “If you know why not go get him?”
“To convince the police that I have the right man,” said Van tensely, “I’ve got to catch the Chief red-handed.”
“How?”
“Just this way,” said Van. “Judd Moxley’s coming out of prison tonight. He’s the one I think the Chief has marked for murder. So Moxley mustn’t leave the pen. It’s as much as his life’s worth. I want you to call up Farragut and ask him to meet me immediately in your office. I’m going to make arrangements to impersonate Moxley and leave jail in his place.”



CHAPTER XVIII


DEATH IN THE DARK

LATER, they met in Havens’s office, and Inspector Farragut shook his head.
“I’m against it!” he announced positively. “It’s dangerous as hell, Phantom, besides being unethical. Caulder’s dying and wants to see his cousin. You can’t play a trick like that with a man on his deathbed.”
Van shoved his hands in his pockets. His face was troubled.
“I know it seems like a dirty hoax, Inspector. But I’ll do my best to make Caulder think I’m his cousin visiting him. If I can make it stick he’ll be satisfied. Meantime we’ve got to consider that a man’s life’s at stake. I swear I’ve definite grounds for believing that Moxley’s marked as the next victim.”
Farragut frowned. “Havens here says that Blackwell’s old housekeeper wants to see you. She’s hinted that she knows where Blackwell is and has a message from him. We all think Blackwell’s the Chief. Why not get a little tough with her and make her lead us to him?”
“She wouldn’t,” snapped Van. “Not even if you used third degree methods. I sized that woman up the night we were out there. She’s loyal to her boss. It’d take patience, argument, and a lot of time to find out what she knows. And time is one thing we can’t spare, Inspector. Moxley will be leaving prison in less than an hour. How about it? Do I impersonate him, or are you willing to have another murder on your hands?”
Farragut weakened under Van’s steady gaze. He respected the Phantom’s judgment too much to keep on blocking him. He shrugged at last.
“Okay, Phantom,” he grumbled, “but you’d better let me go along with you to explain things to the warden and to Moxley.”
Van agreed willingly. There was a big possibility that Moxley might not take to his plan. If persuasion were necessary Inspector Farragut could help in his official capacity as Homicide Squad head by making Moxley realize his danger.
They took Farragut’s own car, a trimly uniformed police chauffeur at the wheel, and raced through the night with siren blaring till they got outside the city limits. Farragut’s face still showed disapproval.
He spoke grumblingly again.
“I’m not reconciled yet. You’ll be running a hell of a risk. We don’t know how or when the Chief will strike.”
His words echoed Van’s own thoughts. He didn’t know either just how or when the Chief would strike. If he made a miscalculation this time it might easily result in his own murder. He felt sure the Chief would attack again tonight somehow, somewhere. He had an idea – They rode on in silence for many minutes. Then Van was jerked out of his grim reverie by the squalling of the police car’s brakes. They’d been tearing over the State highway at a sixty-mile-an-hour clip. Now something white showed up under the long beam of their headlights in the exact center of the road. So great was their momentum that the police chauffeur had all he could do to stop before they reached it.
But Van, eyes hawklike, already saw that that white thing was a human figure. A woman! She was wearing a light polo coat. She lay half across both lanes of concrete, her silk-clad legs in one of them, her shoulders, arms and hatless head in the other. It seemed that she must have fallen or been thrown from a speeding car.
The sedan came to a stop twenty feet from her, and the chauffeur tooled it off to the side of the road. They all leaped out, eyes intent on that prone figure. It was a lonely stretch of highway, with barren ground and scrub thickets on both sides. Was this, Van wondered, another victim of cold-blooded murder?
“A girl,” breathed Farragut. “Look at that figure and those legs!”
They couldn’t see her face. Her head was turned away and covered by streamers of dark, wind-blown hair. Farragut spoke again as they reached her.
“She’s tied up! Her ankles and wrists are wired. She looks – dead.”
Horror gnawed at the Phantom’s mind. The girl seemed young, attractive. In trying to prevent one murder it looked as though they’d stumbled on the victim of another. But his feelings changed a moment later, when he stooped and touched her. For his hands encountered warm, yielding flesh.
“Not dead,” he said. “Knocked out or wounded.”
Farragut caught hold of the girl, too, and they lifted her easily. The muscular tension of her lithe body told Van at once that she was conscious, aware of what they were doing. They got her face into the beam of the car’s headlights, and then Van gasped.
She was pale, drawn, her eyes filled with abject terror. Adhesive tape had been plastered over her lips. But Van knew instantly that he’d seen her before. She was the night club dancer, Dolly DeLong!
Farragut straightened and spoke beside him.
“I don’t get it! She seems okay. If anybody wanted her to get run over they should have made her wear something besides that white coat. You can see it a mile away. What do you make of it, Phantom?”
FOR answer, Van suddenly straightened and struck the inspector in the chest with the flat of his hand. Struck him so hard that Farragut went spinning back across the road and fell sprawling in the ditch. Van followed this seemingly mad movement by diving headlong himself. He shouted a hoarse warning to the police chauffeur.
“Run!”
But the man didn’t understand. Van’s lightning move was all that saved any of them. For the darkness a few feet away, just outside the glare of the police car’s headlights, broke into pinpoints of flame. The wicked chatter of three machine-guns sounded.
Van, landing in the ditch on his shoulder, with lead fanning the air above him, caught a glimpse of the police chauffeur moving like an automaton, reaching for his service automatic. But the gesture was mechanical, hardly more than a reflex action. The man had already been struck.
Horror filled Van as he saw the policeman’s face disintegrate before his eyes, saw his body double up as he pitched forward onto the concrete, spouting blood.
Van had had no possible time to prevent this cold-blooded murder of a fine young cop. He and Farragut were marked for death, too. The instant he’d recognized Dolly DeLong his quick brain had sensed the reason for her being there, the reason for that white coat, that tape across her mouth.
Bullets were probing for him again, kicking up a spray of frozen dirt beside the road. Van hurled himself forward, grabbing the inspector’s arm as he went past, dragging the inspector with him down the bank of the highway, pulling him through a white fence into a rocky gully. Quick flight at the moment was their only hope against that cyclone of flying lead.
There would be three bloody corpses instead of one if those machine-guns had their way. It was one of the most deadly ambushes the Phantom had ever run into.
Farragut recovered his breath from the blow the Phantom had struck him.
“They got Sheehan!” he gasped fiercely. “The dirty, lousy murderers!”
“It’s the Chief’s men,” Van said. “The ones who slipped through the drag-net. Somehow the Chief got to them, hired them to get us. They used Guido’s girl for bait. They knew we wouldn’t stop unless -”
There wasn’t time for more explanations. Van had delayed their murder, but hadn’t as yet prevented it. For slugs were raking the darkness, searching for them now. Van jerked out his own gun, fired back, and tried to circle along the side of the road toward the police car.
HE saw what the Chief’s motive was now. Somehow the Chief had guessed his move to impersonate Moxley. He had hired these men to prevent it at any cost. He wasn’t going to let the Phantom stop Moxley’s murder. Not only that, orders had been given for the Phantom and Inspector Farragut to be ruthlessly destroyed. Van knew it was a fight to the death now – a fight with the Chief’s three remaining men, while the Chief carried out his sinister plan.
And the killers hiding in darkness on the other side of the highway obviously didn’t intend to let Van and Farragut make a getaway in the parked police car even if they could reach it. One of the yammering machine-guns was turned on the police sedan suddenly. Van heard glass shatter, heard bullets strike against metal. The next instant the big headlights went out as the car’s wiring was chopped to pieces.
In the impenetrable darkness that followed the killers crept forward. Van and the inspector were to be hunted down like rats.
“Drop!” hissed Van as machine-gun fire from two different angles swept toward them.
It was closer now. The murderers were advancing. Van and Farragut had found momentary shelter in a rocky hollow below the road. By lying flat against the cold ground they escaped that second fusillade. By keeping up a steady fire themselves, they held the killers at bay. But the flashes of their own guns let the others know where they were; and they dared not cease firing, for that would let the gunmen creep in close and slaughter them.
Farragut spoke hoarsely. “it looks like the fade-out for us, Phantom. I’ve only one extra clip. We can’t keep this up. Even if I had more, the two of us with these rods can’t expect to hold off three guys with choppers.”
Van’s teeth were clenched. Their lives, he knew, hung by a slender thread. They’d been lucky to find this momentary shelter. But it would cease to do them any good when their clips were exhausted. And they had no chance to run. The others would hear them. Already they were partially surrounded.
“Can you handle a gun in each hand, Inspector?” asked Van suddenly.
Farragut turned in the darkness. “I can use both hands all right, but I’m no two-gun marvel, Phantom. My left’s pretty weak. Why?”
“Just this,” Van whispered. “We’re trapped. Our only chance is to get one of those machine-guns. But if I stop firing and leave this hole now they’ll be onto it. You’ve got to cover me, Inspector. You’ve got to take my gun and make them think I’m still here.”
“Let you go out after them Unarmed!” growled Farragut. “Nothing doing!”
“It isn’t only our own lives. We’ve got to get out of here in time to save Moxley. I know for certain now that his death’s in the cards.” Before the inspector could protest further, Van shoved his own automatic into Farragut’s left hand. “Keep firing!” he whispered. The next instant he’d slipped over the edge of the rocks.
Flat on his chest, snakelike against the hard ground, Van crawled forward. He stopped a moment, listened to Farragut’s firing. The inspector was playing his part well, blasting away with both guns almost simultaneously, two points of flame in the darkness that the killers could see. And that murderous stream of machine-gun death was still converging on the hollow.
Lead screamed past Van’s head so close he could have lifted his arm into the path of it. Grim-eyed, he continued up the slope toward the nearest of the crouching gunmen. But not straight. He made a cautious circuit, inch by inch, foot by foot, trying not to stir a leaf or pebble, testing each foothold and handhold before he trusted his weight to it.
And the bursts from one of the machine-guns sounded nearer and nearer. Van edged off to the right of it – then edged back. The noise of the gun told him that the mobster who held it was crouched behind a rock just in front. Van would have to run the risk of being struck by one of Farragut’s bullets, too. In his haste he hadn’t told the inspector which man he planned to attack. It would be bitterly ironic if a slug from Farragut’s automatic ended the life of the Phantom!
Now! Could he make it? The spewing, flaming muzzle of the machine-gun was not more than six feet ahead! But that six feet held countless possibilities of death. One of Farragut’s bullets might strike him. The gunman might turn on him in time, and literally chop him to pieces as Sheehan, the police chauffeur, had been cut down. The Phantom drew his knees up slowly, spread his arms out.
Then he leaped like a puma, leaped into utter darkness – and felt a squirming human body at the spot where he struck. There was a single hoarse cry close to him. The machine-gun whipped around for a moment, its hot breath searing the Phantom’s face.
STRUGGLING, clawing, Van and the machine-gunner fought madly behind the rock. They fought with Death leering down as the referee. For there could be no quarter. The man Van had jumped was still trying to force the barrel of his weapon around into Van’s chest. And Van, recalling vividly the brutal murder of the police chauffeur, was trying to get his fingers into that twisting neck.
The man squirmed like some kind of loathsome reptile. His clothes and flesh were wet with ground dampness. Van couldn’t get a clutch on him. And every second the machine-gun’s muzzle was coming nearer. Eternity seemed to hang in the balance.
Van felt hot metal touch against his throat. He struck then, struck savagely, smashing his right fist into the mobster’s face. This man was a killer, a mad human wolf in the pay of the Chief. He deserved no mercy.
Van felt savage joy in the stinging contact of his fists. He battered the man’s head back against the rock; battered till the machine-gun was silent, till there was no movement in that squirming human form. He didn’t know whether the man was dead or alive. But he was out, anyway. He would be out for many minutes. Van snatched up the hot gun. There were two other killers out there in the darkness.
He jabbed the black muzzle viciously toward the next mobster, pressed the crescent-shaped trigger, and sent lead hurtling into the night. A man fifty feet away cried out in sudden fury.
Then bullets came back at Van, screaming, rocketing, striking the stone beside him, whining off into the darkness like demons gone mad. For a moment it was nip and tuck which gun would get in its inning. But cold anger filled Van – anger at the murder he had witnessed, anger at the knowledge that the Chief had almost beaten him with this latest trick. He found a mark suddenly, heard a man gasping and thrashing among the bushes.
The third machine-gunner tried to flee then. He was higher up. He sent a burst down where Van was, then took to his heels. Van shouted for him to halt. But the man went on. Up by the fence he turned again, lashed out at Van with murderous fire; and it was there that Van’s burst got him instead. He cried out once. Van heard the clatter of metal on concrete as his machine-gun fell.
Van called to the inspector. Together they climbed back up the slope to the highway and Van turned on his flash.
The man lying up there beside the road was the sinister “Doc” whom he had seen in the Chief’s hideout.
Four of Van’s slugs had stitched him across the chest.



CHAPTER XIX


SHOWDOWN

QUICKLY looking over the police sedan, Van saw it was hopelessly out of commission. He stared at it grimly till Farragut called in excitement:
“There’s a car coming up the road.”
Van stepped aside, waving his flashlight. But instead of stopping the car speeded up and roared by. Van got a glimpse of it and swore harshly. It was a big limousine with four men in it and with a low official number.
“Moxley!” said Farragut. “Those were some of my boys with him. They couldn’t see who we were. They had orders from me not to stop for anything or anybody. I’m afraid you’re too late, Phantom!”
Too late! Van feared it also. Unless he could reach Moxley within the next half hour the man faced certain death. He grabbed Farragut’s arm.
“That girl must be around here somewhere,” he said swiftly, “and the car they came in!”
Farragut nodded, and they began a frantic search. They found Dolly DeLong, still wired and helpless, lying in the shadow of a culvert. Her face showed deathly pallor. She shrank away as Van reached down to touch her, mistaking him for one of the killers and thinking her own end was near. But when he drew the adhesive tape from her mouth, when he spoke quietly and she realized she’d been rescued, she broke into a torrent of words.
“I’m innocent,” she pleaded. “I’m a good girl, and I don’t play ‘round with criminals. They snatched me, brought me out here, made me lie in the road as a decoy. I didn’t know -”
Van silenced her quickly. “Tell all that in court when you testify against Blackie Guido. What I want to know now is – where’s the car?”
The girl’s eyes dilated at the revelation that Van knew of her connection with Blackie. She gestured mechanically. Her voice almost broke.
“Back there – in a side road – they parked it -”
Van had already jerked her to her feet and was running, dragging her along with him while the inspector followed.
THEY found the killers’ car a hundred feet in from the highway, standing with lights out in a rutted lane. The engine was silent. The Chief’s men had taken no chance on their hearing it. Van swore and fumed while the self-starter whined, while the cold motor gave him trouble. Every second was precious. He got it going finally. With Inspector Farragut in back with the girl he roared out of the lane.
Once on the highway, he sent the big car hurtling ahead. It was fast, but he knew that the limousine carrying Moxley had many minutes advantage. He knew that if ever he’d raced with death he was doing it tonight.
Farragut spoke huskily as they neared the city. “If we don’t make it in time, Phantom, I’m afraid the next killing may be a doubleheader. The Chief’s likely to come back to Caulder’s place, and wipe out Caulder and Moxley both.”
Van didn’t answer. His lips were grim, his hands taut on the wheel, his eyes burning. He knew better than Farragut the fate that awaited Moxley. Miles fled by underneath them. They roared at last down a long avenue.
Then Van twisted the wheel savagely and swerved into the Caulder drive. There were detectives standing on the porch, but Van, leaping from the car, ran past them. Inside the house he grabbed another of Farragut’s men.
“Where’s Moxley?” he demanded.
“Upstairs with Caulder. They wanted to be alone except for the nurse. He’s with them and will give warning if -”
But Van was already out of earshot, plunging up the broad stairway like a being possessed. He reached the top landing, sped down the hall where painters, plasterers, and carpenters had already erased the signs of the grenade. He checked himself violently before Caulder’s door, reached for the knob. The door was shut, locked – and Dick Van Loan’s blood seemed to go cold within him.
“Who is it?” came the muffled voice of Caulder’s nurse inside. There was something in that voice, a note of apprehension, that further chilled the Phantom.
He didn’t answer. He took two steps back, hurled his body forward, striking the door savagely with all the force of his powerful frame. The panels bent, the lock snapped – the door crashed open. Van plunged into the sick room, drawing his gun – they stopped frozen.
The nurse had a small leather blackjack in his hand, and he stood above Judd Moxley. Moxley lay on the floor unconscious. And Esmond Caulder, his face bandaged where he’d been burned, was on the bed. The nurse dropped the blackjack suddenly and went for a gun. His hand dived into the pocket of his white uniform. He fired through the cloth.
That bullet came so close that it seared Van’s right side. But he fired back. His shot caught the nurse in the shoulder, smashed his gun arm, and literally spun him. The man fell over a chair leg and crashed against the wall.
Before Van could turn, a screaming mouthing human fury leaped at him off the bed. Van went down under the weight of that first onslaught. But he twisted in time to avoid the smothering blanket that Esmond Caulder tried to loop over his head. He twisted, and then lashed out at that murder-contorted face with all the strength in him. He knocked Caulder off him, knocked him back against the foot of the bed.
Caulder, dazed as he was from Van’s blow, tried to pluck a gun from some inner pocket. Van brought the muzzle of his own automatic down in a smashing swoop on Caulder’s wrist, breaking the bone, sending Caulder’s weapon spinning away.
There was a brief, dramatic silence while Caulder stared up at Van, his wrinkled face a satanic mask of hate and frustration. Then Farragut came bounding into the room, gasping, gesturing a gun in his hand, and two detectives close behind him.
“Great God! What are you doing, Phantom?”
Dick Van Loan pointed. “The Chief, Inspector! Take a look at him. He won’t have a chance to kill off the rest of his family now.”
“The Chief – Caulder?”
“Exactly! He wasn’t dying of angina pectoris. He even fooled the doctor. There are drugs, Inspector, which can slow the pulse, cut down the heart action, and turn the face white and the lips blue. There are drugs which can reproduce the symptoms of the worst heart trouble.
“Chloral hydrate in certain combinations will do the trick. Few people want to use such things; but Caulder did. Caulder, with his period as administrator almost over wanted the family fortune all for himself; or as big a slice of it as he could lay his hands on.”
“But how?” said Farragut. “He could never have got it. If he’d pulled through his illness we’d all have suspected him.”
“He didn’t intend to pull through,” said Van grimly. “At least not publicly. That was the beauty of it – the diabolical cleverness of his plan. He was ‘dying,’ almost ready to slip into a ‘coma.’ But haven’t you noticed, Inspector, that Caulder and Moxley look very much alike? So much that a little plastic surgery would make them identical. No, Caulder didn’t intend to pull through so far as the world went. He was willing to lose his own identity for the sake of a fortune. He planned to murder Moxley right here in this room tonight, leave Moxley in the bed here, and go back to prison himself as Moxley.”
VAN reached forward, ripped the bandages from Caulder’s twitching face.
“You see! It only needed a little facelifting! That nurse of Caulder’s is versatile as an assistant. If you search his room I think you’ll find a case of surgical instruments. And when it comes to throwing hand grenades he’s pretty efficient, too.”
“You mean that he -”
“Certainly. That attack on Caulder the other night was a home-made show. The nurse threw one grenade out of the window, killed two men on the lawn. The other he threw in the hall up here. He timed things exactly under Caulder’s direction. He even went so far as to smoke up Caulder’s face a little to make way for the bandages which would later cover the plastic surgery. He found time to run to the rear of the hall to make you think you heard the killer escaping. Then, heroically, he put out the fire. It was a masterly way of throwing dust in all our eyes, Inspector.”
“I get it now, but how -”
“It had to be that,” said Van grimly. “I began to have my suspicions the other night. But you’ll understand when I say I could hardly believe it. I had to have some fact that would give strength to such a theory. And, speaking of dust, that’s where I found it. It was in the sample I took from Caulder’s closet.
“Squires had a right to act as he did and attach importance to that clay. He must have gone to Caulder’s closet to get some legal paper, and he saw the fresh clay on Caulder’s shoes. Get it? Fresh clay on the shoes of a man who’s supposedly been in bed for weeks, dying of heart trouble! Caulder had been sneaking out in the dead of night.
“He got the clay on his feet when he went to see Blackwell. That was his one slip really – that, and letting Squires see it. Poor Squires paid for his discovery with his life.”
Van gestured to the head of the bed. “Caulder has this house wired, of course, so that he could lie up here and listen to everything his heirs were saying about him. He must have heard Squires ask Steve Huston to get the Phantom. Then, under his direction, the nurse went out and phoned a special hurry call to Guido ordering Squire’s death.”
“But Blackwell -”
“As innocent as you, Inspector. I thought so all along. I was certain when he ran off and hid. A man of the Chief’s type wouldn’t have brought suspicion on himself by running. He was obviously playing too crafty a hand for that.”
“Why the dancing dolls, Phantom? Was it just to confuse us?”
“That, and to make the whole thing look like an outside job. Caulder had a lot of time to spend in bed, and he must have had fun modeling those features of his dear relatives. Didn’t you, Caulder? How you hated every one of them! And you thought you were being very theatrical, and at the same time throwing dust in our eyes! You did, Caulder – clay dust that finally betrayed you under a microscope!”

***
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