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myriad slips of white paper, folded
neatly over in the manner of lottery
tickets. The man at the table’s
head—the dominatiny figure with
the ace of hearts stamped red and
manacing upon his sleeve, rose in
his seat and addressed the others.

“It is done,” he said in a low
rumbling voice. “There are ex-
actly five thousand, six hundred and
seventy-two of them. Fully ninety
per cent of them will come to terms.
As for the others—"

He paused for a moment. The
twelve listeners took his meaning
clearly enough; and back there, in-
vigsible in the infinite shadows of
that chamber of death, the Reaper
grinned horribly, and his bony fin-
gers flexed about the handle of his
scythe.

The speaker continued.

“Each of us shall attend to one
of them. If he proves amenable
to our demands so much the better.
If not, you shall strike" quickly and
mercilessly. Terror must be struck
into the hearts of the others. De-
cisive action taken now will make
our task simpler later.

“In this drum I have their names.
Each slip of paper bears a name.
We will draw. The thirteen of us
will draw. The name that each
draws shall be his personal victim.
Action shall be taken within the
week. I shall call your names in
order. The King of Hearts!”

~ BLACK-GLOVED hand stretch-
ed forth. On its slecve was em-
blazoned the emblem of the king of
hearts. The black fingers took a
slip of paper from the dium, then
withdrew. “The Queen of Hearts!”
A second black hand
itself toward the drum. The fingers
were slimmer than those of the
first hand. And they trembled al-
most imperceptibly as they hastily
snatched a slip of paper from the

stretched .

cavernous receptacle. “The Jack of
Hearts!”

Twelve times that rumbling voice
called a card; twelve times black
sinister fingers stretched forth and
selected a slip of paper.

“Now,” continued the voice of the
Ace of Hearts, “you have the names
and the addresses. You know what
to do. Are there any questions?”

A grim, significant, eerie silence
was his only answer. ‘

“Good. And now you know what
you seck?”

Again there was an instant’s
silence, then it was broken by a
surge of voices, like waves breaking
upon some desolate and rocky shore.

“We know what we seek.”

The gleaming black eyes of him
called the Ace of Hearts glanced
around the table at the dozen who had
sworn to follow him. He spoke again.

“And with what do you reward
him who fails to render to you what
you seck?”

Again came that maddening
silenice that scemed to shriek of evil.
And then as if they were one,
twelve voices lifted themselves up
and spoke the dread name of the
fourteenth person in that room; the
fourteenth person that none of them
could sce, that none of them could
hear, yet of whose presence they
were all acutely and fearfully aware.

“Death,” they said in a chorus
that sounded like the blasphemous
chant of a Black Mass. *“Death!”

CHAPTER 1
DEATH TAKES Two

ICHARD SUMMERS sat alone
in his luxurious library. An
expensive cigar was in his

hand, and a rare first edition in his
lap. He read quietly in the solitude
of the huge room. Relaxed from his
banking cares of the day, this dis-
tinguished multi-millionaire bachelor
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ward the huge mahogany desk in
the center of the floor. The peculiar
clint in his eye became more pro-
nounced as he approached it. ,

He reached down and opened the
desk drawer. His hand reached
within., Then came out again.

He whirled arcund on his heel to
face the intruder, and as he did ‘so
the metal of a revolver flashed in
the light of the room. His right
hand held the butt of an automatic
and even as he swung around his
finger constricted upon the trigger.

WO staccato reports ripped
through the room. Two jagged
spurts of flame leaped like chain
lightning from the muzzles of two
guns. But the weapon in the grasp
of the black figure uttered its sin-
ister report an infinitesimal fraction
of a second before that of the banker.
One bullet buried itself in the
tapestry of the  eastern wall, the

other ripped searingly through flesh,"

thudded into a living, pulsating
heart and stopped its beat. Rich-
ard Summers slumped to his knees.
The gun fell from his hand and
clattered harmlessly to the floor.
Blood rushed from a gaping hole in
his breast. He pitched face down-
ward on the thick oriental rug.

The shadowy figure glided silent-
ly, swiftly across the roem to-
ward the French windows through
which he had entered. Into the
night he evanesced, the black of his
raiment merging into the blackness
of the evening. Then he was gone,
leaving no trace behind him, save
an ordinary playing card which lay
on the rug near the murdered
banker. It was the three of hearts,
the murderous visiting card that had
been left by the first grim messenger
of the thirteen who had vowed to
deal swift and sudden death to those
whe dared defy them.

And of those thirteen whose

names had been selected from the
drum, it was destined that ten of
them should capitulate to the de-
mands made upon them. Ten of
them, when confronted with the dire
threat that the organization whose
symbol was a crimson heart had de-
livered to them, rendered up that
which was asked of them:. Three of
them did not. And of those three,
two died upon the same night, with-
in the same hour.

One of these was Richard Sum-
mers, the banker, of Summersville,
Illinois. The other was Trent
Wells, the copper king of Montans.
These men never knew each other.
Their trails which merged in death
had never crossed in life. -They
were a thousand odd miles apart
when the Reaper swung his silver
scythe and cut them down, yet they
died for the same reason, in the
same manner, for the same cause.

And the third man of that chosen
thirteen who did not accede to the
demands made upon him, heard of
the demise of the other two, heard
of the playing cards which had been
found beside their prostrate, lifeless
bodies, heard of these things and
was afraid, terribly afraid.

And it was his fear, his over-
whelming terror, that eventually
proved the thing which placed the
thirteen heart murderers in jeopardy,
which brought the Phantom himself
into the game to struggle with one
of the most terrible enemies of his
career. ‘

This third man’s name was Nor-
well ‘Rains, and he lived in Holly-
wood.

CHAPTER I

THE CLUTCHES OF FEAR

T WAS said by his enemies that
Norwell Rains possessed infi-
nitely more money than brains.

This may have been true, but it was
certain that the women of America
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dered solely by nerves. After all,
it was impossible for anything to
happen to Rains here. It was im-
possible for the enemy to get to
him.

The clock tolled its eleventh
stroke—and then it happened!

The Phantom suddenly galvanized
to action. Even as the last stroke
of midnight echoed through the
rcom, he flung himself before the
actor, his revolver in his hand. Be-
fore a man could divine his purpose,
his finger had constricted on the
trigger. The automatic poured a
steady stream of lead into the actor’s
body.

LOOD stained his expensive
suit, and ran crazily down upon
the floor. Then without releasing
his finger from the trigger, the
masked man who had called himself
the Phantom turned the muzzle of
his weapon and shattered the chan-
delier overhead. The room was
plunged into darkness.

Now, at last, Harlow broke the
surprised paralysis which gripped
him. He raised his voice.

“Get him, somebody. For God’s
sake, get him! Don’t let him leave
the room.”

But above the scuffle of swiftly
moving feet, above the febrile ex-
citement of the room, there came a
mocking laugh.

“Those who defy the Thirteen
Hearts shall die! Nothing shall
stop that death. No one can stay
our hand.”

There was a sudden crash. Glass
shattered. For a single instant,
silhouetted against the moon outside,
Harlow saw a tall figure clad in im-
maculate evening clothes leap to the
window sill, leap through the jagged
frame into the space beyond.

Harlow’s pistol was jerked up in
his hand. But before he could fire
the figure had dropped out of sight.

Now half a dozen flashlights were
clicked on and their white beams
illuminated the room. Harlow knelt
down beside the riddled body of the
actor. His breast was riddled with
steel. He slumped forward in his
chair, still, silent, inert.

And on his lap, where Harlow
was certain it had not been when
the lights went out—was the jack
of hearts. Harlow came to his feet.

“Well,” he said grimly, “even if
they did get Rains, that fellow cer-
tainly did for himself. He must
have killed himself when he landed
below. Besides, we've got enough
men down there to stop a regiment.
Let’s investigate.”

The policemen quitted the room
and hurried downstairs. A moment
later Harlow was interviewing his
men below. They regarded him
blankly. One of them said in an-
swer to his questions:

“No, sir. We were standing di-
rectly below that window. Nothing
came out of it. Nothing fell to the
ground. I'm sure of it.”

Harlow screwed up his brow.

“It’'s a clean getaway,” he said.
“A clean getaway and a miracle.”

One of his assistants at his side
spoke gravely.

“If the Phantom himself has
turned criminal, sir,” he observed,
“we’re up against the toughest job
of our lives.”

Harlow nodded soberly.

OU'RE right,” he said. “If the
Phantom has gone over to their
side, if he belongs to the Thirteen
Hearts, God help us all. But still,
somehow, even though I saw it with
my own eyes, I can’t quite believe
it. I can’t quite believe the Phan-
tom has turned traitor to himself
and the rest of the world.”
But whatever Harlow may have
thought, the fact remained. The
Phantom, Harlow told himself, had
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had become a deadly bore, which
could be relieved only by the final
adventure of death.

T the suggestion of Havens, his
father’s lifelong friend, he had
solved a murder mystery for the
publisher’s string of papers, after
the police had failed. In that ad-
venture he had discovered that this
was the one profession, the one
career he could follow that fed the
necessary amount of spice to his
jaded merves.

Sleuthing gave him a lifelong con-
tinuation of the excitement that the
war had offered him. So, throwing
himself whole-heartedly into this new
venture, he became the Phantom.

However, his rise to the peak of
his chosen profession was not a
simple thing. He builded on a solid
foundation, and it was to that fact
that he owed his life many times
over. Disguise he had studied and

practised until not an actor that

ever trod the boards was his mas-
ter.

Languages he spoke like a pro-
fessor. Ventriloquism and hypno-
tism were no secrets to him, and
only the incomparable Lombroso,

himself, had devoted more time to.

the study of criminology. In short,
Dick Van Loan, the playboy of the
clubs, had developed into a serious
student. And though he took pains
that no one should notice the change
in him, he was no longer the jaded,
carefree scion of gold that he had
been for the first twenty-odd years
of his life. ~

Of course, he had discovered early
in his career that there were cer-
tain sacrifices that must be made
upon the altar of the path he had
chosen. He paid the price of his
double life. The things which the
normal man prizes and works for
were denied the Phantom. Home,
domesticity, feminine companionship

were not for him, His duplicity pre-
cluded that.

No, the ordinary items of life for
which the average man strives
mightily were not for him whom
the world called the Phantom. He
had chosen his path, and he must
follow it, alone and lonely, no mat-
ter where it lead, until the grim
reaper himself cut him down at the
end of the trail.

Now on this particular night fol-
lowing the murder of Norwell Rains,
Dick Van Loan had returned from
a hunting trip near the border.
Arriving home with the latest edi-
tions of the papers tucked under
his arm, he had donned a dressing
gown and relaxed to read the news
of events which had occurred since
he last saw a paper some six days
ago.

HE first item that leaped to his

eye from the headlines was the
startling story that the Phantom
himself had turned traitor to the
law, that he had aligned himself
with the underworld and with his
own hand shot down the famous
Hollywood star.

His brow corrugated as he read
the story of Rains’ death. He re-
alized that whoever had concocted
this scheme was diabolically clever.
The criminal had accomplished two
things at one fell blow. First, by
appearing as the Phantom, the killer
had easily obtained access to Rains’
house, well guarded as it was. And,
second, he had put the Phantom at
a frightful disadvantage, should the
detectives take his trail and attempt
to capture him,

For now the police were no longer
the Phantom’s allies. He was a
hunted man. And this fact would -
render it infinitely more difficult for
him to track down the real criminal,
inasmuch as Van Loan would be
compelled to evade the long arm of
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desk and withdrew an automatic.
Then lighting a cigarette, he re-
turned to his thoughts, augmented
by his new knowledge. From his
outward bearing no one would have
dreamed that he was a man who
waited for such a grim visitor as
Death.

So, the Thirteen Hearts, who had
already slain three men, had threat-
ened him. Quite evidently they were
unaware of the fact that he was
the Phantom. Had they known this,
they probably would have slain him
without the formality of making a
demand for money. No. For some
reason that he did not know, the
gang had selected him as a victim
of their blackmailing scheme, little
realizing that they had threatened
the man whom they had imperson-
ated yesterday when Rains had been
murdered.

HE letter he had received cléared

things up a little. The motive of
the gang was at least apparent now.
It was simply a tremendous black-
mail plot backed by a campaign of
terror; and there was no way of
knowing from how many of their
victims they had already collected.

They had killed three men with
such vicious despatch and savagery
that the bulk of those with whom
they had communicated had un-
doubtedly acceded to their terms.

And now, for some ironic reason,
they had threatened the Phantom
himself, though, it appeared, they
had no knowledge of the fact that
Richard Curtis Van Loan, million-
aire clubman, was that dreaded
scourge of the underworld.

His sharp ears heard a faint click
in the hall. His hand tightened on
the butt of his automatic. His eyes
narrowed slightly, but he gave no
other indication of his alertness, his
tenseness. The little clock on the
mantel chimed the hour of midnight.

A soft footfall sounded from the
foyer. Van Loan leveled his weapon
at the doorway, expecting any min-
ute to see the brutal, evil face of
the killer of the Thirteen, the man
who had come to snuff out his life
as the price of his daring to defy
the blackmailers. ‘

THE'N, of a sudden, he saw the
gleam of metal appear through
the doorway. A slim gloved hand held
a revolver firmly. Then the figure
itself entered the room. Dick Van
Loan gasped with surprise as he
saw that figure closely.

For instead of being a desperate
murderer as he had suspected, it
was the figure of a woman, slim
and blonde, dressed in a trim suit.
Silently he dropped his weapon into
his pocket, then rose to his feet to
greet his fair intruder with a smile.

She advanced across the room,
the gun held firmly in her hand.
Some four feet away from him she
stopped and regarded him with
wide blue eyes. He returned her
gaze debonairly, with an air of gal-
lantry. Then he spoke, and his voice
held a faint bantering quality.

“Good evening, madame,” he said.
“And are you usually in the habit
of entering strange men’s apart-
ments without the formality of ring-
ing the doorbell?”’

Her face remained impassive. Her
eyes remained cold wunder the
warmth of his smile.

“When I come on this sort of busi-
ness, I enter without formality,”
she said icily.

Van Loan raised his eyebrows,
His smile grew broader.

“Indeed,” he, said, much in the
manner of one speaking to a reecal-
citrant child. “And what may that
business be?”’

“Death,” she said in a tone as
ominous as the word which she had
spoken.
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“Ah,” she said with a little
throaty chuckle. “But have you?”’

He frowned. She seemed so con-
fident. Her manner was jeering, as
if she yet had a trump card to play,
a trump card that would turn the
game in her favor once more. Now
her ironic eyes traveled past him to
the huge double window at the far
end of the room.

For a moment he almost turned
around, then he smiled at himself
for coming so close to falling for
an old, old trick. Of course, there
was no one there. It was impos-
sible for anyone to be there. The
street was seventeen stories below
that window, and it was impossible
to gain the roof, save through his
own apartment. No, she was merely
striving to divert his attention so
that she might again get the drop
on him.

He had thoroughly convinced him-
self of the soundness of his reason-
ing, when all his logic was shat-
fered by a cold, hard voice from the
rear. :

It said: “Put up your hands, Mr.
Van Loan, or you’re a dead man.”

ESPITE his surprise, he obeyed.
He had learned early in his

career that when such an order is
given, it is better to act at once and
investigate afterwards. The auto-
matic fell from his fingers, fell to
the floor and lay beside the weapon
of the girl. Then the voice spoke
again.

“You may turn around now.”

He turned slowly. There, seated
on the sill of the window, was a
man. A man clad entirely in black.
Black gloves encased his fingers. A
tight black suit was on his body and
8 black mask covered his face. The
only splash of color on his drab out-
fit was a crimson heart on his
sleeve, beneath the letter “A”,

For a full moment Dick Van Loan

spoke no word. An anxious bewil-
derment was upon him. How had
this man come here? How had he
gained that window? Was the Thir-
teen Hearts privy to miracles that
would permit them tq defy seven-
teen stories of space and appear at
their victim’s windows? He thought
for a moment of the mysterious dis-
appearance of the false Phantom in
Hollywood.

Now the man in the window was
speaking again.

“You have defied us,” he said,
“and for that you die. You die as
others have died before you. You
can not escape the Thirteen Hearts.”

Van’s brain clicked on all cylin-
ders. Despite the peril of the situa-
tion, he could vaguely see in it an
opportunity to gain some knowledge
of the mysterious Thirteen. A sud-
den illuminating plan came to him.

E feigned abject terror. His

calm, confident air suddenly van-
ished. His hands trembled at his
sides. His eyes opened wide. And
when he spoke, his voice held a vi-
brant terror, a pitiful appeal.

“Don’t shoot,”” he said quaver-
ingly. “Give me a chance to ex-
plain. Give me a chance.”

“You had your chance,” said the
girl coldly. “And you failed to take
it. Now you can take the alterna-
tive.”

“But,” said Van tremulously, “it
wasn’t my fault. I just got back to
town. I only got your letter a few
minutes before you came in. Give
me a chance. I'll come through. I'll
have the cash for you tomorrow.”

“Yeah,” said the man in the win-
dow. “How about that play you
just made? How about the gun you
Just pulled on her? How about tak-
ing her own weapon away from
her ?”

" “You can't blame me for fighting
for my own life,” said Van. “Tll
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window sill, and wondered if the
man would leave in the same mys-
terious way as he had come. Then
before his very eyes the miracle
happened!

Without a word, the man swung
his leg over the sill. For a moment
it seemed as if he were suspended
in space. Then he sprang out into
the night, the darkness of his ap-
parel blending with the sable of the
evening.

Then he was gone!

CHAPTER VI
FIGHTING FOR LIFE

AN gasped in amazement,

then raced to the open win-

dow. He stared out into the
night. Below, the lights of the Me-
tropolis twinkled merrily. Above,
clouds obscured the sky. Yet there
was no sign of him who wore the
emblem of the Ace of Hearts. He
had vanished completely into thin
air, as mysteriously as he had come.

But despite his amazement, he
realized that if he were to seize the
opportunity which the moment of-
fered, he must work swiftly. He
paid no more attention to the weird
disappearance of the figure on the
window sill. He turned hastily and
raced to his desk.

There he withdrew something
from the top drawer and thrust it
into his pocket. Running to a closet
he jerked an old pair of trousers
and a coat from a hanger, and,
flinging off his dressing gown, don-
ned them breathlessly. Then, pro-
viding himself with some cash, he
crossed the room and entered a
private elevator. In another minute
the small steel car was dropping
him swiftly to the street below.

He emerged into the avenue in
time to see the girl leave the front
door of the apartment house and

enter a taxi. He breathed a prayer
of gratitude to the Fates for this
kind turn. Then springing to the
running board of another cab, he
said quickly:

“Follow that cab. Stick tight to
its trail and there’s twenty dollars
in it for you.”

The chauffeur needed no more
stimulus than that. His foot jammed
down on the accelerator. The wheels
turned, and the cab raced recklessly
through the streets.

Inside the cab Van withdrew the
make-up box which he had thrust
into his pocket upstairs and pro-
ceeded to draw the stick of grease-
paint swiftly and deftly across his
features.

When the cab had gone ten blocks,
the face of Richard Curtis Van Loan
would have been unrecognizable to
his closest friend. His complexion
had lost its freshness and assumed
a yellow jaundiced hue. His nose
was broader, having been thickened
by tiny pieces of wax. His mouth
was large and ugly.

In short, once again, his adept
skill in the art of make-up had com-
pletely disguised his features.

HE brakes whined protestingly
as the cab came to a full stop at
the curb. As Van peered through
the front window of the cab he saw
the girl alight from the car before
him, pay the driver and -disappear
into the doorway of an old brown-
stone house at the side of the street.
He sprang from his own ecar, and
flung the driver the promised
twenty. As the cab rolled away up
the street, he scrutinized the brown-
stone house with narrowed eyes, as
his alert brain mapped out a plan
of campaign.

Entrance through the front door
was impossible. Undoubtedly, the
gang had a man on guard there. He
glanced down to the basement. Two
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Silently, though with a beating
heart, Van took his place at the
table, sitting down at the place
where the pasteboard before him
showed the upturned face of the
card whose counterpart was stamp-
ed on the sleeve of his own black
garment,

No sooner had he seated himself
than the grim, dark figure at the
end of the table rose and addressed
his men.

“Thus far,” he said in a deep,
booming voice, “we have been re-
markably successful. Of the thir-
teen whom we communicated with,
nine have paid in full. Three re-
fused outright, and those three are
dead. The other one we have given
forty-eight hours of grace, inasmuch
as he did not receive our letter until
a short while ago.”

E paused for a moment, then
continued :

“We have already netted nine
hundred thousand dollars, and to-
morrow when the victim selected by
the Queen of Hearts pays his assess-
ment, we shall have an even million.
And that is just the beginning. In
a short time we shall draw again,
We shall select thirteen more names.
This time, now that the world has
learned that we mean business, that
we strike swiftly and surely, we
shall undoubtedly realize a larger
percentage of collections. In short,
we may safely expect money ex-
ceeding one million dollars on each
occasion that we draw those thir-
teen names from the drum.”

There was silence in the room,
silence broken only by the breathing
of its occupants, as they greedily
contemplated the fortune that was

about to be delivered into their
hands.
Van glanced about him with

eyes -that were narrowed beneath
his mask. It was impossible to rec-

ognize any distinguishing features
of his fellows, so completely covered
up were they in their masks and
black raiment. '

But already a plan was fomenting
in his mind. Here he had the whole
gang dead to rights. The only thing
that remained was to contriye some-
how to get a message to the police.
Then of a sudden the Ace of Hearts
spoke again, and the purport of his
words riveted Van’s whole attention.

“And now,” came that deep boom-
ing voice, “we come to the matter
of the Phantom.”

Every eye at that table was on
the speaker at that moment. The
dread name of the Phantom attract-
ed their attention as a magnet.

“There were those of you,” went
on the speaker, “who protested at
my- plan for killing Rains. There
were those of you who -claimed
that my scheme of disguising myself
as the Phantom and shooting him
down was madness. That it could
only result in the Phantom taking
our trail. And you were afraid be-
cause he whom they call the Phan-
tom has never yet failed.”

HE speaker’s eyes momentarily

met Van’s. The latter felt his
pulse, pick up a beat, yet he gave no
sign that the leader’s words meant
infinitely more to him than to any
one else in that room.

“But this is the time he shall fail!
He can not outwit us. Thus far we
have had no word of him, but if we
do, I promise you we shall deal with
him as we have dealt with the rest
of our enemies. So much for that.
Now we shall have the reports of
the members. We shall start with
the Deuce of Hearts.”

At the end of the table a man
whose sleeve bore the numeral two |,
stamped above a crimson heart rose.
He walked to the head of the table
and handed the speaker a sheet of
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foolscap. The Ace of Hearts took it,
read it slowly, then waved the man
back to his seat.

“The Three of Hearts,”” he an-
nounced.

A second man rose and this time
the same procedure was repeated.

As this was going on, Van’s brain
was clicking on all its cylinders.
When his turn came, he would be
caught with no paper to turn in,
And inasmuch as he had mot the
slightest idea as to what his paper
was supposed to contain; it was im-
possible for him hastily to scrawl
some false réport and hand it to the
Ace of Hearts. .

But even yet he might turn this
moment to his advantage; this might
be the break that would provide
him with the opportunity to sum-
mon aid to apprehend the whole
gang. .

Sonorously the leader of the fiend-
ish mob called out the numbers of
his men. Then at last Van’s turn
came.

HE man at the head of the table

turned his blazing fanatical eyes
upon Van.

“The Ten of Hearts,” he called.

Van stood up. His eyes met those
of the arch criminal, yet he made no
move to leave his place at the table.

“Well,” said the Ace. “And your
report, Ten, where is it?”

With the eyes of the dozen people
in the room riveted upon him, Van
spoke in a clear, resonant tone. And
his voice, when it issued from his
throat, was the voice of the man
tied up in the cellar.

“I have not put my report on
paper,” he said quietly.

“No? And why not?”’

“It was far too important. I
dared not run the risk of writing it
down. It is for your ears alone.”

The. silence in the room became
acute. The eyes that stared at him

became filled with wonder. The Ace
of Hearts spoke harshly:

“Why do you say this?
not trust each other?
pect treachery here?”’

“It is not that,” said Van. “It is
only that the news I have for you
concerns one who is more dangerous
than anyone else who may threaten
us. He is capable of causing treach-
ery anywhere. He is capable of al-
most anything.”

The man at the head of the table
snorted contemptuously.

“And who,” he said with a mock-
ing air, “who is this perilous won-
der of whom you speak?”’

“I speak,” said Van gravely, “of
the Phantom.”

Do we
Do you sus-

N audible gasp ran through the

chamber. Van stood there, tense

and still. This was the thing on

which he had gambléed. The crimi-

nal’s natural fear of the name he
had mentioned.

He hastened to follow up his mo-

-mentary advantage.

“Yes,” he said quickly, “it is news
of the Phantom I bring. I dared
not commit it to paper in case it
might be stolen from me. He is a
dangerous man, a relentless enemy.
What I have learned is for your
ears alone.”

Now the mocking light had gone
from the eyes of the leader of the
Thirteen Hearts. His eyes shone
gravely through his mask. His tone
was chastened as he answered:

“Very well,” he said. “Come with
me to the anteroom and tell me
what you know of the Phantom.
In the meantime, the others of you
will remain here until we return.
Come, Ten.”

Van left his chair and walked to
the head of the table, where he was
joined by the other. Then he fol-
lowed the leader into a small room
off the larger chamber. The Ace of
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his eye lit up with sudden hope.
Van caught the glint there, and
reading what was in his mind, hast-
ened to disillusion him.

“You're thinking that I can’t get
out of here because I'm outnumber-
ed,” he said. “You forget that you
told your precious gang of murder-
ers to wait until you returned.
They’ll stay there all right. At
least long enough until you and I
leave the house and dig ourselves
up enough policemen to conduct a
raid on your headquarters.”

For a moment it seemed as if his
words had shattered the other’s des-
perate hope, but then at the men-

tion of the word policemen, his eyes .

had lit up again. Van paid scant
attention to this phenomenon, how-
ever. There was speedy and peril-
ous work to be done, and the suc-
cessful capture of the gang depend-
ed on the despatch with which it
was accomplished.

AN thrust his revolver into the
other’s ribs.

“Come on,” he said.
way out to the street; and make
sure you choose a route upon which
we shall meet none of your gang.
The slightest false move on your
part spells a death as merciless as
that which you have delivered to
your own victims.”

With a futile gesture of despair,
the master-mind of the thirteen
blackmailers turned around and
walked slowly toward a door at the
opposite end of the room to which
they had entered. Van, his .38 draw-
ing a dead bead on the center of the
other’s back, followed less than two
paces behind.

The black-clad man led the way
into a dimly-lit corridor. The pair
of them walked slowly down its bare
length. Some few paces ahead of
them a door appeared. Then sud-
denly the man in front stumbled.

“Lead the -

He flung up a hand to steady him-
self. That hand touched the wall.

Then there reverberated through
the house the alarming clanging of
a bell. Van took a swift step for-
ward. On the wall near the point
where the captive’s hand had struck
was an electric bell. It was this he
had touched with his fingers, giving
the warning, the alarm to the others.

In an instant the house which
had been so silent, so quiet, became
a bedlam of maniacal action. Foot-
steps sounded on the creaking floors.
Men shouted orders. Van, realizing
that he had been tricked by his
prisoner, jerked him back swiftly
as the Ace of Hearts essayed to
take advantage of the confusion and
run through the door ahead.

“No you don’t,” said Van grimly.
“You'll stay right here in front of
me. Your comrades aren’t so liable
to shoot when they see I'm using
you for a shield. All right, keep
marching now.”

With his left hand firmly gripping
the other’s collar and his right
thrusting the .38 into the middle of
his back, Van forced his prisoner
forward. As they passed through
the door he saw a number of the
gang in the foyer outside.

The metal of guns flashed in their
hands as he advanced.

“Don’t shoot,”- Van warned them.
“At the first overt act, your leader
dies. My gun is touching his body
now. Let us pass and he shall re-
main unharmed. Attack, and he
dies.”

Boldly he marched forward, still
keeping his living shield in front.
For a moment the men before
him hesitated. A low murmur
swept over them as they considered
this situation.

Then, as they still pondered the
answer to this dilemma, Fate and an
alert member of the gang took a
hand.
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path of the charging cop. For an
instant the two bodies came into
rough contact. There was a dull
thud as they fell to the pavement
together.

And at precisely that moment of
impact, Van Loan turned on his
heels and fled like a maniac down
the street. Before he reached the
corner, he heard two more staccato
reports following him up the street.

A metallic clanging followed as
the steel-jacketed rounds struck the
pavement and ricocheted crazily
against the wall of a building. Then
the piercing shrieck of a police
whistle shattered the stillness of the
night. The reverberations of a
nightstick pounding on the concrete
echoed and re-echoed in his ears.

E turned the corner and raced

uptown. Two blocks away he
dared to twist his head around hur-
riedly. The sight he saw gave him
no reassurance. Half a dozen blue-
coats had rallied to their comrade’s
aid by now. -

They were strung out behind him
like cross country runners, and as
they passed beneath the brassy light
of a street lamp he could see the re-
flected light in the metal of the
weapons they held in their hands.

And now before him he again
heard the shriek of a whistle. Up
ahead, two more minions of the
law, having heard the signal for
help, were cutting him off from the
front. A voice thick with Erin's
brogue rammed itself into his ears.

“Stop! Or I'll shoot!”

Van did not stop. But by the
same token, neither did he 'con-
tinue. He turned suddenly and dis-
appeared into the entrance of a
dilapidated tenement house which
fronted the street. He bounded up
the stairs like a rubber ball.

Before he gained the roof he
heard the heavy pounding of the

policeman’s boots upon the stairs.
He emerged onto the roof, and
breathed hard for a moment. Then
he raced to the edge, seeking some
manner of escape. The top of the
next house was a sheer drop of
some twenty feet, and between it
and the abode on which he stood
was six feet of space.

Yet he did not hesitate.

Tensing his muscles, he sprang
into the air. For what seemed an
eternal moment he hurtled through
space, then with tremendous impact
his feet struck the roof of the ad-
joining building. ,

No sooner had he landed than he
heard shouts behind him. Shouts
which in an instant were punctuated
with revolver shots. The gravel on
the roof top spurted up as bullets
nosed their way into it. Van raced
across the roof and disappeared into
the kiosk leading to the stairs.

He realized, as he fled down the
steps, that this was one of the most
difficult dilemmas he had ever been
in. Now he was being pursued by
enemies whom he could not fight.
He could not shoot down duly ac-
credited servants of the law who
were merely discharging their duty.
No, if he was to escape, he must
rely solely on his wits and the
agility of his legs rather than the
steel death which lurked in the
chambers of his gun. .

Then swiftly he had an idea.

ITH the officers some twenty

feet above him, and with his
slightly better speed, he would reach
the street, perhaps, a full minute be-
fore they did. Well, it would be
fast work, but perhaps that minute
was margin enough for what he in-
tended to do.

With a swift, savage gesture he
whipped off the coat and trousers
that he had donned over his other
clothes before he had left his apart-
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Phantom? Besides, how did they
select their victims? Was it merely
haphazard or was there some defi-
nite plan that they followed?

Having come in contact with the
mind that ruled the destinies of the
relentless gang, Van was inclined
to believe the latter. However, no
matter what happened tomorrow, he
realized that he must see Havens
now.

Perhaps the publisher could ex-
plain how the message to the Phan-
tom had been sidetracked. Perhaps
through the medium of his papers
and political influence, he could call
the bloodhounds of the law off the
Phantom’s trail until the detective
had had an opportunity to prove
himself innocent of the crime which
was marked up against him.

S his taxi drew up at Havens’
mansion,. he was rather sur-
prised to see a light burning in the
library window. Then as he paid
the driver he felt rather reassured.
Good old loyal Havens! Knowing
full well that something was in the
wind, he was sitting up, anticipating
this call from his friend, the Phan-
tom.
. With a smile on his lips, Van
mounted the steps to the house and
rang the bell.

Maynard, the butler, opened the
door and regarded him peculiarly.
Van grinned at him as he entered
the hall. :

“Hello, Maynard,” he said. “I see
the boss is up.”

Maynard’s expression grew odder
by the moment. He stammered for
a moment, then the years of train-
ing asserted themselves. ,

“Mr. Havens is not in, sir,” he
said.

It was Van’s turn to register sur-
prise. )

-“Not in?”’ he repeated. “Why are
the lights on, then? Who's up?”’
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“Miss Muriel, sir,” said the but-
ler.

Van tossed his hat on the hall
tree, and briskly entered the library.
He stopped dead on the threshold
at the sight that met his amazed
eyes.

A slim brunette girl sat on a lux-
urious divan with her head buried
in her hands. Her body shook with
sobs from time to time. Van re-
garded her with a puzzled frown on
his brow.

This was Muriel Havens, the girl
who, at times, Van realized, he
cared for more than anyone else in
the world—the girl whom he would
have asked to marry him, had not
his activities in the Phantom’s role
precluded a domestic life.

And now as he looked at her
broken with grief, a strange and

-alien apprehension tugged at his

heart. Swiftly he crossed the room
and knelt at her side.

“Muriel! Muriel! What’s wrong?
What’s the matter?”

L She lifted a tear-stained face to
is.

“Oh, Van,” she said, “I'm so glad
you're here. It’s Dad. They've ar-
rested him.”

“Arrested him?”

HE vague apprehension in Van's
heart crystallized into something
definite.

The girl nodded sadly.

“Yes. About an hour ago, they
took him away. They’re holding him
as a material witness. I phoned the
district attorney. But he only says
he’s sorry; that the law doesn’t per-
mit him to grant bail to a material
witness in a murder case. Although
he hinted he might do it somehow
if Dad would only talk. Only, of
course, he won’t do that.”

Van’s brow was creased in a
frown.

“What murder case?’ he asked.
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the back of his head there persisted

_the picture of Muriel at home weep-
ing her eyes out while her father
was held in this cell.

“Was there anyone else that could
have taken that call?”’

Havens shook his head slowly.

“I don’t know who,” he said at
last. “Of course, Winters, my con-
fidential secretary, is usually in my
office. But I've trusted him for four
years. Besides, what possible motive
could he have? He certainly couldn’t
halve known that Rains was going to
call.” '

Van remained silent for a mo-
ment. Then:

“Have they annoyed you much?”
he asked.

AVENS’ smile grew reminiscent
and wan,

“Plenty,” he said. “They’ve been
at me ever since they brought me
in. I've protested again and again
that you’re innocent and that my
revealing your identity will ruin
your career, but it appears that
when the police get an idea they
stick to it.”

Again Van nodded, and again the
wistful picture of a heart-broken
girl came to his mind. He glanced
at the other man swiftly.

“Well,” he said, “time enough to
fight our enemies later. In the
meantime you must get out of here.”

Havens shrugged.

“They won’t let me out.”

Van’s face grew grim.

“They’re not going to have any-
thing to say about it,” he remarked.
“Now take off your clothes.”

Havens stared at him.

“What do you mean?’

“I'm staying here,” said Van. “It’s
vou that's going out. You’re going
out as Richard Van Loan. I'm
staying here as Havens., It'll be
easier for me to .get out than for

you.”’

Havens’ eyes went wide apart,
his shoulders shrugged in dubious
gesture.

“Er—why, no that’s impossible,”
the publisher stammered. “You
mean that I am to change clothes
with you and go out as Richard
Curtis Van Loan?”’

Van nodded, and smiled wanly.

“But even then,” Havens pro-
tested, “it wouldn’t be possible. I
don’t look like you. The ruse would
be discovered and both of us would
be held here in jail interminably.”
Havens shook his head emphatically,
pounded his clenched fist into the
open palm of his other hand. “No,
that won't work.”

Van smiled again, confidently. He
took the make-up box from his coat
pocket.

“Go on, strip off,” he ordered.
“I'll take a chance on that.”

He eyed the publisher keenly, the
smile faded from his countenance
and in its place came a look of
stern command.

As if hypnotized by the penetrat-
ing glare and moving with the mo-
tions of an automaton, Havens be-
gan to strip off his clothes. Van
had his off in the twinkling of an
eye.

While the publisher was donning
Van’s raiment, the other went to
work with his make-up box.

WIFTLY Van applied the stick of

grease paint to Haven’s counten-
ance, achieving a miracle which
made the older man’s face suddenly
become ten years younger. Then,
after he had completed the job on
Havens, he hastily donned the pub-
lisher’s clothes and proceeded to
make his own features look like
those of the other.

It occurred to him as he put the
finishing touches on the task that
there was something most important
that he must tell the publisher.
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“Listen, Frank,” he said. “You
may call Muriel and tell her that
you're safe but pledge her to se-
crecy. As for the rest, you must
stay indoors as much as possible,
and at all times remember that
you're Dick Van Loan. Go to my
apartment. Make your home there.
But look out for—”

A heavy footstep on the flagging
outside interrupted him. The guard
thrust his face up against the bars
of the cell. ‘

“Sorry, sir,” he said. “But the
sergeant says you’ll have to leave
now.”

Before Van could protest he had
opened the door, and gently seizing
the bogus Van Loan by the arm took
him from the cell and clanged the
metal gate shut once more, leaving
the Phantom, the man who had put
countless criminals behind the bars,
in precisely that dilemma himself.

CHAPTER X
A DASH FOR FREEDOM

OR a long time Van Loan sat

still and silent. True, he had

intended to escape from this
jail all the time, but now as he real-
ized how important was the thing
he had been about to say to Havens
when the guard had interrupted, he
knew that he must effect that es-
cape immediately.

For tonight was the night that
the Thirteen had threatened to kill
Richard Curtis Van Loan, if he re-
fused to accede to their telephoned
demands for money. Well, in the
first place, not being at home, he
would never receive their message.
That in itself would probably be
translated as some sort of a trick
by the leader.

And now that Havens had taken
his place, it would be the publisher
whose life was in danger.

The day was long and monotonous.
Hours of incarceration passed by on
leaden wings,

Yet he dared make no move until
the friendly cover of night had
descended on the city.

T last, there tolled into his wait-
ing ears the distant chimes of a
tower clock striking ten. He braced
himself for a mighty effort. Of
course, he was still armed, being in
possession of the weapon he had
carried when he had entered the
cell. Posing as Havens’ lawyer, he
had not been searched.

Yet he realized that perhaps his
weapon was not destined to do him
much good. That all depended on
the bluff that he could work. For
he knew he would not shoot down
one of the officers. If he could bluff
them into believing that he would,
so much the better. But suppose
someone called that bluff?

He walked to the door of the cell
and listened tensely. Save for a few
scattered snores of early retirers
there was no sound.

In a low voice he called the guard.
The man approached his cell, his
heavy bunch of keys jangling at his
belt.

“Well,” he growled, “what is it?”

“Water,” said Van, “Will you get
me a drink?” -

The guard went off mumbling to
himself and a moment later returned
bearing a tin mug filled with water.
He approached the bars of the door,
and thrust it through the opening
to Van.

But Van never took it.

Instead his hand shot out and
gripped the guard with a bulldog's
clutch at the jugular. His other
hand flashed downward to his hip
pocket and produced an automatic,
whose muzzlg pressed up against
the startled officer’s uniform at the
heart.
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“Don’t move,” said Van in a low
whisper. “Don’t make a sound. In
fact, don’t do anything except fit the
right key to this lock and open the
door.” _

The guard’s face was suddenly
ashy white. His eyes were bulging
agates of ‘surprise. A stunned
paralysis was upon him—a paralysis
which was broken as the automatic
prodded angrily into his body.

ITH a shaking hand he selected

a key and fitted it into the
heavy lock upon the door. With a
slight click it turned. Van hastily
emerged from the cell.

“Now,” he said, “walk in front of
me to the door of the tier. Once
there, you will unlock it. Under-
stand ?” _

Apparently the man understood.
He marched silently and sullenly
along the grim corridor to the steel
exit at the end of the passageway.
Then he repeated his process with
the key.

Suddenly, even as the door was
swinging open, the man turned des-
perately.” He threw his body to one
side to miss the flaming bullet that
threatened him from Van’s weapon
and wielded the bunch of keys about
his head with all his strength. Then
he brought them down like a knob-
kerrie.

Van saw them coming, Had he so
desired he could have simply pressed
the trigger of his automatic and
ended the reckless fellow’s career
then and there.

Instead, he sidestepped. He was
swift enough to escape the impact
of thé metal on his head, but not
swift enough to miss it entirely. The
jangling bunch of keys swept
through the air and struck him full
force upon his shoulder.

He staggered back under the im-
pact. And now the guard un-

leashed a bellow for help.

Van realized that this was one of
those frequent occasions when dis-
cretion must prove the better part
of valor. He did not wait to parley
or to view the situation further. He
turned and flew like a maniac
through the grim stone corridors of
the jail.

- Now behind him he heard excited
shouting as the guard’s comrades
rushed to his aid, rushed to over-
power the prisoner who had dared
escape. Van realized full well that
the guard would lose no time in in-
forming the others that the escaped
man possessed a .gun; and he knew
that the policemen would come
shooting to kill.

Before him a flight of iron steps
loomed up. He bounded up them
in three leaps to find himself in the
visitors’ room. Fortunately it was
empty.

The door leading to. the room
from the cell block was unlocked
and ajar. Van slammed it shut be-
hind him and shot the heavy iron
bolts. Then he made his way across
the darkened room to the other exit
which led to the outer gate of the
jail.

Already he heard excited shouts
behind him as the guards rallied to
prevent the escape. On the outside
of the door of the visitors’ room he
heard a . bolt shot. A peep-hole
opened in the door, and a voice de-
manded: “What's going on in
there?”

HE sentence ended upon a minor
note as the speaker found him-
self gazing into the business end of
a revolver.
“Open that door,” said Van terse-
ly. “Swiftly and silently or else—"
The guard’s face paled. He did
not wait to hear what dire thing
would happen if he refused. The
key rasped in the lock. The door
opened. A flying armed man raced
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through the door, down the iron
stairs. Behind him now came the
pack in full cry.

Van realized full well that the
most hazardous part of his under-
taking still lay before him. At the
main gate there were at least two
men, two men selected for their
toughness, their ability to cope with
just such an emergency as this.

Still he did not hesitate as he
charged down on the last lap of his
mad dash for freedom.

UN held firmly in his hand he

raced toward the huge towering
steel portals that opened on the
street.

He caught the glint of a metal
badge on the breast of one of the
gatekeepers.”

The guard peered through the
darkness. ‘ ’

“Who’s that?” he demanded.

Van charged out of the shadows,
his revolver a sinister threat held
in his hand.

“Open that gate!” he cried.

His answer was a single staccato
report. A bullet whined over his
head. Now he dared not hesitate.
He flung all caution to the four
winds. His weapon was lifted above
his head. Ere the man could fire
another shot its barrel swung
through the air and struck the
guard on the temple. With a groan
the man collapsed.

Van bent over him and snatched
up the heavy bunch of keys that
were dangling at his belt. As he
straightened up he heard the clat-
ter of footsteps on the flagstones
of the yard as the fallen man’s part-
ner came rushing up to the rescue.

Two more bullets sang a savage
threnody over his head as he in-
serted the big key into the lock.
From somewhere a siren shrieked
its warning of an escaping prisoner.
From the staircase behind came the

tramp of many feet, the shouts of
many men.

Van swung the heavy gate open.
As the light of a street lamp filtered
in through the oblong of space, a ter-
rific barrage of revolver fire spat
viciously through the night behind
him. ’

Still he did not return the fire.
Though the air about him was thick
with flying lead and steel, he could
not defend himself. He could not
shoot at these men., After all, they
were his allies, not at all responsi-
ble for the grave error they were
committing.

He gained the street with a sigh
of relief. He turned the first cor-
ner to which he came and scurried
like a frightened rat toward the
water front with the idea of losing
himself in the winding alleys that
faced the docks.

Behind him' came the police, hot

~ on the trail of the man they thought

was Havens. Van ducked into a
narrow lane. Piled up on the curb
before a restaurant were boxes of
rubbish. He flung himself into their
midst, and buried himself beneath
the distasteful filth.

He held his breath as he heard
the pounding feet of the police clat-
ter by on the pavement a moment
later. For a long time he remained
there, then at last when he estimated
the coast was clear, he cautiously
thrust his head out from the debris.

AREFULLY he climbed out of
the mess and set off in the direc-
tion from which he had come.

A few moments later a racing
taxicab was carrying him uptown to
a furnished room in the middle part
of town which he rented to provide
him with a hiding place in just
such an emergency as this.

As the cab slithered through the
streets he glanced at his wrist watch.
It was almost eleven o’clock. He

1
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must hurry. There was work to be
done within the hour.

CHAPTER XI
RENDEZVOUS

LL DAY long, Frank Havens
wandered about the town
feeling for the first time in

his life like a homeless man. Even
though he was disguised as Van
Loan he dared not return to his
own residence. Or, for that matter,
he was precluded from frequenting
any of Van’s own haunts.

True, Van had worked wonders
with his features. True, even his
intimate friends would not have rec-
ognized him. But Havens fully real-
ized his own limitations. He knew
that he could not ape Van’s voice
nor his mannerisms.

He knew that the only thing for
him to do was to keep well out of
sight of everyone who knew either
of them.

He even avoided going to Van’s
apartment until late that evening.
He was afraid that an embarrassing
conversation might arise with one
of the empleyees of the apartment
house.

He did, however, call up his
daughter. In a guarded message
he told her that he was free and
safe. But further than that he told
her nothing.

At about a quarter to twelve he
decided that he would go to Van’s
apartment. By now it was late
enough to avoid any casual callers.
He hailed a cab and headed up-
town.

He went up to Van’s penthouse in
the private elevator. He admitted
himself with the key he always car-
ried. As he entered the apartment,
a faint scent came to his nostrils, a
vague exquisite scent of the kind
which would be affected by a woman

of ‘culture. ‘At the moment he
thought nothing of it.

He turned on the light in the
foyer. He entered the living room.
Then he stopped dead on the thresh-
old and gasped.

For in that darkened living room
stood two people. One of them was
a girl, a pretty girl, whose beauty
was rendered into a hard cruel
thing by the bitter resolute expres-
sion on her face. The second per-
son was a man. A man armed with
a revolver, a man wearing a mask,
a man upon whose sleeve was im-
printed the symbol of the Ace of
Hearts.

The man spoke first.

“You've avoided our telephone
calls all day. You've played us
false. You've rewarded our grant
of mercy with treachery, and for
that you shall die.”

For a moment Havens was too
stunned with surprise to reply. He
stood there gaping. The masked
man turned to the girl.

“All right,” he said.
assignment, you know.
have it.”

With a steady hand the girl
opened her bag and took from its .
disordered depths a small pearl-
handled automaticc. With a firm
grip she leveled it at Havens.

With death staring at him so
closely, -the publisher’s brain leaped
to action. Time was the thing he
must fight for. Time, while he
grappled with this strange thing
into which he had walked.

“Wait,” he said in a husky tone,

“wait a minute.”

“He's your
Let him

IS voice was hoarse and indis-

tinct, like that of a man who

has a bad cold. He realized that in-

asmuch as he could not simulate

Van’s voice, this, perhaps, was the
next best thing.

“Wait?” said the masked man, a
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rising inflection in his towe. “We’ve
been waiting since last night.”

Havens’ brain raced. It was evi-
dent enough now that whoever these
people were it was Van Loan that
they were after. From the man’s
words they had delivered some sort
of a threat the previous evening;
and now as Havens' gaze became
riveted on the crimson heart that
each of them wore upon the sleeve,
he realized that these were mem-
bers of the gang which was black-
mailing the country, the gang which
had caused his own arrest, which
had caused the police to take the
Phantom’s trail.

AN—I—have some more time?”’

he stammered weakly. He could
think™ of nothing else, no other
words which might stay the death
that had come so suddenly upon him.
The only alternative to this fate
was to reveal his own identity, and
that would, by inference, reveal the
identity of the Phantom, and Frank
Havens, true to his trust, was pre-
pared to shed his life’s blood rather
than betray his friend.

“Time,” said the masked man.
“You’'ve had more time than any of
the others. Three of them were
killed on the instant. You, I gave a
day’s grace. Now. you die!”

The girl glanced at him. He
nodded his head slightly., Her fin-
ger tightened upon the trigger.

Havens stood perfectly still. His
face was ashen and a cold sweat ran
down his forehead. He felt a trem-
ble in his knees, yet he made no out-
cry, he made no appeal for mercy.
He was not ready for death, yet if
it must come he would try to meet
it as he knew the Phantom himself
would.

But her slim black gloved finger
never pressed that trigger. Her
eyes stared at Havens and beyond.
Her jaw dropped. Her face was sud-

denly pale beneath its rouge. She
uttered a single syllable.

I‘Oh !"

The man with the ace of hearts
looked swiftly in the same direction
as the girl. His eyes widened. He
made as if to swing the weapon in
his hand in the direction of the
foyer, but before he could complete
the move, a cold, hard voice spoke.

“Move and you die!”

The man froze to immobility. The
voice spoke again.

“Drop your weapons.”

Two impotent revolvers fell with
a dull thud upon the luxurious car-
pet. The masked man found his
voice at last.

“The Phantom!” he muttered in
a low, hoarse whisper.

Relief flooded Havens. Now that
the muzzle of the vicious automatic
no longer was trained upon his heart
he turned slowly.

Standing in the door near the
entrance to the room was a man,
A man dressed in immaculate eve-
ning clothes. He wore a siik hat.
A mask obscured the upper half of
his face.

“Yes,” he said grimly, “the Phan-
tom, and it would appear not a mo-
ment too soon.”

For a moment he regarded his
prisoners. There was a tense si-
lence in the room. The Phantom
addressed Havens.

“Pick up their weapons,” he said.
“Then call the police. I’ll keep them
covered. Now is our chance to clear
ourselves from the charges they have
caused to be brought against us.”

AVENS nodded. Briskly he
crossed the room. On the way
he stooped and picked up the weapon
that had dropped from the girl’s
fingers. Then he continued across
the room to the side of the masked
man. - ‘
As he bent down to retrieve the
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latter’s revolver, his body was, for
the fraction. of a second, between
the Ace of Hearts and the gleam-
ing barrel of Van’s gun. The arch
blackmailer was swift to note this
fact. He also noted that directly
behind him on the wall was the
electric light switch.

His black-sleeved arms moved
like chain lightning.

One shot out behind him and
touched the electric light button,
the other swung viciously at Havens’
jaw. The publisher gave a groan
of agony and tumbled over on his
back. In the darkness Van heard
the girl utter a little gasp.

E cried out

voice: .
“Don’t move or I'll shoot!”
- Yet both he and the Ace of
Hearts knew full well that he did
not dare press the trigger in that
darknéss for fear of hitting Havens.
Van.backed swiftly toward the foyer.
‘There was another - switch located
on that wall which controlled the
same lights. Further, it was the
only exit from the room.

His hand groped along the wall,
touched the button and flicked it on.
The darkness flew as abruptly as it
had come.

Van’s eyes widened as he stared
across the room. The dark-robed
figure of the Ace of Hearts stood by
the window. In his arms he held
the clinging figure of the girl. Al-
ready one of his legs was slung
across the sill.

Van gasped.

He had entirely forgotten the
criminal’s amazing trick of spring-
ing out into thin air.

“Stop!” he cried again.

The only answer was a mocking
laugh. The man’s other leg drew
itself up. Van’s finger constricted
on the trigger of his weapon. Two
staccato reports ripped through the

in a stentorian

room at precisely the same moment
that the other threw himself from
that seventeenth story window sill.

The steel bullets whistled out into
the night. But the man and his
living burden had entirely van-
ished. Van raced across the room.
He stared out the window. The
night beyond was pitch black. And
in its ebon atmosphere he could sece
no sign of the black suited Ace of
Hearts.

Once again the leader of the gang
had performed his incredible disap-
pearing trick. He had wvanished,
completely, and into thin air, leav-
ing not the slightest trace behind
him. And to complicate the feat
this time, he had taken the girl with
him.

Van turned from the window.
Havens still lay unconscious on the
floor. Van crossed the room, poured
a stiff drink of brandy from the
sideboard decanter and forced it
through the publisher’s lips.

He lifted him to a chair. Havens
stirred, opened his eyes.

“What happened?’ he
thickly.

Briefly Van told him of the leap
into space which the Ace of Hearts
had perpetrated. When he finished
his recital Havens looked grave.

“We're up against a tough prop-
osition, Van,” he said. “This man,
whoever he may be, is dangerously
sane. Apparently he has none of
the weaknesses of the average crim-
inal. In fact, he’s so sane that I
suspect he’s not a professional crook
at all.”

asked

AN considered this statement.
“Perhaps youre right,” he
said. “He was diabolically clever in
the manner in which he made both
you and me fugitives from justice.
That hampers me more than any-

thing else he might have done.”
Havens nodded. The pair of
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them took cigars from an ebony box
on the desk and smoked medita-
tively, while they considered the des-
perate situation in which the foe-
man had placed them.

Havens broke their reverie by
reaching for the phone.

“I'm going to call Muriel,” he ex-
plained. “She doesn’t know where
I am, but she insisted that I phone
every few hours to let her know
that I'm all right.”

Van nodded abstractedly, while
the publisher put through the call.
He remained lost in his own thoughts
while Havens conducted a protracted
conversation. At last he hung up
and turned ‘excitedly to Van.

“Something’s happened,” he said.
“I don’t know whether it’s a trap
or not, but it may be a clue.”

AN stared at him eagerly. Un-

fortunately he had completely
lost the trail of the gang of black-
mailers, and he was willing to clutch
at the slightest vestige of anything
that would once more set him after
the murderous crew.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Muriel has a note which came
for me, It says to inform the Phan-
tom that if he desires to know some-
thing about the Thirteen Hearts he
will go to the Golden Peacock to-
night and speak to a man wearing
a white ribbon in his lapel. He
must go alone, however.”

Van’s eyes crackled.

“Where did she get this note?”’

“Winters, my secretary, gave it to
her. It was delivered to him at the
office, and marked extremely per-
sonal, to be opened by Frank
Havens only. Knowing I was in
jail, he took it to her.”

“Who, outside of your daughter,
have you told that you were out of
prison?”’

“No one.”

Van’s eyes narrowed. His face

/
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The revolver in the man’s hand still held its
steady bead on the banker’s heart.

grew thoughtful. Havens stared at
him in a puzzlcd manner.

“Why, what do you mean?”

“Simply this,” said Van., “The
papers were full of news of your
arrest. Further, it stands to reason
that any one familiar with or in-
terested in this case knew that you
had been taken in by the police.”

Havens still stared uncomprehend-
ingly. “So0?” he said suggestively.

“So,” said Van deliberately, “if
this person knew you were in jail,
why should he address a note of
that scrt to your office?”

Havens whistled softly.

“You see,” went on Van, “I, who
the police believed was Havens, only
escaped an hour ago. The papers
haven’t reported that yet. But this
person, whoever it was that sent
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that note, knew dammed well that
you were already out of jail. That’s
why he sent it to your office.”

Havens digested this for a mo-
ment, saw the inevitable truth of
the theory, then shook his head com-
miseratingly.

“That’s a shame,” he said. “I
thought perhaps we had gotten hold
of something which would put us
on the right track.”

“Well,” said Van with a grin,
“how do you know we haven’t?”

Havens shrugged.

“After your deductions,” he re-
plied, “it seems quite obvious that
the whole thing’s a trap. We'll have
to lay off.”

“No, we won't,” said Dick Van

Loan grimly.

Y\70U mean—you mean that de-
- L gpite the fact that it now looks
very odd, to say the least, you mean
that you're going to the Golden Pea-
cock?” _

“That’s exactly what I mean. We
can’t afford to pass up the slight-
est thing, Even if it is a trap it
will bring me into contact with the
gang. Besides, do you realize that
if I fail to bring this gang to jus-
tice, that both you and I are
hounded men for the rest of our
lives? To us, anyway, this is the
most important thing I've ever
handled.”

The publisher nodded slowly.

“You're right,” he said at last.
“We’ll go to the Golden Peacock at
midnight tomorrow.”

Van smiled at him.

“We?”’ he said.

“Why not?’ said Havens. “I'm
in on this, teo.”
“All right,” said Van. “But we'll

have to take it easily. Of course, I
can -go as Dick Van Loan, that’s
“safe enough. But I'll have to daub
a little grease paint on you, so that
1o one will know that you’re Frank

Havens, that desperate fugitive from
justice.”

“Okay,” replied the publisher.
“We’ll sleep on it, and remember
that tomorrow night at the Golden
Peacock, the Phantom has an as-
sistant.”

Van smiled appreciatively as he
poured himself a drink from the de-
canter on the table.

CHAPTER XII
CABARET MURDER

HE Golden Peacock was sit-

uated in one of the winding

side streets of Greenwich
Village. Over the entrance multi-
colored electric lights were cleverly
arranged in the semblance of a pea-
cock’s tail. At the head of a short
flight of steps there stood a gor-
geously arrayed commissionaire.

A continual stream of taxis slith-
ered up to its doors, giving ample
evidence of the popularity of the
cabaret, and from the -curtained
windows there came the sound of
raucous music, the high - pitched
laughter of the revelers within,

It was almost five minutes to ten
when a cab drew up at the entrance
and two men stepped out. One was
Frank Havens, the publisher; the
other, Richard Curtis Van Loan. A
casual observer would have imme-
diately categoried them as a pair of
clubmen out for a night of mild
dissipation.

Havens paid the chauffeur, and,
pausing for a moment on the side-
walk, lit a cigar.

“You go in first, Van, and have a
look around. Inasmuch as it’s well
known that I am aware of the
Phantom’s identity, it might engen-
der some suspicion in the mind
of the man who wrote that note if
we enter together. I'll smoke this
cigar out here, then come in, I'll
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pretend that it’s a casual meeting.”

Van nodded and headed for the
doer.  But it was destined that the
arrangement suggested by Havens
was never to be consummated.

Even as Van reached the bottom
step of the flight which led to the
entrance of the cabaret, the doors
were flung violently open, and a thin,
dark man hurled himself into Van’s
arms with a force and speed that
indicated that all the hounds of hell
were snarling at his heels.

It was Margo, proprietor of the
Golden Peacock. His eyes were
bulging like black marbles, and his
olive face was stamped with an ex-
pression of utter horror.

“Police!” he cried excitedly.
‘me the pelice!”

Van took hold of his arm and
steadied him, as Havens came rush-
~ ing up the steps.

“What’s wrong?’ he asked the
frantic Italian. “What’s happened?”

“Murder!” said Margo, flinging
his arms to heaven in a gesture of
appeal. “A man has been Kkilled
right in my busiest hour. Get me
the police.”

“Get

HE commissionaire fled to do his

employer’s bidding. Van and Ha-
vens exchanged significant glances,
then hastily entered the cabaret,
anxiety and apprehension in their
hearts.
. The interior of the cabaret pre-
sented a remarkable study in sus-
pended animation.

A bare moment before, all had
been sound and movement—laughter,
gay voices, the throbbing wail of
the saxophone had vibrated the
atmosphere. But now in that dread,
ominous silence a butterfly could
have been heard to rustle its wings.

The orchestra had broken off in a
hideous crash of discord. The half-
dozen Negro musicians sat mute and
fearful, as though carved of ebony.

Men and women in evening dress
sat speechless at the tables, their
faces white and drawn.

Sprawled face downward in the
center of the dance floor was the
figure of a man in evening dress.
His arms were outflung and one leg
was twisted grotesqueiy ‘over the
other.

He did not move.

HE headwaiter’s voice rang

through the room. “No one is to
leave, please. Keep your seats,
ladies and gentlemen.”

A woman shrieked, then fainted.
A pale-faced drunkard, sobered by
this sudden turn of events, lifted a
tumbler of whiskey to his ashen lips
and drank deep.

It was upon this tableau of drama
that Van and Havens entered the
room. Behind them came a stolid
patrolman whom the commissionaire
had brought back with him. At his
side stood Margo, explaining excit-
edly what had happened.

“There,” said the little Italian.
“There! There was no sound, yet
he fell, shot through the back. He
was crossing the floor when, pouf!
down he went.”

The patrolman took .a little book
and a pencil from his pocket and
began asking routine questions,
pending the arrival of his superiors
from headquarters. A

Dick Van Loan stared at the fall-
en body of the man on the floor.
The figure lay face downwards, and
there was a bullet hole through his
dinner coat just. below tbe shouider
blade. It was undoubtedly a case
of murder. The wound could not
have possibly been self-inflicted.

“I don’t know who it is,” blab-
bered Margo to the policeman. “He
is a stranger. I never saw him be- -
fore.” '

The policeman grunted and knelt
at the side of the prostrate figure.
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hind him he heard the policemen’s
expressions of surprise as they
found the unconscious figure of the
chef in the kitchen.

His hand touched a door knob.
He turned it, and passed through
to find himself on a carpeted mez-
zanine that overlooked the dance
floor. The mezzanine was empty,
though some distance down it he
saw an open door.

Without making a sound he walked
down to that open door. Silently he
stood on the threshold of the room,
keeping his body well out of sight
as he peered through the crack of
light that was formed by the edge
of the unclosed portal and the wall.

A strange sight met his eyes.

YING on a couch at the far end

of the room was Winters. Blood

stained his coat and dripped crazily

down to the floor below. Around

him stood the disguised Havens, the

police commissioner and the inspec-
tor. Winters was talking.

“I want to make a clean breast of
it before I die,” he said. “The
Ace of Hearts who leads the gang
killed Rains. He impersonated the
Phantom. The Phantom is innocent.
That’s why I made a rendezvous to
meet him here tonight.”

The inspector scribbled some
hasty notes in his little book. Van’s
heart skipped a beat with sheer
happiness as he listened to this con-
fession. Havens’ face was a master-
piece of sheer bewilderment as he
stared at his dying secretary, the
man whom he had trusted.

Winters took a deep breath and
continued:

“I was the Six of Hearts. And I
can betray the Ace. I have the evi-
dence. I have the—"

He sank back exhausted. His face
was white, bloodless. Eagerly the
commissioner bent over him. He
took a flask from his pocket and

poured a drink ‘down the dying
man’s throat.

“Go on,” he said breathlessly.
“You have the evidence, Winters.
Where is it?”

The stricken man stared at him
with glazed eyes. His lips moved
slowly. He spoke like a man in a
trance.

“He couldn’t do that to me. I'll
betray him. He can’t have—"

He broke off his incoherent sen-
tence. His head dropped back like
a broken reed. A horrible gurgle
came from his throat. An awed
silence came over the room, as death
himself, unseen and intangible, en-
tered.

The commissioner straightened up
with a sigh.

“Tough,” he said. “A minute
longer and we’d have had the clue
which would have solved the Rains
murder and probably a number of
others.”

The inspector nodded.

“We certainly owe the Phantom
our apologies.”

The commissioner frowned.

“We sure do,” he said. “And now
with things left like this we need
him more than ever. I wish he
were here now.”

A soft, quiet voice spoke behind
him. :

“He is here now, Commissioner.”

HE commissioner inhaled sharply

and turned on his heel. Instinc
tively his hand dropped to his hip.
The inspector stared around with
dilated pupils.

Only Frank Havens remained
calm. He smiled faintly as he
moved his eyes to gaze at the figure
upon which the attention of the
others was focused.

For in the doorway of that room
stood the Phantom!

Van Loan, realizing that the dy-
ing man’s words completely absolved
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cupant of 408 without -disturbing
the other residents in the hotel.
Dick Van Loan was wide awake
on the instant; keen and alert, he
glided across the wall to the door.
Yet he took good care to stand to
one side of it as he spoke.
“Who’s there?’ he asked in a
voice drugged with sleepiness.
“The bell captain. I've an urgent
message for you, Mr. Winters.”
Van hesitated for a moment. De-
spite the genuine sound to the
speaker’s voice, the circumstances of
this early morning call had all the
earmarks of an unelaborate trap.

QWIFTLY he moved a chair over
toward the door. He climbed
upon it, and peered through the
transom into the hall. Below him
he saw the figure of a man dressed
in the uniform of a bellboy. In his
hand he was holding an envelope.

Van stepped down, and for an-
other instant hesitated. Perhaps
this was a bona fide message for
Winters—a message that would pro-
vide him with an important clue
in his pursuit of the Thirteen
Hearts. Still on his guard, he
flicked the light switch and unlocked
the door.

“Sorry to disturb you, sir,” said
the bellboy. “A man just left this
for you, said it was important that
it be delivered immediately.”

Van glanced down at the envelope.

It was addressed to Winters. He
ripped it open, and caught his
breath sharply as he examined its
contents. On a slip of paper were
scrawled the words:

Dead rats can’t squeal. We've
come for you.
The Thirteen.

Undérneath was stamped that
awesome symbol of death—a crim-
son death! '

Dick Van Loan raised his eyes
and found himself staring straight
into the yawning muzzle of a squat
.38.

He was trapped!

Despite all his precautions he had
been . bluffed by one of the oidest
tricks in the world.

“Put up your hands,” snapped the
pseudo bellboy, tightening his finger
suggestively on the trigger of his
revolver. “One word out of you,
Winters, and you die.”

There was.death in the man's
voice as he spoke, and his eyes glit-
tered cruelly as he regarded the
man whom he considered had been
a traitor to the gang. White with
mortification, Van raised his hands
slowly above his head, and stepped
backward into the center of the
room. He had been outmaneuvered.
His daring plan had recoiled upon
his own head. But that it had suc-
ceeded in its main object—that of
making contact with the Thirtesn,
was apparent in the next moment,

There was a stealthy step in the
corridor, and a tall black figure ap-
peared in the doorway. As Van
glanced at the newcomer he saw the
famiiiar insignia of the Ace of
Hearts imprinted on his sleeve.

The thin cruel lips moved beneath
his mask. He spoke in a threaten-
ing, rasping tone.

“Well, traitor. We meet again.
You know the penalty for attempt-
ing to betray the Thirteen.”

AN looked into those dark merci-

less eyes and experienced a sen-
sation of repulsion, as if he was
gazing at some evil, horrible thing.
He almost forgot the part he was
playing as he stared at this sinister
face.

Here, he realized, was criminal
abnormality at its lowest and most
debased type. A man utterly with-
out mercy, without morals, without
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any humanitarian instinet. A Kkiller,
as cold-blooded, as cruel, as veno-
mous as a preying tarantula.

The Ace spoke again.

“I'm not killing you now, Win-
ters,” he said, “because I want some
information from you before you
die.”

Van found his own voice. He
spoke in an excellent imitation of
Winters’ own tone.

“Do you think I'm fool enough
to tell you anything when I know
yowll kill me as soon as I give
you the information you want?”

HE dark figure laughed a hor-

rible laugh.

“Since you ask me,” he said mock-
ingly, “I think you will. You seem
to forget the tricks of Foo Chang.”

Van said nothing. Never hav-
ing heard of either Foo Chang or
his sinister tricks, he had not the
slightest idea of what the man was
talking about. However, he real-
ized quickly enough that the Ace
would hesitate at nothing to force
information from this man whom
he believed was a traitor to his mur-
derous organization.

“Yes,” continued the Ace. “Be-
fore you die, Winters, you’ll tell me
where those papers are.”

Van decided to gamble on a pro-
digious bluff. Of course, he had no
more idea where the papers were
than he had of what they were; still,
he tried a shot in the dark.

“Those papers,” he said calmly,
“are now at Police Headquarters.”

The Ace laughed again.

“Don’t try to bluff me,” he said
menacingly. -“You know damned
well that if you had given those
documents to the police, you wouldn’t
be here now. You'd be in a cell.
Well, we've wasted enough time in
conversation. We’ll finish this lit-
tle chat at our own headquarters.
All right. Bring him out.”

He shot the last three words at
his henchmen, who had remained si-
lent during this colloquy. Now, the
man with the gun stepped forward
and prodded the muzzle of his
weapon into Van’s breast.

“Come on,” he growled.
get started.” :

For a second Van glanced down
at the unwavering muzzle which
aimed at his heart. He realized
full well that if he once was cap-
tured, if once he was taken to the
headquarters of the Thirteen, a sav-
age, tortured fate would be his.

In that instant he resolved to
gamble on a single turn of the dice.

He gathered his legs beneath him
and flung himself desperately to one
side, grabbing for the revolver
which he had left at the end of the
bed upon opening the door. The
rug slipped beneath his feet and he
crashed to the floor. Even as he
did so, a bullet crashed over his
head and left a smear of gray lead
on the iron bedpost.

He rolled over, his outstretched
hand groping for the butt of his
weapon, expecting every moment to
feel searing hot steel rip through
his flesh.

“Let’s

GAIN the room echoed with stac-
cato reverberation. Again he
heard lead scream over his head
with a whining hum like a banshee’s
wail.

And now his hand closed about
the butt of his own automatic. He
did not pause to aim at either the
Ace of Hearts or his henchman. In-
stead he swung the muzzle of the re-
volver toward the single light which
blazed from the center of the ceil-
ing. He pressed the trigger once.
A thin tinkle of shattered glass min-
gled with the roar of the guns.

In the darkness he came to his
feet. He rushed toward the door.
In the confusion, the other’s gun
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screeching piece of lead rattled
through the glass. Yet the roadster
kept on, gallantly, fearlessly.

Then of a sudden his headlights
revealed something black and bulky
2head, lying across the road. It was
a car pulled sideways to block the
way.

This, then, was where the Ace had
posted his allies in order to cut off
any attempt at escape by the gang’s
victim!

Van sensed the impending crash,
yet he dared not hesitate. To do
that wae to invite certain capture
by the car behind, and as long as
there was a desperate fighting chance
Richard Curtis Van Lcan was not
of the ilk that quits.

IKE a flash he jerked at the
i 4 steering wheel, and with a ter-
rific wrench, forced the plunging
roadster round in a sharp sweep.
The car canted violently, the loose
road surface flying up from beneath
its tortured tires, as cool and in-
trepid Van drove the bounding Jug-
gernaut directly into a ditch.

With a thud the wheels leaped
into the gully, and the chassis
jumped bodily as it waitzed crazily
through the little trench at the side
of the highway. For a second it
skidded violently on the wet grass,
and for a moment Van thought he
had lost control of the reeling ve-
hicle, but then, after a snorting
piunge, the tires held firmly once
again on rough ground.

For an instant the car rolled like
a fishing smack in a storm at sea,
careening crazily like a Ferris
Wheel gone suddenly mad.

But with a sickening lurch she
righted herself, and swung clear of
the ditch to gain the road again.
Behind her the bullets of the evil
Thirteen spat venomously through
the air, as if cursing the escape of
their quarry.

Now as he raced down the road,
the headlights in the mirror became
dimmer. Apparently the Ace’s car
had stopped to parley with the other.
Van breathed a sigh of relief, lifted
his foot slightly from the accelerator
and slackened speed.

He had gone a mile or so at the
relatively easy speed of forty miles
an hour when suddenly there flared
again in his mirror the blazing
white headlights of a car in the
rear. Apparently the Ace had rallied
his men once more and was charging
down to take the traitor.

It was also evident that the car

which had been used as the barrier
was capable of more speed than the
one which the Ace had used when
he had started.
" Again Van's foot jammed down
on the accelerator, as he realized
the recurrence of the peril in his
wake. Trees and telegraph posts
whirled by him in flashing align-
ment, as the roadster roared downm
the highway.

E could tell by those ever enlarg-

ing lights in the mirror that the
car behind was slowly creeping up
upon him despite the fact that he
was coaxing a couple of miles more
per hour than had ever Dbeen built
into the roadster’s engine.

Ahead of him a strange glow
gleamed in the sky, as the twinkling
lights of New York cast their my-
riad reflections into the heavens.
There lay safety. If he could once
enter the city limits, he could easily
evade his pursuers. Yet in each
mile that he traveled the car behind
gained fifty yards.

Twice he mnarrowly averted a
smash-up as another car sped out of
a crossroads. Then of a sudden a
legato roaring at his side took his
attention. He glanced sideways
sharply to see a pounding motor-
cycle at the side of his car, Its
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rider waved him over to the curb
with a familiar imperious air.

For a moment Van hesitated.
True, perhaps this man was a
policeman, but on the other hand it
might well be one of the Ace’s men
who was trying to stop him by a
ruse. He gestured to the man,
thinking that if he was a genuine
officer he would show his badge.

The motorcycle rider’s hand went
to his pocket but instead of drawing
forth the shield of authority, he
pulled out a heavy revolver.

That was enough for Van. He
gave the car all the gas she could
take. She jerked ahead. Then ob-
ligato against the sound of his en-
gine there sounded three crashing
reports. Flame and steel hurled
themselves forth from the muzzle
of the cyclist’s revolver.

HEN came another explosion, an

octave lower than the other
three. Van’s tire went flat with an
ominous hissing sound. The road-
ster swerved violently to one side.
Van took his foot from the gas and
jammed down the brake. With a
protesting screech, and an arid
stench of burnt brake bands, the
car came to a jerky halt.

He sprang from the car, his own
revolver in his hand, prepared to
deal mercilessly with the man on the
motorcycle. Then as his feet hit
the ground he was blinded by a pair
of glaring headlights which came
around a bend in the road.

The flashing illumination in his
eyes caused him to lose sight of the
motorcycle. His ears heard the
grinding of brakes, the tearing of
tires as the other car came to a halt.
Then he heard the familiar voice
of the Ace of Hearts shouting to his
cohorts:

“Take him alive!”’

Van set his teeth, his lips were a
thin grim line as he resolved that

if he must be taken by the Thir-
teen, it most certainly would not be
alive.

He put his back up against the
body of the roadster, in order to
render ineffective an attack from
the rear, and held his gun firmly
before him.

Though halted, the headlights of
the other car still shone brilliantly
in his eyes. He heard the crunch
of many feet on the road at his
side. Swiftly he aimed his gun and
pressed the trigger.

He heard an alarmed shout and
a scream of pain. He held his fire
again for a moment and waited. Of
course, he realized that with that
gleaming halo of light flung about
him he made a perfect target for
the enemy. But he depended on the
fact that the Ace of Hearts wanted
some information from the man he
believed was Winters, ere he dared
deliver the death stroke.

No shot was returned to him from
the darkness. Then as he stood
there, tense and alert, he was
abruptly aware of a clicking, me-
tallic noise behind him.

E swerved around swiftly, real-

izing that someone was ap-
proaching from the rear, through
the other door of the roadster. His
gun came up. From the corner of
his eyes he saw a dark object scram-
bling over the car’s seat. His finger
tensed upon the trigger.

But that shot was never fired. He
was an infinitesimal fraction of a
second too late. '

Something swung viciously through
the air and struck him hard at the
base of the skull. He felt his senses
reeling. Rough hands seized his
throat. He was flung savagely to
the ground. That was his last con-
scious knowledge. An enveloping
blackness fell about his eyes and his
brain was numb.
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When he touched the object it
stirred slightly in an inanimate way.
When he let it go it fell back with
a slight clink. Still more puzzled
he stretched his arm out until his
hand touched the floor a yard away
from where he knelt.

The surface which his finger tips
encountered was hard and rough,
undoubtedly concrete, yet the thing
on whicl. he was kneeling had the
unmistakable feel of wooden plank-
ing.

Again his hands felt the floor
carefully. Now they met with a
clearly defined ridge in the floor
running in rectangular form about
him. It formed the perimeter of
the wooden space upon which he
knelt. Then it flashed to him, This
must be a trap door! The small
metallic object was a lifting ring.

He hunted for the ring once more;
but as he found it a sudden sound
made him pause. Something un-
geen went scudding past him in the
darkness. It passed so close that
he could almost feel the air disturb-
ance caused by its movement.

For a moment he remained para-
lyzed with a tense alertness, then
as a shrill squeak came to his ears
he recognized the motion for what
it was, that of a scurrying rat who
made its home in this dark fetid
dungeon. '

Finding the ring again, he tugged
on it with all his strength. The
boards creaked but did not move.
Again and again he tried it. His
fingers ached as the metal of the
ring cut cruelly into his flesh.

Then desisting for a moment he
ran his nails around the perimeter
of the square door, and dug the dirt
of years from the crevice. His
fingers were black with dirt, as he
returned to his task of tugging the
door loose from its frame.

Then, of a sudden it gave.
trap moved half an inch.

The
Hope

surged into his heart, and he took
a deep breath preparatory to sume-
moning up his last ounce of power
to jerk the door from its moorings
on a desperate chance at freedom.

Then suddenly he dropped the
ring and sprang to his feet. The
sound of footsteps on the other side
of the door came to his ears. He
stared in the direction of that door
and waited. :

The lock turned raspingly, and an
oblong of light precipitated itself
into his cell as the door of the dun-
geon was flung open. Van stood
staring into the snapping eyes of
the Ace of Hearts!

HE criminal stood upon the

threshold. In his left hand was a
flashlight which shattered the gloom
of the prison and in his right was a
snub-nosed automatic which drew
an unerring bead directly on his
prisoner’s heart.

For a long moment the pair of
them stood there staring steadily at
each other. The blackmailer’s lips
were distorted into a malevolent
smile. The man whom he thought
was Winters returned his gaze.

The Ace of Hearts walked for-
ward.

“So,” he said, “you’ve come out
of it. All right. Now you can talk,
You made an appointment tonight
with the Phantom, didn’t you? You
intended to turn over those papers
you stole from us. All right, you
didn’t have those papers with you
when we found you. You didn’t give
them to the cops or they would have
made a pinch. Now, where are
they ?”

Van’s eyes narrowed.

“I don’t know,” he said truthfully
enough.

Something flared in the other’s
eyes, something evil and wicked,
something which hinted definitely of
death.
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“You can save yourself a lot of
trouble,” he said ominously, “if you
talk now.”

Van shrugged.

OU’VE already said you’re going
;4 to kill me after I talk,” he said
coolly. “What percentage is there
in my talking at all?”

Again the other grinned horribly.

“You forget Foo Chang,” he said.
“If you talk now you at least get
the mercy of a bullet. If not—"

He left the sentence unfinished,
apparently secure in the knowledge
that his victim was familiar enough
with the Chinaman’s methods to
make delineation unnecessary.

Van thought swiftly. It seemed
to him that the only possible way
out of this spot was to convince the
other that he had already told his
story to the police, that he had al-
ready given them the papers; and
somechow to concoct a story that
would dispose of the other’s argu-
ment, that had he done so he would
have been at once arrested.

“Anyway,” he said, ‘“you’re too
late. The police know everything.
As a matter of fact, I'm surprised
they haven’t come here yet.”

His heart bounded as he saw a
flicker of apprehension come to the
other’s eyes.

“You're lying,” snapped the
masked figure. “You're trying to
run a bluft.”

Before Van could reply, he

stepped back into the hall without
and lifted his voice.

“Foo Chang!” he called loudly.

There was a slither of slippered
feet in the hall, then behind the Ace
there appeared another figure. It
was that of a huge Chinaman whose
eyes glinted with evil pleasure as he
regarded his victim. In his claw-
like talonous hands he held a thin
piece of hemp. Van saw it, and re-
pulsion came to his heart as he rec-

ognized for what purpose it was to
be used.

Before this he had seen strong,
courageous men wilt beneath the
torture of that rope. When it was
affixed about a man’s forehead, and
tightened by an inserted piece of
wood used as a lever, the torture
that this innocent appearing device
was capable of was beyond all hu-
man imaginings.

“Now,” said the Ace, catching his
eyes again, “will you talk?”

Van was aware of a sensation of
grim despair enveloping him. How
could he talk when he had not the
slightest vestige of the knowledge
that his captor wanted from him?
And to tell the truth, to admit that
he was not Winters, but the Phan-
tom, himself, was to invite a death
as sure, as certain, as if he kept his
mouth shut.

He remained standing there im-
mobile and silent.

An incredulous sneer crossed the
masked man’s full, cruel lips,

“You have either forgotten the
methods of Foo Chang,” he said
slowly, “or you have learned cour-
age, Winters. Well, we shall sece
which.”

E shrugged and shot a sidelong
glance at the Chinaman.
“All right,” he said. “Go to it.”
The Chinaman grinned and nodded
mutely. He took a step forward
and entered the cell, fiendish and
pleasureable anticipation stamped
indelibly upon his repulsive fea-
tures. Dangling the hemp in his
talons, he advanced toward Van.
“You come here,” he purred slowly.
Van glared defiance at him. If
he must die, better far to fall a vic-
tim to the weapon in the Ace’s hand
than the slow torture of the Chinese.
“Come and get me,” he chal-
lenged.
His eyes narrowed as he saw the
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hind him threatening with his re-
volver.

“Lay off,” cried the Ace of
Hearts. “Let him alone or I'll plug
you!”

Then the vengeance of the yellow
man upon the white who had humil-
iated him, who had evaded and
struck him was not to be denied.
Again he sprang toward his victim,
and Van was ready for him.

He had a fair shot at the saliva
covered yellow jaw before him. His
right moved like a steel piston. It
did not move far, but it carried all
Dick Van Loan’s weight and strength
behind it. The Chinaman catapulted
across the room as if thrown there
by dynamite.

HE knife fell from his nerveless
hand and clattered impotently
down upon the concrete floor. His
eyes were glazed and his knees bent
slowly -like pliable steel. Then with
a faint groan he crumpled and fell.
For a moment the Ace of Hearts
switched the gleaming bulb of his
flashlight away from Van, played it
on the fallen yellow body of his ally,
to learn how badly injured the
Chinaman was.

For a single instant Van was con-
cealed in a friendly shadow, and he
took full advantage of that instant,

He bent down low over the trap
door. He seized the metal ring in
his hand. He flung it open. He had
not the slightest idea where it led,
but the knowledge that it turned
away from this black hole was
enough for him.

At his feet a hole blacker than
the blackness of his cell gaped omi-
nously. Then at precisely the same
moment that the Ace switched his
flashlight back, he plunged through
the yawning hole at his feet.

His enemy’s yell of alarm, and his
enemy’s gun sounded simultaneously.
The Ace’s ery was lost in the jar-

ring reverberation of the autoamatic.
Flame seared the darkmess of the
room, crooked, jagged flame that
conjured up the hell to which it
would send its victims.

Two lead slugs crashed deafen-
ingly into the wall beyond. And
Richard Curtis Van Loan dropped
like a plummet through space as
black, as uncharted as the pit it-
self.

CHAPTER XVI

A CLEVER PLAN

E landed on something hard

but mobile, something which

slipped beneath his feet and
gave him no foothold. Then he fell.
His hands, coming in contact with
the substance upon which he was
standing, showed it to be coal. He
was in the basement of the house.

He scrambled down to the bot-
tom of the pile, just as the flash-
light from above penetrated the
darkness of the cellar. Another
shot rang out and the bullet rico-
cheted off the concrete floor. Van~
wasted no time in looking behind.

Before him he saw a door. Like
a flying beast he raced through it.
Beyond was a short flight of steps
which led to the upper floor. Up
the steps he charged blindly, trust-
ing to luck to show him an exit
from this house of death.

He reached the next floor with-
out seeing anyone. Then from
somewhere he heard a voice cry out:

“Winters has escaped to the cellar.
Everybody after him.”

He heard the pounding of a num-
ber of feet from above and behind.
He realized that te remain in that
corridor was suicide. He advanced
a pace forward. At his left was a
door leading off the hall. Without
hesitation he opened it, slammed it
behind him and stood breathless in
a small room.

A high-pitched gasp sounded in
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his ears. He turned swiftly and
stared wide-eyed. The slim figure
of a girl stood in the center of the
room. She gazed at him strangely.
The perfume that he had smelled in
his cell came strongly to his nostrils
now; and now, when it no longer
mattered, he placed it.
It was the Queen of Hearts!

OR a long moment they stared at

each other. Van, knowing full
well that this girl was as relentless
and merciless as the men with whom
she cast her lot, expected little con-
sideration at her hands.

At any moment he realized she
would give the alarm. One shout
from her would bring the whole
mob charging in here after their
quarry. Yet she did not make an
outcry. Her eyes were fixed upon
his face. They were vaguely moist
as if she had been crying. Her
firm~ little chin quivered slightly.
Then her mouth opened as if she
were about to speak.

Van, unarmed, realized the futil-
ity of attempting to still the girl.
He stood there, his back against the
door, resigned to his fate, ready
once again to be delivered into the
hands of the gang. Then the girl
advanced a step toward him and
Dick Van Loan received the surprise
of his checkered career.

She flung her arms about his
neck. Tears streamed unashamed
down her cheeks. Her lips moved
close to his ear.

“Oh, George,” she whispered,
“can’t we get out of this trouble
some way? 1 feel as if it’s all my
fault. Please forgive me.”

Van fought down his surprise as
his mind grappled with this strange
turn of events. He decided to let
the girl do all the talking for the
time being. He had a great deal to
learn about this situation. She con-
tinued :

“I understand that you did it all
for my sake, George. But you
didn’t have to steal the records.
You didn’t have to go to the Phan-
tom. We could have run away to-
gether. Then he couldn't have
found us. But now—"

Slowly the truth filtered into
Van’s brain. In the febrile excite-
ment of the past ten hours he had
completely forgotten the identity
which he was simulating. He had
overlooked the fact that outwardly
he wore the appearance of Winters.

Now it became apparent that this
girl cared a great deal for Havens’
dead secretary. And as she babbled
on of him, Van came to realize that
probably the Ace had made ad-
vances to the girl which Winters
resented, and because of that the
perfidious secretary had decided to
betray the gang to the Phantom.

Outside he could still hear the
footsteps of the searchers. Some-
one said: '

“He must still be in the basement.
He wouldn’t dare come upstairs.”

There was a low rumble of voices
and footsteps died away again.

Van’s heart now was stimulated
by new hope. With the girl believ-
ing he was Winters, with her will-
ing and ready to aid the man whom
she loved, there was still a last des-
perate chance remaining to him.
He put his arm around her and
spoke softly.

“But what can we do?’ he asked.

HE looked up at him.
“Did you really see the po-

lice?”

He thought swiftly, then said:

“Yes. They let me go on the
promise that I’d get them the papers
in the morning. I refused to tell
them where they were unless they
released me.”

She thought for a long moment,
then her eyes lit up.
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his fearful master, the Ace of
Hearts.

~ Then again, there was the girl.
No matter what her motive had
been, no matter if she did believe
that she was aiding the man she
loved, the fact remained that it was
solely due to her efforts that Van
had been given this single chance
of his life. He could not send her
to her death.

The Ace had said that she would
die if anything went wrong. Well,
it seemed that the only answer to
the whole problem was for Van to
make his move so swiftly, so un-
expectedly, that the police could raid
the house from which he had just

come.

UT the Ace had perhaps antici-

pated this very thing. And it
had been for that reason that Van
had been blindfolded before he left
the house.

There was but one way to over-
come that difficulty, and that was to
seize the Nine of Hearts, capture
- the supposed lawyer and make him
talk.

But suppose he did not talk?

Van shrugged his shoulders, and
wondered if he really had gained
anything by managing to leave the
house, by actually achieving entrance
into the one building in the whole
city where he should be absolutely
safe.

As they stepped from the elevator
he grinned at the bitter irony of it
all. Here he was about to enter the
office of the commissioner of police,
to meet the district attorney, yet all
the while he sat there beneath the
very eyes of the men who were
sworn to uphold the law, a ferrible
death hovered over his head.

_The office to which they were led
was on the fourth floor of the
building. Its big windows, which
completely replaced the wall on the

street side, afforded a lucid view
of the avenue below. As they en-
tered the office, Van shot a swift
glance through the glass panes. At
the curb he saw the three limou-
sines parked, motionless, quiet,
awaiting whatever signal it was that
his companion had been warned to
give in case anything untoward hap-
pened.

The commissioner frowned as they
entered. He nodded to them both.
The district attorney raised his eye-
brows when he saw the man with
the lawyer.

The two newcomers seated them-
selves at the commissioner’s ges-
tured invitation. .

“Well,” said the police official, “it
was a rather strange request you
made over the phone, Mr. Downes,
and now that I see whom you’ve
brought with you it's even more
strange.”

‘He glanced swiftly at Van, a
swift shrewdness in his eyes.

“Of course,” he went on, “I had
no idea what it was that you
wanted to see me about. But now
that you’ve brought Mr. Winters
with you—"

He gestured and broke off, He
had accented the name ever so
slightly, and he glanced again at
Van. The latter, after making sure
his guard’s eyes were not upon him,
winked broadly at the commissioner,
then he lowered his gaze and stared
significantly at the man’s right-hand
which still remained in his coat
pocket, firm upon the butt of the
weapon which still held Van in sub-
jection.

OTH officials caught the glance.
The district attorney said softly:
“And what is it, Mr. Downes?”
Mr. Downes, as he called himself,
cleared his throat. '
“This man is my client,” he bes
gan. “That is, his family retains
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nose quivered sensitively, then his
heart stood still.
It was gas! Mustard gas!

CHAPTER XVIII
DEATH WALKS BY

OR a moment Van stopped
dead on the stairs. Again
when he had considered that
he had trapped the blackmailing
gang beyond all escape, the re-
sourcefulness of their diabolically
cunning leader had checkmated him.

He realized now that the Ace of
Hearts had taken little chances with
the treachery of the man he thought
was the renegade, Winters. No,
before they had come here to police
headquarters, the signal had been
agreed upon.

It had been prearranged that in
the event of any double-cross that
whistle blast of the bogus lawyer’'s
would tip off the gang waiting be-
low. And when that tip came, they
were ready. Ready with their
lethal deadly gas to invade even as
redoubtable a stronghold as the po-
lice station itself,

And now they had come.

Again and stronger the deadly
fumes bit into Van’s nostrils. He
had recognized the odor for what it
was. This was no mild tear gas,
that merely reduced its victim to
innoctuous though painful suffering.
This was mustard gas!

And Dick Van Loan had seen its
effects more than once on the battle-
scarred fields of France. He turned
to the commissioner who stood be-
hind him.

“Gas masks,” he shouted. “You
must have some here. Where are
they ?”’

“Downstairs. On the second floor.
Quick! Let's try to get them out.”

Together they raced down the
stairs into the yellow cloud that was

slowly filtering its way up. Van held
his breath until it seemed that his
very lungs must burst.

As they went they passed pros-
trate forms in blue uniforms, police-
men who had succumbed to the
deadly fumes. Suddenly the com-
missioner clutched Van’s arm and
pointed.

“The masks are in there,” he
gasped. ‘“You—get—them. I can’t
go—on.”

He gripped the banister of the
staircase to prevent himself from
falling. Van leaped the last three
steps and fled toward the door which
the police chief had indicated.

His hand was on the knob. He
was, about to enter, when he heard
a footstep behind him and a rough-
hand sptin him about.

He found himself gazing into the
unwavering muzzle of a colt. The
man who held it resembled some
gigantic ogre of a fairy tale.

A gas mask covered his face, and
from behind the brown goggles two
viefdus, threatening eyes bored into
the Phantom’s. A gesture of the
gun barrel made the man’s meaning
clear enough. Van stepped back
from the door. The colt prodded
him in the back. Docilely he
marched before his captor.

E dared not breathe. Dimly as

if through a psychic screen he
saw indistinct forms about him
crumpling to the ground beneath
the savage attack of the lethal mist.
Within his breast was a leaden
sensation of utter and complete de-

spair. Once more he had been
balked by the Ace of Hearts. The
man could not be stopped! He left

nothing to chance. Now Van could
see it plainly enough.

The Ace had decided that if
through some unforeseen circum-
stance there was a slip-up, he was
determined to get Winters out of
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the clutches of the police before he
could reveal the hiding place of the
papers which he prized so highly.

And he had gucceeded.

Mad as the scheme may have
sounded, ridiculous as it appeared,
to dare invade police headquarters
when the whole force was combing
the country for the blackmail ring,
the Ace of Hearts had done it—done
it as ruthlessly, as boldly, as suc-
cessfully as he had done everything
else to which he had turned his evil
bloody hand.

It seemed to Van that his lungs
were bursting.

For a full three minutes now he
had held his breath, Before his very
eyes men were dying, falling stricken
by the strangling atmosphere about
them.

IS flesh felt as if live coals were
upon it, as the gas created red
and ugly blotches upon it. Behind
him the gun still prodded him in the
back as he slowly made his way
down the stairs toward the door,
toward the clean fresh air of an
outer world.

He never quite knew how he got
into the limousine. All about him
the universe was hazy, indefinite.
His skin pained him horribly and
cruel red blotches appeared upon his
hands and face.

A Dbitter burning pain seared his
lungs. Careful as he had been the
insidious poison had seeped slightly
into his nostrils, down into his very
being.

He was aware of a sudden jolt as
the car in which he was lying gave
an abrupt jerk and shot ahead. He
was also aware of a bitter vindic-
tive voice saying: “I'll make him
talk this time if we tear him apart
limb from limb!”

Someone laughed shortly in an-
swer, and said: ‘“You're too good
to them. If you’d made that gas

full strength, you’d have killed half
the police department.”

The Ace of Hearts grunted.

“It’s not necessary,” he replied.
“We have nothing to fear from
them. If we can beat them with
our wits, we don’t have to kill. But
as for this—"

He jerked a thumb toward Van
and finished the sentence in a vol-
ley of profanity.

Dick Van Loan reclined against
the cushions in the rear of the car
more dead than alive. The gas, it
seemed, had stultified his mind as
well as his body. For the time being
he was rendered incapable of
thought.

A vague relief came over him and
assuaged some of his remorse as he
realized from the conversation that
the gas attack had not accomplished
the wholesale slaughter which he
had at first believed it would result
in.

But despite that he was under no
delusions as to the treatment which
would be accorded him this time
when the Ace of Hearts proceeded
to make this traitor talk. Now, to
his crimes he had added a second
betrayal. And as a guerdon for
this, death awaited him. :

Death in itself he did not fear.
He had felt the Reaper’s fetid
breath hot upon his neck before this.
But he realized full well that of all
the dooms he had ever faced, this
one might well be the most brutal,
a slow tortured death, administered
by the ruthless, the savage, the in-
human Ace of Hearts.

HEN he regained enough of his
senses to orient himself, he
found he was in a large room. It
did not look familiar to him, though
he had seen the figures about him
before.
The whole membership of the
Thirteen had gathered to watch him
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die. Eleven masked men stood be-
fore him. In their center was the
tall dominating figure of the Ace of
Hearts himself. At his side, trem-
ulous and with a pitiful pleading
quality in her voice, stood the Queen
of Hearts.

“But there must have been some
mistake,” she was saying in a weak
voice pregnant with suffering. “I'm
sure he wouldn’t double-cross you.
He had everything to live for after
you promised you’d let us alone. He
had nothing to fear from you. He
couldn’t have done it, I tell you. He
couldn’t!”

HE concluded her desperate ap-

peal in a frenzied shriek. Her eyes
were agates of horror, as she made
her appeal for the life of the man
she thought was George Winters,
the man whom she loved, for whom
she was willing to risk everything,
even the mighty wrath of the Ace
of Hearts.

Roughly, brutally, he thrust her
aside. His voice was harsh and for-
bidding.

“He’s guilty. There was no mis-
take. He overcame the Nine and
talked to the police. For that he
shall die. But first he shall give me
those documents. Foo Chang shell
flay him alive, shall perpetrate on
him every single torture which his
foul mind is capable of concocting.”

Van leaned back in the chair in
which he sat and blinked his eyes.
Now, for the first time since he had
left the police station, he was func-
tioning normally. The effects of the
gaseous fumes had gone now, and
save for a throbbing headache, and
a weary lassitude of his muscles,
he was none the worse for his hide-
ous experience.

Now his mind worked rapidly. He
saw clearly enough that unless im-
mediate steps were taken his death
was a matter of moments. He re-

solved that if Foo Chang came with
his tortures,  he, Van, would make a
speedy end of things.

He would throw hijmself unarmed
upon the Ace. .

That would compel his swift death.
He would fight them tooth and nail
until the life had been beaten from
his body. That at least, was prefer-
able to the Oriental’s searing tor-
tures.

The Ace of Hearts turned to his
men.

“Get the Chinaman,” he ordered.
“The rest of you bind him. Bind
him tightly so that Foo Chang may
work more easily.”

ClNo !"

It was a monosyllabic scream and
it came from the white lips of the
girl. She seized the arm of the
masked man who wore the insidious
insignia of the Ace of Hearts upon
his sleeve.

“No,” she said again.
Listen to me!”

The man looked down at her and
that which was in his eyes was not
a pleasant thing to behold.

“Look,” she said. ‘“Let me speak
to him alone. I can make him re-
veal the hiding place of that which
you want. Then if you must—"’ She
paused for a moment as a sob
threatened to shatter the words in
her throat. “Then if you must, kill
him. But for God’s sake don’t let
that Chinese devil manhandle him.”

“He’s earned Foo Chang's atten-
tion,” said the Ace of Hearts, his
voice surging with a terrible hatred.
“He deserves exactly what he’s going
to get.” '

“Wait.

ON'T,” she pleaded. “If he tells
you where those papers are,
that’s all you want to know. Kill
him, but don’t torture him. Please,
please do this for me.”
She laid a slim hand on his arm
and her eyes were wet with tears.
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He regarded her steadily for a
moment.

She met his gaze with courage.

“Very well,” said the Ace of
Hearts. “I shall give you three
minutes alone with him. That is
all. When I return you shall tell
me where those papers are. Then
I shall kill him. Do you under-
stand?”

“I understand,” she said dully.

The masked man turned, made a
sign to his cohorts. Silently they
followed him from the room.

The door slammed behind them
and Van was alone with the girl.
She crossed the room and regarded
him with eyes that mixed the emo-
tions of love and bitterness. For a
moment she looked at him, and then
she spoke.

“You shouldn’t have done it,
George. 1 would never have gone
to him, no matter what influence he
brought to bear. You should have
trusted me.”

AN said nothing for the obvious
reason that there seemed to be
nothing to say.

She went on hastily:

“I prepared for this while they
were gone. Now, listen to me.
We've only got three minutes. In
that closet over there, I've a ladder
hidden. You can prop it up against
‘the wall, smash the skylight and es-
cape that way. But hurry!”’

Her last admonition was war-
ranted. Completely stunned with
amazement at the turn events had
so swiftly and suddenly taken, Van

sat still and stupefied in his chair.

In a single instant he had been
given a chance for his life. This
girl, whatever her faults may have
been, was proving loyal to the man
she loved. She seized him by the
shoulder. ‘

“Hurry!” she said again.

But he did not move. Even though

his life was at stake he was not pre-
pared to let this girl sacrifice her

life in order to save his. He shook
his head slowly.
“What about you?’ he asked.

“They’ll kill you if you let me go.”

She smiled a smile pregnant with
wisdom beyond her years.

“No,” she said. “He won’t kill
me. He—he likes me too much.”

She snatched up a revolver from
the table and pointed it at him.

“You fool, will you go?”’

Van rose to his feet. If he could
escape and bring help at once there
was little chance that the Ace would
harm the girl. Perhaps she was
right, he liked her far too much
to injure her, no matter what she
did to his plans.

“All right,” he
“Where’s the ladder?”

She led the way across the room
to a closet. Between them they
dragged out the ladder and placed it
up against the wall. As he stood
on the bottom rung she handed him
the revolver.

‘“Here, take this, you may need
it.”

He took it and thrust it in his
pocket. Hastily he mounted the
rungs. The girl, pale and anxious,
steadied the ladder from below. As
he reached the top he swung back
the hand which held the revolver.
It swung through space and struck
the glass with a shattering blow.

said hastily.

AIR rushed in through the gaping
hole. Glass fell upon the floor.
An errant fragment cut deep into
his cheek and blood ran crazily down
his chin.

“Good-by,” she whispered.

“Good-by,” he said, and there was
an infinite gratitude in his tone. He
resolved at that moment to see that
no matter what happened to the
gang to make it his business to be
sure that the girl received special
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“Who received this?” he asked.

“Ward Rochamber,” said Havens.
“He communicated with me imme-
diately. Said he dared not tell the
police. He dared not defy the
gang. He said that if I could pre-
vail on the Phantom to guarantee
him protection he would not pay
the money. But if you refused to help
him he would pay rather than rely on
the law to protect him.”

Van’s brow corrugated into a
frown.

“Rochamber?” he repeated slow-
ly. “Who is he?”

Havens shrugged.
replied, “I don’t know. I never
heard of him until tonight. I ex-
pect that he’s merely a wealthy man
worthy of the attention of the gang.
. They seem to investigate their vic-
tims pretty thoroughly in a finan-
cial way before they send in their
billet doux.”

“Frankly,” he

PECULIAR

Van’s eyes.
in his mind.
" %“So you never heard of him,” he
repeated slowly. “Now, you have
a pretty wide acquaintance with
wealthy and prominent people,
Frank. Are you sure you’ve never
heard of this Ward Rochamber?”

Havens shook his head.

“Positive,” he said emphatically.
“I racked my brain when I got the
message. I haven’t the slightest idea
who he is.” :

Abruptly Van changed the sub-
ject. To a casual observer it would
have seemed that he was no longer
interested in the identity of the lat-
est quarry of the Thirteen Hearts.
However, from the faraway expres-
sion in his eyes, Havens knew that
the keen brain of the Phantom at
last had something tangible, some-
thing definite upon which to work.

‘“Have you discovered anything
about Winters?” he asked.

light came into
Something clicked

Havens thrust his hand into his
pocket.

“I searched his desk and belong-
ings pretty thoroughly, as you sug-
gested. But I found nothing other
than personal effects that mentioned
nothing about the gang. I brought
this along to show you, though, be-
cause it wasn’t quite clear to me
what it meant. Here.”

The publisher handed him a torn
card. It was an ordinary filing
card such as is used by thousands
of commercial firms. Van glanced
down at it. On the fragment of it
some writing was legible. He read
it aloud.

“From George Winters, received
five dollars, for—’ He paused for
a moment. The line ended there..
Below it were the words, ‘“For one
year.” »

His eyes grew more dreamy than
before. He sat down at his desk
again and inhaled deeply on his
pipe. Havens watched him intently.

“Well,” he said, “and what shall
I tell Rochamber? Will you help
him?” ~

Dick Van Loan looked up at him.
On his face was a faint smile of
triumph. In his eyes was a danc-
ing light.

“I certainly shall,” he said em-
phatically. “I think that perhaps
the Ace of Hearts has overplayed
his hand this time.”

Havens stared at him eagerly.

“You mean you've figured out
something? What is it?”

Van smiled.

I'LL let you know in due time,” he
said. “I’d rather keep it to my-
self until I'm sure I'm right.”

Havens shrugged.

“All right,” he said. “Then I'll run
along now and leave you to your mas-
terminding. Shall I tell Rochamber
you'll be there? He wants no one to
know if you are to be. He insists the
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police shall have no word of the
affair.”

“Tell him I'll be there,” said Van.
“And that the police shall know
nothing of it.”

“Good,” said Havens, his eyes
lighting up. “Well, good-night.”

He crossed the room.

“Oh, by the way,” Van called
after him, “will you hand me a
book from the bookcase there?”

Havens turned and smiled.

“] thought you were scheming
with yourself,” he observed. *“Are
you so sure of your plans that you
can read for the rest of the night?”

Van smiled quietly.

“'m not exactly reading for
pleasure,” he said. “The book I
want is that bound volume of in-
come tax reports that I got from the
Government.”

CHAPTER XX
THE KNIFE

TERRIFIC storm lashed sav-
agely at the New Jersey
coast. The Atlantic rose

furiously and crashed her foaming
breakers on the rocky cliffs with
tremendous force. The night was
black, ominous, and overhead the
sky was a deep sable cloak from
which no star cast its light, from
which no moon shed its silver beams
upon the earth.

Along a steep cliff there sud-
denly appeared a light which-
pierced the blackness for an in-
stant.

Then it was gone. On a narrow
road which fringed the rocky preci-
pice an automobile crawled along at
a snail's pace without lights. Its
tires crunched on the stone bed of
the road.

At its wheel sat a solitary figure,
a solitary figure who wore a black
silk mask, whose face was grim and
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expressionless as he continued his
hazardous journey.

At last the car stopped, stopped
at the entrance to a small rickety
wooden bridge. The bridge ran out
from the cliff into the darkness and
apparently disappeared somewhere
in infinity. However, the masked
figure who stepped from the car
knew that at the far end of that
swaying wooden structure there
stood an island, and on that island
was the residence of Rochamber,

OR tonight the Phantom was

keeping his rendezvous.

Swiftly he went about his work.
TFrom the car he took a small rocket
pistol. In its barrel he thrust a
small length of rope which in turn-
was attached to a thicker cable.
Then, calmly, with the pistol in his
hand, impervious to the lashing rain,
he sat on the running board of the
car and waited.

A few seconds later there came
from the east a jagged flash of
lightning ripping across the sky.
Timing his movement exactly with
the flash, the masked man pressed
the trigger of his pistol. A rocket
flared into the air toward the is-
land, and as it traveled carried with
it the line which uncoiled with a
hissing sound like an angry snake.

Now the Phantom returned to his
car. Carefully he drove it toward
tre bridge, across to the island. He
stopped it again at the other side,
and on foot returned to the center
of the swaying portage.

The wind howled in his ears; the
rain pelted in his face. Yet instead
of deterring him, the assault of the
elements seemed to contain some sig-
nificance which he regarded favor-
ably.

“The weather clinches it,”” he
muttered to himself as he knelt in
the center of the bridge. “This is a
better break than I expected.”
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For some little time he remained
kneeling there, then at last he
straightened up and walked back to
the point where he had left his car.
He waited there in silence for a me-
ment, his eyes straining through the
night, his ears tense as he listened.

HEN he heard the thing he was

_waiting for, saw the thing hap-
pe. There was a dully thudding roar
as the nitroglycerine which he had
planted at the bridge’s center ex-
ploded. The sagging transverse
picked itself up in the middle and
cracked in twain. Wood and debris
filled the air.

The Phantom sighed.

Now he raced up the shore of the
island. Searching carefully, he found
the line which he had shot across
the raging waters a few moments

ago.

He pulled in the thin line until
the heavy cable to which it was at-
tached was in his hand. Now he
laboriously climbed the rocky -cliff
on the island. Half way up, he
stopped and made the cable fast.
Then, despite the savage pounding
of the elements, he stood straight
up and stretched himself. A smile
of confidence was on his face.

The Phantom had made his plans;
he was ready for the struggle to the
death with the Thirteen Cards of
Death. Let the blood fall where it
may! :

But still there was one thing to
be done. He clambered down from
the cliff until he reached the very
edge of the slashing sea. Now,
walking slowly, he proceeded to cir-
cle the entire island. The isolated
body of land was about two miles in
circumference, and during that walk
the Phantom came across some
dozen boats of various kinds.

Each time he found a craft a steel
knife in his hand slashed at its
painters, and the boats were cast

"string of pearls.

adrift. With that task complete he
was ready; and some full three
hours after he had arrived at the
now devastated bridge he approached
the big house which stood in the
center of the island, the home of
Rochamber. .

Van approached the house silently.
The porch was dark, and though a
light burned dimly within the house,
there was no sign of life there. He
took an automatic from his pocket,
while his left hand held a flashlight
before him.

He tried the door. It opened and
he entered the room. The hall was
deserted. He walked down the cor-
ridor until he saw an open door.
There he entered.

The flashlight in his hand sent its
beam of light into the square glass
of a mirror on the other side of the
room. Standing before the glass
was a tall, dark man, clad in a
dressing gown. In his fingers was a
On the dresser
was an open jewel case. As he en-
tered the man straightened up. He
greeted the other with a tremor in
his voice.

“The Phantom!” he exclaimed.
“Thank God, you've come. I’'ve been
hiding my valuables just in case—"

E did not say in case of what,
but his bearing indicated that
death was the thing he feared.

“Thank God, you’ve come,” he said
again, wringing the sleuth’s hand.
“I did not dare to trust anyone but
you.”

Van returned his greeting. Then
he glanced at his wrist watch. It
was lacking but twenty minutes of
twelve. He examined the roem care-
fully, then he turned to Rochamber.

“Who else is in the house?” he
asked. ,

“No one,” said Rochamber. “I
dismissed the servants for the eve-
ning. I live here alone.”
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and murder shone from his face.
The cringing fear which he had been
simulating dropped from him like a
discarded garment. He took a step
forward. An inarticulate growl left
his lips. He glared balefully at the
Phantom.

Then swiftly as a rattler’s strike,
his hand plunged down to his hip
pocket. His fingers touched the butt
of an automatic. He jerked it out
into the air, but Van, seeing the
flashing gesture of his gun arm, was
ready for him.

The Phantom took a single step
forward and before the other could
level the muzzle of his weapon he
brought his own gun barrel down
upon Rochamber’s head.

The man reeled backward and the -

automatic left his nerveless fingers
as he fell to the floor. Van lost no
time in bending over his prostrate
form. Deftly he ran his fingers
through the man’s pockets.

INALLY he withdrew a piece of

paper. Some handwriting was on
it. Van studied it for a moment,
then smiled grimly.

“That clinches it,” he murmured.

He thrust the piece of paper in
his pocket, and started toward the
door of the room. Thus far all his
plans were working well. If he
finished this deal as auspiciously as
he had started it, this evening’s
events might well spell the end of
the Thirteen Cards of Death.

Then, just as he was about to
leave the room, the telephone jan-
gled shrilly. For a moment he hes-
itated. Then with a shrug of his
shoulders he walked toward the in-
strument.

In a perfect replica of Roch-
amber’s voice he said: “Hello!”

Another voice trickled to him over-

the wire.
“This is the Jack of Hearts. Is
that job finished yet?” .

“It’s finished,” replied Van.

“Good,” said the other. “I'm
down here at the meeting room with
the others. I'll drive up for you.”

Before Van could demur, the other
had hung up.

For a moment the Phantom stood
there lost in deep thought. His
original plan had been to leave the
island via the swinging cable which
he had strung from the cliffs to the
shore. But the Jack of Hearts
would be here at once. It would be
impossible for Van to reach the
spot where the cable swung before
the other man arrived here and
found the Ace unconscious.

With characteristic boldness Van
made a quick decision.

He raced into another room of
the house. Feverishly he searched
every closet he found. Then at last
in the bedroom he found what he
was after — the black menacing
robes of the Ace of Hearts. Swiftly
he struggled into them, and no
sooner had he completed his task
than he heard a ring of the outside
bell.

He stopped long enough to bind
the prostrate Rochamber’s arms and
legs, then he strode arrogantly out
to meet the Jack of Hearts. The
latter greeted him eagerly.

“Is it over, Chief?”’

Van nodded. The Jack of Hearts
led the way into the stormy night.
Before the house ‘a coupé waited.
Into this climbed the Phantom, and
a moment later he was traveling to-
ward the meeting place of the Thir-
teen Cards of Death!

HE Thirteen Cards of Death
were already gathered when the
man who wore the garb of their
leader entered the room in which
the conclave of doom had assembled.
As the tall dark figure with the
crimson heart emblazoned on his
sleeve entered the room, an awed
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hush came over the -occupants.
There was utter silence as Van took
the place of the Ace of Hearts at
the head of the table. '

As he seated himself in the chair
a feminine voice pregnant with a
terrible hate came to his ears.

“Is he dead? Is the Phantom
dead?”’

Van nodded his head gravely.

“The Phantom is dead,” he said
in perfect imitation of Rochamber’s
harsh booming tones. ‘“As all those
who defy the Thirteen Cards of
Death must die, so is the Phantom
dead.”

A low murmur swept the table.
From his seat Van could see the

flashing bitterness in the girl’s
eyes.
“I'm glad,” she said. “At last

George's death is partly avenged.
It was the Phantom’s fault that he
was killed.”

Van said nothing, though he failed -

to see how anything, save perhaps
feminine reasoning, could connect
him with Winters’ death. He
merely shrugged and kept his
counsel.

ND now on his left a man bearing

the numeral nine upon his coat

sleeve rose from the table and ad-
dressed Van.

“And shall we draw tonight again,”
he asked. “Shall we draw another
thirteen from whom we shall collect
our ransom?”’ '

“Yes,” said Van, “we shall draw, if
your hands are steady and ready to
strike. For we shall slay those who
defy us.” -

A low hum filled the room as the
Thirteen audibly concurred with their
master’s sentiments. Number Nine
left the table for a moment, then re-
turned with the tremendous drum
that held the names of the potential
victims of the Thirteen.

He placed the drum on the table, re-

turned to his seat and waited for Van
to draw.

Van rose slowly. He withdrew his
hand from the drum. He unfolded a
slip of paper. His lips opened as he
prepared slowly to read the names,
planning to stall for as much time as
possible. Then, he stiffened like an
animal who has suddenly become
aware of danger.

T the front part of the house

there came a faint rasping sound

as of a key turning in a lock. A
heavy footstep sounded in the hall.

The Thirteen exchanged signifi-
cant glances. More than one hand
dropped beneath the edge of the table
and came to rest on the butt of a
revolver. Van’s own weapon was in
his fingers. His heart picked up a
beat.

Then swiftly a disheveled figure ap-
peared in the doorway. His hair was
awry, and smeared with blood. His
eyes stared wildly and a terrible
hatred lived within them. Livid with
rage and fury he stood in the dim
light of the doorway and glared at the
assembly.

As one man the Thirteen Hearts
rose and leveled weapons at the in-
truder. Some one spoke.

“Who are you?”

The voice came back from the door-
way, harsh and booming, with a touch
of shrill rage in it.

“Who am I? I am the Ace of
Hearts!”

Van stared across the room at the
distorted, evil features of the man
who had called himself Rochamber.
Now the eyes of every person in the
room turned to Van.

The Phantom’s pulse raced rapidly.
Whether or not any of them save the
Queen of Hearts knew the real iden-
tity of their leader he did not know.
Yet he realized that the genuine Ace
of Hearts should have little trouble in
proving his identity.
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Again a voice ripped through the
tense silence.

“Then who is this?”

“You fools! That is the Phantom!”

A gasp swept that room. A gasp of
surprise, and contained in it was
more than a hint of terror. For a mo-
ment all of them stood immobile. It
was that moment that gave Van a
chance for his life. He whlpped his
.38 into view.

“If anyone moves,” he rasped, “he
dies!”

The girl’s voice hit his ears.

“Tt 18 the Phantom, you fools! Kill
him, or we shall all be put to death!”

HE desperate appeal in her tones

rallied them. The deep voice of
Rochamber shouted a mighty oath.
Half a dozen revolvers were turned
toward the man who stood calmly,
fearlessly at the head of the table,
clad in the ominous garments of the
bloody Ace of Hearts.

But though a dozen barrels pointed
at him, it was his own weapon that
spoke first.

The dread silent room was suddenly
reverberating with the detonations of
Van’s spitting revolver. Lead, steel,
and flame flung themselves across
that table at which had been plotted
such terrible things.

A man screamed and fell, blood
gushing from a jagged hole in his
throat. Five revolvers crashed their
reports through the air., Van ducked
low until his head was barely on a
level with the table top. Then, firing
as he went, he retreated to the door
behind him.

Something bit his arm, ripped into
the flesh and left a stream of blood
in its wake.

Now he gained the door, fired a
parting shot and ran madly up the
stairs behind him. The Ace’s voice
followed him,

“Get him quick! Kill him!”

Feet rushed across that room, feet

bearing men who carried death in
their hearts and in their hands, men
who were bent on exterminating the
enemy who had tracked them down
again, who had frustrated their final
desperate plan to send him to his
doom.

Up the stairs Van raced, reloading
his revolver as he did so. For a sec-
ond he paused on the landing and sent
three well directed shots humming
angrily through the air toward his
enemies.

Pandemonium ran riot through the
building. The girl’s thin voice shout-
ed imprecations until tears rendered
her words inarticulate. Shots and
powder smoke filled the air,

Still the gang came on!

The wound in Van’s arm throbbed
painfully now. Blood dripped down
from his sleeve and stained the floor
as he fled and fought his running
battle.

Then of a sudden he pulled up
short,

HE hall ended abruptly. He had

taken a wrong turn. In a moment
the gang would turn the corner and he
would be trapped. With a grim fixed
smile on his face he swung around,
prepared to sell his life as dearly as
possible, prepared to inflict as exor-
bitant a toll as he could before he
fell, pierced by the bullets of the
Thirteen Hearts.

His hand was firm on his weapon.
There were now five shots left in the
magazine, He resolved inwardly that
five men would die before the Phan-
tom came to the end of the long, long,
trail.

Now they came!

A voice shouted triumphantly;
“There he i3l We've got him!”

Ten other voices took up the cry.

“Death to the Phantom! Death to
the Phantom!”

Van’s finger constricted on the tng-
ger. Two jagged flashes left the
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tered and broken. Their boats were
cut adrift; and to attempt to swim
on this evil night was to drown. The
man who ventured forth in that rag-
ing sea was as good as-dead.

Dick Van Loan paused for yet an-
other moment to regain his breath;
then, like Mercury himself, he sped
along the tops of the cliffs to the
point where a fleet of police boats
awaited him.

CHAPTER XXII
UNDER FIRE

IX boats hugged the rockbound
shore, tugging at their anchors
as if impatient to thrust their

prows into the beating waves and

break their tethers. The incipient

. dawn stained the black of the night
to a cold gray.

The sea hissed angrily, and her
waves reached up like beating arms
and crashed against the hulls of the
six vessels.

On the bridge of the largest, trim-
mest of these, stood a man anxiously
eyeing the shore.

From time to time he turned his
head and surveyed the six police
boats which he had caused to be
anchored here in response to a mes-
sage from the Phantom.

Now he glanced down at his wrist-
watch, and spoke to an aid who
stood near-by.

“He’s overdue,” he remarked. “He
said he’d be here at dawn.”

The other man scanned the
Jjagged shore.

“He’ll be here,” he replied. “He’s
never failed us yet, sir.”

The Commissioner shrugged.

-“True. Though I wish I knew what
he was working on. I wish he’d told
me something of his plans. Then in
case something has happened to him
we could quickly go to the rescue.”

The Inspector gripped the Com-
missioner’s arm tensely. With his

other hand he pointed toward the
shore.

“Look!” he said.

The Commissioner’s eyes followed
the direction of the other’s oui-
stretched finger. Some three hundred
yards away, rendered almost invisi-
ble by the opaque light of the early
morning, a solitary figure slowly
came toward the anchored vessels.

The Phantom was approaching!

Five minutes later, a breathless
man, wearing a disheveled black
suit and a black silk mask over his
eyes, climbed up on the bridge of the
flagship of the fleet of police boats.

The Commissioner greeted him
eagerly.

“Thank goodness you're here,” he
exclaimed. “What’s up?”

“The Thirteen,” said Van grimly.
“Or what’s left of them. They’re
trapped a mile up the coast on an
island. The island where Rochamber
has his home.”

The Commissioner’s eyes widened.

“Rochamber!” he repeated. “But
he got a warning from the Ace.”

“He is the Ace,” said  Van grimly.
“But let’s get going fast before the
storm abates enough to permit them
to swim to safety. I'll explain it all
to you later.”

HE Commissioner gave an order

to the skipper of the flagship. Sig-
nal flags were hoisted on her hal-
yards. With a rattle of their chains
the anchors were hauled up. Engines
trembled violently. Steel screws
thrashed savagely at the sea.

And the gallant craft set off to-
ward the island to deliver the death
blow to that murderous organization,
which had so arrogantly called it-
self the Thirteen Cards of Death.

It was almost dawn when the six
police boats crawled through the
raging waters of the Atlantic and
approached the island where the Ace
of Hearts had maintained his secret
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headquarters. The red rim of the sun
thrust itself over the horizon and
bathed the ocean in an eerie pastel
light as the redoubtable prows of the
vessel staunchly ploughed through
the foaming waves.

The Phantom stood on the bridge
at the side of the Commissioner of
Police.

“It’s an ignominious end for such
an arch fiend as the Ace of Hearts,”
commented the Commissioner. “We’ll
simply overwhelm them, and they’ll
have to surrender without a fight.”

Van shook his head slowly.

- “I don’t think so,” he replied.
“Rochamber will fight until death.
He’s got courage despite his vices.
We're going to have trouble before
we land.”

And even as he spoke his words
were verified. The island ‘was now
within a scant two hundred yards
of the approaching vessels. Sud-
denly in the dim dawn there
streaked from the land a jagged
-red flash. A legato roar sounded in

their ears.
. “Machine-guns,” cried the com-
missioner. He turned to an aide
who stood near-by. “Have the men
prepared for action?” '

The flagship flashed a signal. Men
lined the decks of the vessels. The
ominous barrels of Lewis guns
thrust themselves over the sides.

HEN like an exploding hell re-

verberating above the crashing of
the breakers, the guns on the decks
of the police boat shouted their
staccato message of death. The dawn
was shattered with the sounds of
battle.

From the island came a roaring
answer to the police challenge. The
air was alive with steel and lead.
Flame seared the coolness of the
morning. Death, himself, walked
upon those waters.

The Phantom sprang from the

bridge and raced to the bow of the
vessel where a staunch one-pounder
thrust its nose out over the sea. In
a single gesture he loaded it, and
pulled the la‘lyard.

A crimson flash leaped into the
air, and the shell ripped through
space toward the nefarious island.
Earth and debris flung themselves
into the air as the shell landed.

Then of a sudden the deck about
Van was riddled to a seive with
machine-gun bullets. On the shore
shouting to his men, Van made out
the sinister figure of the Ace of
Hearts.

E was pointing to the easily

visible figure of the masked
Phantom in the prow. Now every
weapon on the island was leveled
dead at the form of the hated foe who
had brought the gang to the end of
the trail.

Van threw himself flat on the
deck. Over his head steel flew
through the air with a whine like
a banshee’s wail and with as om-
inous a prognostication. ,

Despite the veritable hail of fire
which swept down upon them from
the murderous machine-guns on the
shore, the gallant ships kept on,
breasting the fury of the waves and
the angry death that was in the
searing lead which deluged their
hulls.

But now the bulwarks of the
flagship touched the piles of a
dock which jutted forth from the
island. A skillfully thrown line en-
circled a post. The vessel bumped
the pier. The commissioner leaned
over the bridge as if to give an
order, but before he could speak,
the Phantom had taken command.

He sprang down from the bow
of the ship, and placed himself at
the head of a platoon of police.

“Come on,” he shouted. “Follow
me.”
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A sweeping blue flood surged
forth from the vessels behind the
masked man. In the face of the
wave of bullets which greeted them
they pressed on, their advance
covered by a devastating barrage
from the ships.

On they charged wuntil they
reached the rocky barricade behind
which the survivors of the Thirteen
Cards of Death were making their
last desperate stand. Without hesi-
tation Van sprang down into the
makeshift trench. His men, without
pause, followed their intrepid leader.

Van stood stock still as he landed
on the bottom of the barricade.
Slowly he replaced his revolver in
his pocket and stared at the terrible
scene of slaughter that met his
eyes.

Of the diabolical gang but three
remained. The others lay in a hud-
dled bloody heap upon the ground,
as the death which they had dealt
so freely came at last to claim
them.

The three who still lived stood
a little distance from Van. From
their abject attitudes it was evident
that there was no fight left in them.

WO of them stared dully at the
drawn guns of the police, then
flung up their hands in despairing
surrender.
’ But the third man did not sur-
render. A snarl distorted his lips
as he glared balefully at the masked
man who had frustrated him. Hate
and murder shone from his evil
eyes. His hand dropped to his hip.
In an instant it moved upwards
again and now it held a grim .28 in
its fingexrs.

But the Phantom was not unpre-
pared. Though Rochamber’s move
had preceded his own by a fraction
of a second, his ewn flashing ges-
‘ture was completed an instant be-
fore the ot\her’s.

The two weapons spoke as one.
Two steel jacketed bullets whirred
through the air, passing each other
in flight. One of them tore through
the Phantom’s left arm; the other
thudded into a human breast, rip-
ped through the flesh and ate its
avid way into a black ugly heart.

The Ace of Hearts staggered
backwards. His hands clutched his
throat. His jaw fell open, his eyes
were dilated, glazed. He fell to the
ground, blood spurting from an
ugly hole in his chest. He turned his
head slightly as he lay there, and
in that last moment of his life, spat
a fearful curse at the man who had
ended his nefarious career.

HEN his head fell back. A hor-

rible gurgle emanated from his
throat, and The Ace of Hearts died
as he had lived, with an oath upon
his lips and hatred in his heart. He
lay there, a still, inert corpse, a
gory sacrifice to the evil he had
created.

Then suddenly fhere appeared
around the end of the trench a
figure—a figure upon whose sleeve
there appeared the crimson symbol
of the sinister society.

At Van’s side a policeman raised
his gun. His finger tensed upon the

“trigger. From the corner of his

eyes Van saw the man’s gesture.
Swiftly he brought his hand down
upon the other’s wrist.

The hand that gripped the gun
dropped. The gun blazed forth. The
bullet buried itself harmlessly in
the soil. Now the figure came closer,
and the Phantom stepped forward
to meet the Queen of Hearts.

She regarded him with moist but
courageous eyes. She indicted the
over-zealous policeman with a nod
of her head.

“You saved my life,” she said
evenly.

Van nodded.
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“You saved mine once,” he an-
swerad gravely.

For some vague reason which she
herself did not understand, her eyes
filled with tears.

“Well,” she said brokenly. “This
is the end, I guess. I'll take my medi-
cine.”

“Yes,” said Van again as if he had
not heard her. “You saved my life
once and I'll do my best to see that
leniency is shown you.”

She flashed him a glance of grati-
tude and they walked toward the
ship together.

CHAPTER XXIII
THE MYSTERY CLEARS

¥ N THE little cabin off the bridge

of the police flagship, three fig-

ures were sitting. The Queen of
Hearts, her eyes moist, and her
jauntiness thoroughly gone, stared
moodily out at the raging sea, seeing
perhaps, in the turmoil of the
waters, an analogy to her own
troubled life.

The Commissioner regarded Van
curiously.

“Well,” he said. “I'm still in the
dark. First, what on earth made you
think that Rochamber was the Ace of
Hearts?”

Van smiled.

“A number of things indicated
that,” he replied. “I knew the gang
selected its vietims from the Gov-
ernment income tax report of those
who made a million or over a year.
Rochamber’s name was not on those
lists.”

“1 still don’t see it,” said the Com-
missioner.

“When I didn’t find him rated as
a wealthy man—though he was
wealthy enough unofficially—I sus-
pected that it was a trap. That
Rochamber was the Ace himself and
his appeal to the Phantom was mere-
v a plan to trap me. It was only

the fact that I suspected his twk
that saved my life.”

Briefly he related to the Commis-
sioner the episode of the thrown

-knife in Rochamber’s house, and how

he had sidestepped it.

S he finished the police chief
nodded sagely.

“Still,” he said, “I don’t see how
you could be sure at all. That is
until after the knife was thrown.”

“Winters’ stolen papers gave me
enough verification.”

The Commissioner stared at him.

“You mean you found those
papers?”’

Van nodded.

“Yes. The torn card that Havens
found in Winters’ desk was a receipt
for the rental of a safe deposit box.
It took me a little while to figure it
out, for the only legible words on the
card stated that something had been
rented for five dollars a year. The
only thing I could think of that was
that cheap was a deposit box, so I
investigated and finally located the
bank which issued that card.”

“Whew!” said the policeman.
“What was in the papers?”

“Plenty. T'll turn them over to you
for the trial of the captured members
of the gang. They contain the names
of all the gang, all their past criminal
records, all the gang’s plans past and
future. It’s damning evidence. A lot
of it is in Rochamber’s own writing,
although I was unable to get a
specimen of that to clinch it until I
searched him tonight.”

He paused and lighted a cigarette.
The Commissioner surveyed him ad-
miringly, then another thought oc-
curred to him.

_ “But how did he work those disap-

pearing acts? That was the most
mysterious part of the whole busi-
ness.”

Van frowned.

“I don’t quite understand that my-
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He was still too far from them to
make out what or who they were, or
what they were talking about.

FOOT at a time Terry Banahan

moved forward. He could see

the arm of one figure moving, gestic-

ulating, and heard a voice low and
complaining.

These three might belong to the
Sure-Thing Syndicate; might be
members of the gang.

Banahan watched them for a mo-
ment, saw them edge to the corner
of the stables and, one at a time,
look up along under the front shed,
where in fair weather half a hun-
dred velvet muzzles protrude from
stalls.

The detective drew his revolver
and shoved it up his sleeve to keep
it .as dry as possible. Then, ris-
ing stifly, he started toward the
spot where the three lurked in the
semi-darkness.

“Hey!” he called out as he went.
“Stay where you are.”

The three slunk back against the
building for an instant, then, with-
out replying, fled swiftly along the
end of the stables and swung around
the corner, out of sight.

Terry Banahan plowed through
the tall grass as fast as he could,
reached the harder ground, and
raced to the corner of the stables.
He had the gun in his hand, but
held his fire when even in the dark-
ness he might have a fair chance to
bring one of the fugitives down.
Shooting like that, in the dead of
night, might ruin some poor stable’s
chance for a victory, might send one
of the high-strung, nervous bundles
of horseflesh into a tantrum.

Standing close to the corner, Ban-
ahan waited, watching narrowly for
a movement, a sound, other than the
stamping or snorting of a horse. A
door might open. All Banahan
wanted was sight of a head. . But

nothing disturbed the dismal silence
along the row of stables.

“I'm in it, I guess,” he said to
himself, squirming in the clinging
wet of his clothes. “This thing is
more than just a report.”

Stalking back toward the other
row of stables, he looked here and
there at the cracks of light. Then,
keeping to the shelter of the over-
hang, he walked quietly until he
came to a door, the upper half of
which stood partly open. A small
light gleamed inside, and Banahan
looked in.

A small, narrow-shouldered el-
derly man sat on a cot by the wall.
Behind him on pegs hung pieces of
horses rigging—bridles, martingales,
halters, saddles. Light from a single
electric bulb threw strange stringy
shadows over the wall. ’

The man was reading a magazine.
Somewhere in the room, Banahan
could hear snoring, but the snorer
was out of sight.

“Whis-s-s-t!” whispered the detec-
tive. The man looked up, squinting.
“Where’s the Ten Eyck stable, Mis-
ter?”

. “On the other side,” came the re-
ply. “Number Five. Ask for Jim.”

ANAHAN grunted his thanks
and went away, crossing the
wide street to the shelter opposite.
“Must be Kattersby,” he said to him-
self as he glanced at the number on
the stable beside him.

Walking leisurely, he glanced
right and left, making a note of the
occupied stables, keeping an eye on
his step, spanning puddles. He
heard the unmistakable drawling
note of a negro crooning to a blue-
grass colt, and stopped. Then to
his ears came the shrill sound of
someone whistling. Short, sharp
and sudden it came. Like a signal.

Alert instantly, Banahan leaped
forward. Running lightly a few
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We never thought it would be black-
jack stuff, Mister Ten Eyck.”

“Black-jack!” snapped the sports-
man. “Why, this racing game is
being black-eyed by gunmen and
sure-thing gamblers. Every meeting
casts more hideous reflections on the
sport, on the honesty and sincerity
of men like myself who love horse
racing for the race itself. Why, I
was called—mind you—Moreland
Ten Eyck—called on the telephone
early this morning—and told to pull
Arrow Head in the handicap—and
to watch my step if I did not.”

Banahan kept looking about the
room as he listened. Now he raised
a hand, halting the owner of Arrow
Head.

“That’s what they said,” roared
Kattersby. “They wanted me to
send the horse out under a pull. And
when I told them to go to hell, they
cracked me over the head. The kid
piled in, and I heard him fightin’
them as I went out.”

Banzhan nodded, letting the situ-
ation sink in, and wandered around
the room, examining the place.

LONGSIDE the opening of the
horse’s stall he stopped and
leaned close to read a strip of paper
which hung from a nail head.
“What’s this?’ he said half to
himself as he took down the paper
and walked to the light, which
dropped from the ceiling on a wire.
“Keep your face shut,” he read.
“We'll keep the kid until after- the
race. You scratch the Arrow at
post time and if you blab to the
dicks before that you can kiss Cul-
ver by-by. We mean business.”
“Well,” said Banahan to the si-
lent faces around him. “They’ll kill
Culver if you let this news get out
before post time. They must know
the boy is the only one can ride the
Arrow.”

THE PHANTOM DETECTIVE

“Everybody knows it,” declared
Ten Eyck bitterly, his eyes staring
dully at the clotted blood on Kat-
tersby’s head. ‘“We're helpless,
damn them.”

At the door Banahan spun around.
He motioned to the two race track
policemen.

“Come on,” said the detective. “I
want help.”

II1

ITH his flash in one hand
and gun in the other Bana-
han led the way to the

end of that stable row.

Stopping under the projecting
shed, Banahan drew his companions
toward him,

“Where is this Gun Echo's
stable?’ he asked. “We go there
first.”

Tarbell answered. “On the other
side of the next row over,” he said.
“T’ll show you.”

The three ran through the rain
to the opposite row, cut around the
end of the building and turned down
to the right. All the stalls were not
occupied. Banahan, the last of the
three, looked into. each lighted crack
as he passed.

“Here,” said Tarbell,
“In there.”

Banahan ran his hand over the
lower half of the door, flipped up
the hook and pulled the door open.
Followed by the two raincoated po-
lice, he walked in.

“Don’t get up,” he said as three
men arose from squeaky chairs.
“Who’s the trainer of this horse?”

He motioned to the stall opening,
where a black muzzled gray gelding
head poked into the tack room.

“I am,” said a short, bulky man,
rather good-looking in a fat way.
“What’s the idea, Tarbell?” Ha
turned to the track policeman with
a nasty expression on his smooth

stopping.
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lip. Sharp face. Might be an al-
bino, except for the brown eyes.

“Qkay,” said Banahan. “I’ll re-
member him. Take those two,” he
pointed to the gun toting pair, “and
turn them into the sergeant over at
Rockford. Tell him I'll see him.
And you, Conselyea—I'll see you be-
fore they go to the post. Come on,
Tarbell.”

Banahan was first out in the rain.
The track detectives came with
their prisoners, and started across
the grass through the paddock to-
ward the track entrance.

“And don’t let them get to a
phone,” called Terry Banahan, turn-
ing, alone in the drizzle, to catch a
fleeting glimpse of a figure darting
around the corner of the third row
of stables.

Iv

HEN Banahan reached the
~ spot there was no sign of

life. He listened for a mo-
ment, tiptoeing along beneath the
overhanging shed. As he came
abreast of the fourth section he
noted that the upper half of the
door was open, creaking softly in
the wind. But there was another
sound.

It was as if someone, some man,
stepped against an object in the
dark. Banahan whipped out his
flash. The place was littered with
rubbish of all sorts; old riding gear,
pieces of blankets, newspapers, cans
and a battered trunk. The door to
the box stall stood open.

Banahan gripped his gun and
walked in. He seemed to sense the
presence of someone near him, yet
his flash showed nothing. As he
neared the box stall door, there was
a swift movement near the trunk
and Banahan swung around, heard
the scramble of feet, soft as velvet.
The flashlight threw a wide circle
peross which a cat flew toward the

THE PHANTOM DETECTIVE

open door. And in that flash the
detective fell from a blow that al-
most tore the ear from his head.

There was little fight left in Terry
Banahan, but he staggered drunk-
enly around to face the figure that
piled onto him like a roof falling in,
His gun was chopped from his hand
by a whistling crash on his lower
arm. Toppling backward, he flung
hands and feet in a mad effort to
hold his own. But the first blow on
the head had settled him. »

“A copper, eh?” said the man who
now stood in the dark. “Well, that'll
fix your wagon, yuh rat.”” Then he
was gone, after a brutal kick.

The badly beaten detective lay for
some time until his natural recuper-
ative powers stirred the life in his
limbs. With a groan of pain he
rolled over on the floor.

He put a hand to his head and
felt a trickle of blood behind his
ear. The ear itself was swollen
badly. His ribs—faintly he re-
called that final kick—burned with
the bruises. Maybe cracked.

“I'm too tough,” said Banahan in
a whisper, and almost the first
thought that came to his conscious-
ness was Conselyea’s description of
the man he wanted. “The Gat!”
mumbled the detective. “Alias Nel-
son—alias—" Banahan stopped
short as the facts assembled them-
selves in his rapidly clearing brain.
“It’'s the Gat! And—that means
Packey Oliver, the gambler—Big-
Shot Oliver.”

EELING himself for wounds,

Banahan rose slowly to his knees.
It was dark in the tack room, only
grim grayness filtering in from a
small window rather high up in the
wall. He felt for his black-jack.
Must have dropped it somewhere
earlier in the night out in the grass.
He had to have something,

Groping, he found his hat and put
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it on his head, the pain of contact
making him flinch. Then he softly
started a search for something he
could use as a weapon. With all the
junk that his hands encountered
there was nothing. Small bits of
reins, worn saddle pads, rags. He
came to the trunk, eased up the lid.
Then, lest he run his hands into
danger, he drew out a match. Mak-
ing a quick light, he hooded it with
his hat and peered into the trunk.
0Old newspapers, faded racing charts,
a cracked photo of a proud mare
with foal and a single racing stir-
rup.

“A bit of gas pipe is what I could
use,” mused Banahan as he lifted
the stirrup from the trunk.

He hefted the thing in his fingers,
like a boy would swing a slingshot.
Then he stood up. Somebody was
standing outside the tack room,
talking in an undertone.

A\

ERRY BANAHAN crept

noiselessly over to the door

and flattened himself out
against the wall with the stirrup
strap looped over his wrist.

Outside one man was talking close
against the building.

“Get him away from here,” Bana-
han heard him say. “If he’s dead
an’ anybody finds him there may be
a fuss. This clean-up on the long-
shot'll raise a holler anyways. Come
on.”

Somebody shoved the bolts back.
The door was pulled open and the
detective, determined to take at least
one of the thugs with him, froze
against the wall. A sharp beam of
light stabbed into the tack room.
Behind it promptly came a man’s
head. Banahan swung the stirrup in
a short fast arc.

“Stick ’em up,” he shouted as the
light fell and he heard the thud
of the falling body. There was the
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echoing crash of a gunshot, a blind-
ing flash, and Detective Terry Bana-
han was fighting, locked tight against
the body of the second prowler.

ITH a vise-like grip on the wrist

of the hand that held the other’s
gun, Banahan battled silently,
smashing with his left fist into the
other’s body, feeling the crunching
blows of the other man’s bludgeon-
ing fists as they bumped along the
face of the stable. For fear that the
first man might regain conscious-
ness and come to his pal’s aid, the
detective fought like a tiger, drag-
ging his enemy back again to the
open tack room door, where the two
fell in together, panting, using
hands and feet. Rolling across the
body of the first man, they came
to a sudden halt against the wall
amid a pile of refuse.

Banahan fought free of a grip
around his throat, grabbed now with
both hands on the gun fist of the
thug and snapped the arm around
where a quick twist and a smash to
the jaw sent his enemy’s head
against the wall with a dull thud.
The gun slid from twitching fingers
and Terry sprang to his feet with
the weapon ready.

Banahan found a couple of
reins, or halter straps, and quickly
bound his prisoners. When he had
both secured, he pushed the flash-
light into the conscious man’s eyes.

“Where’s the Gat?” he demanded.
“I'm giving you a chance to come
clean. Where's this guy they call
the Gat? Name’s Nelson. Talk!”

“I dunno,” stammered the man.

“Where’s Packey Oliver hang
out?’ fired Banahan quickly.

“Search me,” said the man with
the light in his eyes.

“I'll search you,” said Terry,
jamming the fellow’s own revolver
against his throat. “I’ll search you
with this, You came looking for it
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“In the event that something un-
forseen should happen Terry Bana-
han made a note in his address
book of the car’s make and license
number.

“You may get hurt, my friend,”
warned the detective, as they started
toward the back of the house. He
noticed that the Jap neither replied
nor held back. He was close at
Banahan’s heels.

All the shutters of the house were
closed, but Banahan was sure he
saw a tiny light sifting through a
window of the third floor.

Running swiftly across the space
between the old barn and the rear
of the house, the two men reached
the shadow under the stool. Here
a cellar window swung ajar. They
listened there a moment, then Terry
squirmed in and let himself down.
The Jap followed, and together the
pair groped toward the stairs.

Banahan was going up against a
ghowdown.

Vil

T THE foot of the stairs Bana-
han removed his shoes. He
motioned the Jap to do the

same. Sock-footed, they slowly
went up, opening the door at the
top with the same meticulous cau-
tion that a safe man would use to
feel for the tumblers as he fingered
a crib., On the first floor they
stood, listening, to voices coming
down from above. Banahan mo-
tioned again and looked at the gun
he held. The Jap slid hi8 own from
his pocket and his beady eyes glit-
tered.
. Pantomime was best. Neither
made a sound. Banahan heard the
jumble of voices in argument above.
One, a sharp acid tone, seemed the
leader’s. Banahan judged this to be
Gat Nelson’s.

“—fool o’ him,” the words floated
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down in groups ... “Miles away by
now . .. tell yuh, we're sittin’
pretty. . . . This nag’ll breeze home
.+ . to Packey ... he’ll clean up a
half a million bucks. . . « Naw . . .
hell with the jock . . . croak him.”

BANAHAN heard enough. Creep-
ing along the hall, he looked up.
There was another door near the top
of that flight. The Jap was prowling
like a cat. Terry saw him in the
rear, motioning upward. A back
stairs, too. The detective nodded
and held up his hand.

“What’s a jock?’ said someone
else. “Waddeyuh wanna bump him
for? Them kids on’y does what
they’re told. All we want is the
dough anyways.”

“Shut yore yap!”

Banahan’s gun drove three bullets
into the panel of the second fioor
door, and the detective stepped back
out of range.

The crashing thunder of the gun-
fire echoed in the dark, dank house.
Then all was silent, stiff, heavy still-
ness.

“Come down out of that,” called
Banahan, ‘“and come easy. We have
you covered and we’ll rivet you on
the first false move.”

“Go home an’ blow your brains
out,” yelled the acid tone above.
“You cops can’t shoot.”

Banahan grinned, but there was
no humor in his face.

“We can wait,” he called back,
“and if we have to wait too long
we'll put a match to this dump an’
cook you to the bone.”

“Go on, chase yourself,” bellowed
the gunman upstairs.

For answer Detective Terry Ban-
ahan left the Jap to watch the spot
and he himself returned to the cel-
lar. He had seen an old galvanized
wash-tub there. In a few minutes
he was back, silently setting the tub
close by the foot of the back stairs.
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In it he had packed a huge wad of
inflammable materials, scraps. With
a match he touched it off.

Standing away, he and the Jap
now watched it blaze up. Smoke
rose in clouds from the damp rags
and moulded paper. Thick black
curls climbed up the back stairs.
It wasn’t long before Banahan
heard them moving around, cursing,
swearing, damning the police and
their luck.

GAIN and again the detective and
his little companion fed fuel
to the flames. Smoke grew thick-
er in the house, seeping through
cracks in the second floor door. The
crooks were trying to force the old,
unwieldy, nailed down shutters open.
Banzhan heard them dash to the
floor above. Heard them cough and
sneeze and curse.

Every now and then he called for
them to surrender.

Noon came and still they were
holding out, hurling oaths at Bana-
han while he paced the floor, keep-
ing an eye on all four sides of the
house. He had all the ground floor
windows open to watch. It was one
thing to be a brave copper and an-
other to be dead. To rush up those
stairs shooting meant only one thing.
He might get one or two of them,
but he wouldn’t last long.

“We can go back in the woods,”
suggested the Jap, “and shoot them
as they come out.”

“We would get about five yards
out of here,” said Banahan, “and
they’d get us. We're trapped as bad
as they are. It’s a showdown, pal.”

Minutes passed now, packed with
a tense, rife quiet. Banahan thought
he heard careful footsteps.

Somebody was finally shoving
up a front window in an upper
story. They heard the landing of
a heavy body on the porch roof.
Then the old deserted house was the

10?7

scene of as fierce a gun battle as
a copper ever faced.

“Look!” It was the Jap shout-
ing.

Banahan saw a man jump from
the porch roof. Saw the Jap drive
a bullet into him as he struck the
ground and turned to shoot. Another
gangster plunged down the back
stairs firing before him. Feet were
rushing overhead toward the front
stairs. The detective backed swiftly
into the living room and sent a shot
at the gunman who dived with a
crash through the back door. Down
the stairs came two more, snarling
like caged beasts and pouring lead
before them.

“Come an’ get it,” yelled Bana-
han, crouched in the middle of the
floor. His gun snapped down on
the first thug who stumbled, caught
at his stomach, and fell forward.
The second man vaulted the ban-
ister and fired from mid-air. Bana-
han heard a scream and saw the
game little Jap fall forward on his
face, his gun bouncing across the
floor. In the hall that fourth man
was either hiding or washed up.

THE detective looked at the Jap,
sprawled face down, then at his
left sleeve, that seemed all awry.
Blood dripped from his own fore-
arm. Wet clothing stung his leg and
he rubbed a hand down his thigh to
bring it away smeared with his own
life fluid.

“Nelson!” he
“Come on, Gat!”

There was a long silent wait.
Then the voice from above. -

“I'm comin’,” called Gat Nelson
in a wavering voice. “But I gotta
have your promise I can see my
lawyer. You ain’t no double-
crosser?”’ ,

Banahan crept cautiously into the
old dining room and from there
peeked out into the hall. Another

shouted loudly.
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floor and shouted to the dazed
jockey. .

“Be back in a flash,” he yelled,
and started running as fast as his
legs would carry him down the road.

Panting with the effort, he reached
the mud-caked Ten Eyck car, jumped
in and swung it out on the road.
He was fighting now for time. For
time and the life of a game little
Jap. The roar of the motor echoed
like the rattle of lightning.

ID CULVER was leaning, half

erect against the bar door frame
as the car came to a sliding halt.
The detective swept up the jockey
and tossed him into the seat, then
ran back for the Jap. It was a close
fit, three of them, and the yellow
man still unconscious.

A swift glance at his watch and
Banahan backed the machine out
onto the road, spun the wheel, kicked
gas into the engine and away.
Thirty, forty, fifty, sixty, seventy—
five—six. Pain of bruises, sting of
the damp clothing against wounds,
all were forgotten now. It was
race.

“Stretch your legs, kid,” he spat
at the jockey. ‘“You gotta ride that
old Arrow Head. Flex your arms.
Don’t worry. Tl get you there.
Hold the Jap up a little, will you.
He's tippin’ over.”

Several times they were near
death, but always the grim-faced
copper snatched {lve car back onto
the path. Two miles outside of
Oakmont Track, Detective Banahan
caught up with a motorcycle police-
man. He waved him the signal for
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an open road and they bore down
on the track gate with a shrieking
siren heralding the approach.

There was a rush toward the hot
car. The cops held the crowd back.
Banahan saw the horses being led
into the paddock. It was the Han-
dicap. Old Jim Kattersby and Ten
Eyck saw the machine and came
running.

“The Arrow runs!’ yelled the
trainer jubilantly. “Sid! What'’s the
matter, Sid?”

“Give me a hand, Pop,” shouted
Culver. “T’ll be all right. Get me
over to the tack room and into my
silks.”

ERRY BANAHAN shouted over

the hum of voices and called a
couple of specials to get the Jap to
the doctor’s office. Ten Eyck stared
into the car, saw the blood on the
wheel, the slash on Terry’s leg. The
big horse owner made a few silent
signals to some men who clustered
about. Banahan was too far gcne
to argue as they lifted him out and
carried him over to the track hos«
pital.

The blare of the band rocked the
stands. The thousands that lined the
track saw only the thrilling race,
the color, heard the fearful din as
the thoroughbreds hit the stretch.
Only a paltry few at Oakmont knew
that the man who won the Handicap,
who lay sprawled a scant hundred
yards away on a surgeon’s table and
grinned while deft hands bandaged
his wounds, was Detective Terry
Banahan. And to Banahan it was
Jjust another brush with death.
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THE SEVERED THUMB

Only a ghastly, limp bag of bones
that lay by the side of the safe
door! A crushed, broken figure that
had once been a man.

Muldoon approached the body,
turned it over with his broad toe,
revealing the terror-fixed face of
John Waters, the bank watchman.

OR a moment he stared stupidly

from the body to the open masonry
door, stooped to look through the
opening into the space beyond.

“What’s that?”’ he exclaimed, as
he caught a quick motion and a glint
of light in the dim interior. Gun in
hand, he took a step forward.

“That’s the safe itself,” Inspector
Harris said sharply. “It’s one of the
new . whirling safes. The light that
startled you was reflected by the
spinning steel. It whirls like a top
after it is wound up and set to stop
at a certain hour in the morning.
It is absolutely burglar-proof. Even
the motor that runs it and the time-
lock regulator are inside it. We can
all be mighty thankful the safe is
still whirling, That shows it hasn’t
been opened.”

“What’s the dope?” queried Mul-
doon. “I never heard of a spinning
safe.”

The inspector was examining the
intricate lock on the vault door to see
how it had been opened. “It’s a new
invention,” he explained. “It’s just
been installed here. You see, the
safe is completely inclosed in this
vault of masonry. In the old days a
good gopher man could melt any
steel safe door with an electric cur-
rent or an acetylene torch, if he could
get to the door itself. On this type
safe, your gopher can’t keep his elec-
tric drill or torch directed on any one
spot. It’s impossible for him to melt
or bore his way in!”

" “There’s no way of stoppin’ this
baby, then?’ As he spoke, Muldoon
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poked his finger in toward the re-
volving mass of metal.

“Be careful, Sergeant!” The in-
spector jerked the officer’s arm back
by his sleeve. “You've heard of
people having their fingers nipped
off by an electric fan. This will do
the trick, too—only a thousand times
better.”

“Look! Here’s where they got
him!” came an interrupting cry from
one of the policemen, who had been
examining the body of Waters.

“And here’s—"" Another officer who
had been scanning the floor stooped
to pick up a small object from be-
side the safe. The thing was mot-
tled red, and badly discolored—about
three-quarters of an inch square at
the top and two inches long. At the
bottom clung clots of blood. .

“A finger, huh ?”” Muldoon grunted,
thrusting his eager face close to the
gruesome thing,

“Yes. It’s a thumb!”

NSPECTOR HARRIS was on his

knees, beside the night watch-

man’s body. ‘“Look!” he indicated.
“Waters’ thumb’s gone!”

“Bit off, prob’ly,” said Muldoon,
stooping to examine the hand the in-
spector held up. “Plucky guy, that
Waters. Prob’ly put up a stiff fight
fore the other guy got him.”

He pushed the corpse of the watch-
man, with his broad toe. As he did
so, a bunch of keys came to light.
Inspector Harris pounced on them.

“What’s Waters doing with keys
to the vault that contains this safe?”
he cried. He let the thumbless hand
fall back to the floor in his astonish-
ment.

“I said from the first it was an in-
side job,” announced Muldoon.

“That’s how he lost his thumb,”
agreed Crestway. He deftly fitted
the keys in the vault door. “Got his
hand in the way of the safe. It
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clipped the thumb off. Careless,

don’t you think, Harris?”

“But he couldn’t have been alone
on the job,” said Harris. He leaned
again over the body on the floor.
“Here’s a hole in the back of his
head. It’s where someone hit him
with a pipe or a gun, or some tool.”

Sergeant Muldocn kicked a heavy,
smashed flashlight that lay near the
dead man’s head. “It’s Waters’ lamp,
all right,” he said. “When his thumb
was cut off by the whirling safe, he
fell back in the surprise of it—and
landed square on his own lamp.
That’s what it did for him.”

“Then what’s this trail of blood?”
Harris pointed to a scattering of red
drops across the floor in a wavering
line to the signal-switch set in the
wall.

ERGEANT MULDOON shrugged

his shoulders. “Waters did the
job,” he said with finality, waving his
hand about the big banking room. “If
there’d been anybody else in it with
him, where are they now? They’re
not here. Nobody’s got away by the
door—nor out between any of the
bars. Talk facts!”

Facts were talked until early morn-
ing. And all of them pointed straight
toward the guilt of the night watch-
man—the duplicate keys to the vault,
the severed thumb, the fact that all
the windows were secured and the
bars in place, and the street door un-
tampered with,

The manager of the Kingsbridge
National had been informed at once
of the watchman’s attempt and his
death. He arrived within the hour,
heard the detailed story, quite agreed
with Inspector Crestway and Ser-
geant Muldoon that Waters was
guilty, relocked the vault door, and
dismissed the police in an effort to
hush up the matter.

As the whirling safe had proved
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an efficient guardian of the funds in
its trust, public confidence could be
best preserved in that way. There
had been no loss to the bank—ex-
cept the lucky loss of a dishonest
night watchman. ,

So the case rested—until shortly
before nine that morning, when In-
spector Harris again arrived at the
scene of the attempted robbery.

“I want to take another look at
the safe,” he announced.

RANK WALES, the cashier-man-

ager, led the way to the vault. In
the revealing light of day, Harris’
steel-gray eyes moved deliberately,
calmly, as he took in every detail of
the room. He examined the safe
again. There were streaks of blood
on the metal surface.

“The body of Waters—has it been
removed?” he inquired.

Wales led him into a private room
where it had been carried. Harris
scanned the corpse in a quick, com-
prehensive glance. “Where is the
missing thumb ?” he asked. .

Wales pointed to a small table on
which lay a group of objects taken
from the watchman’s pockets, and
the severed thumb. Harris turned it
over between his fingers, went to
the body and examined the blood-
clotted hand of the corpse, compared
the broken thumb with the thumb
still intact.

“Kindly send a messenger with
this digit to Dr. Haldeman,” he said
to the cashier. “You have his ad-
dress. Ask him to cleanse it thor-
oughly, restore the skin where it
has been bruised, and put some of
his liquid glass mixture on it, so it
can be handled and examined, Have
him take off a print, send it to the
Identification Bureau, see what
they’ve got at Police Headquarters.
Tell him to send the thumb to my
office within two hours.”
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Harris made a casual inspection of
the personal effects taken from the
dead man’s pockets. He asked ab-
ruptly:

“Where’s his watch? Wasn’t there
one in his pocket?”

“Probably wasn’t carrying one,”
Wales answered vaguely.

“He must have had a watch, all
right,” Harris remarked. “It’s gone.”
He examined the inside lining of
Waters’ vest-pocket. “It’s lined with
chamois. See where the weight sag-
ged it, and the wearingqblackened
the skin. But no matter.”” He
stepped to a corner wash-basin,
rinsed his_hands. “Now,” he said,
“have the janitor bring me a long
ladder. I will see if I can crawl
through the middle ventilator back
there—the one with the glass miss-
ing.”

“What?”’ Wales stared up at the
three narrow slits of windows in the
rear of the open banking-room,
twelve feet from the top of the
bookkeeping cages. The windows
were secured with bars. At first
glance, he could see no difference be-
tween the middle window and the
other two. All were the same size,
about a foot high and less than eight-
een inches wide.

“There’s no glass in that middle
window,” Harris remarked. “It looks
dull compared to the others. It
caught my eye the moment I came
in just now. The pane has been cut
out around the edges, with great pre-
cision, so that the warning wires
along the frame were not interfered
with.”

S the janitor set up the ladder

against the rear wall, Harris
stood for a moment inspecting the
slight trail of blood extending from
the vault to the signal-box. A mo-
ment later he mounted the ladder.
When he reached the top, he rubbed
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his fingers along the edge of the sill,
then flattened his palm against the
ornamental bars that covered the
aperture. As he did so, the grating
of bars fell out.

Harris thrust his head quickly
through the hole. Looked down to
the ground twenty feet below.:
Glanced up at the overhanging bank
roof. It seemed as impossible for
anyone to have reached the ventila-
tor from there as from the ground.
The only other way this window
might have been gained was from
the adjoining building, a vaudeville
theatre, more than twenty feet away.
There were no signs of a ladder or
rope outside.

Wriggling back through the win-
dow, Harris descended to the floor.
With a “See you later” to Wales, he
hurried out to the rear of the build-
ing. He stepped into the twenty-
foot gap between the bank and the
vaudeville house, picked up the steel
grating which had dropped from its
window-frame. The corroded metal
showed the marks of the steel
jimmy that had wrenched it free
from its fastenings. He glanced at
the wall of the theatre opposite.

FIRE-ESCAPE jutted out about

two feet beyond the line of the
building, almost opposite the middle
window, and ended in a wire-enclosed
platform about two feet below the
narrow ventilator. The flicker of an
idea flashed in Harris’ steel-gray
eyes. He made his way into the
theatre.

Standing on the narrow platform
at the base of the fire-escape, he saw
that it was of the self-adjusting,
counter-balance type —an arrange-
ment that permits the lowest section
to connect with the ground only
when actually required. The lower
section, approximately sixteen feet
long, folded up tight against the
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side of the fire-escape. It was bal-
anced by weights in such a way that
when a person stepped out onto the
platform, the ladder slowly descended
in an arc and went down with the
weight, readily righting itself after-
wards.

TH a quick eye, Harris calcu-

lated that an agile man could
run out rapidly to the end of the de-
scending ladder, hold on to the pro-
tecting hand-rails and, if he were won-
derfully dexterous of limb, reach out
and catch at the ledge of the middle
window opposite. He would have to
be more than dexterous to be able
to hold on while he jimmied the bars
loose, cut the glass from the frame,
wormed his body through that small
opening.

Harris climbed the fire-escape
stairs to the theatre roof. Inspected
the door leading below. Found it
securely locked from the inside. He
searched everywhere for -certain
traces he hoped to discover, but found
nothing. Then hurried down the
fire-escape again. He entered by the
iron-shuttered window that had been
opened for him, asked the janitor to
take him up the inside stairway.
Harris examined the padlock on the
door opening to the roof.

“Is this used much ?” he asked his
guide.

“Not very often. Only when my
woman hangs her washing out, and
somatimes when there’s a parade or
something like that.”

“Then you live here in the build-
ing?”’

“I’m superintendent here. There’s
my room.” The man pushed open a
near-by door, indicated the bare hall
with three or four rooms leading off
it.

As Harris looked in, a harsh, shrill
voice called out:

“Hello! What are you up to now?”
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Tracing that raucous voice to a
huge wicker cage sitting in one cor-
ner, Inspector Harris saw a sedate,
grim-faced parrot blinking at him.

“Make a good watch-dog, that par-
rot,” he observed.

“Sure would,” the man grinned.
“But I ain’t much need of him here.”

“By the way,” said Harris, “where
do you keep the key to that door?”

The janitor pointed to a nail on
the kitchen door. “Right here,” he
said. “My woman keeps it handy to
hang out her clothes.”

“I see,” said Harris. He was stoop-
ing beside the corner cage.

“Hello, Polly!” he called out.

“Hello, yourself!” the parrot
cackled back. “Beat it, you bum!
Carajo!” it screeched. Then added
a great string of assorted oaths.

“Don’t pay no attention to him,
sir,” said the janitor nervously. “He
don’t mean nothin’ by it. Some of
the boys teaches him that tallk.”

“The boys? What boys do you
mean?” asked Harris.

HEM that always hang around be-

hind the stage, sir. Some 0’ them
old friends of mine, in a manner of
speakin’. Billy Yates, that used to do
a song an’ dance here, an’ Cal Swen-
ger—he had an animal act one time.
An’ Mex Acuna, him that billed him-
self The Great Zapo—that’s ‘frog’ in
spiggoty language. They belong to
the buildin’ as much as I do.

“Most of ’em seen better times an’
they can’t get away from stage
props. They come up here for a lit-
tle friendly game of pinochle some-
times, an’ a quiet drink.” He winked.
“_It’e;. a happy-go-lucky place here,
sir.’

“I see. Play poker, too?” asked
Harris, taking out his pencil and
working a white poker chip along the
bottom of the parrot’s cage toward
the wires. The parrot screamed,
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snapped at the chip with her beak.
Harris managed to extract it finally,
held it up for the janitor to see.

“There ain’t none of ’em plays
poker here,” the janitor announced
as he scratched his head wondering-
ly. “Don’t knew where she could ’a’
picked that up. It weren’t here yes-
terday—I cleaned her cage last
night.”

“Any of the boys play poker any-
where?” queried Harris quickly.

“Some of ’em do, I suppose. They
got plenty time on their hands—Mex
Acuna, for instance. He ain’t had an
engagement for more’n three years.”

ARRIS stepped to the door, made

a mental note of the relative po-

sition of the parrot’s cage and the key

hanging on the nail. He slipped the

janitor a half-dollar, thanked him,
hurried abruptly down the stairs.

A short while later he had the in-
formation he desired.

Slade Connors, a “picker-up” for a
gambling house in the theatrical dis-
trict, one of Harris’ acquaintances,
looked at the distinctive counter
handed him. “They use those at Joe
Cantrell’s and Doc Kelley’s,” he an-
nounced finally. “Most likely this
came from Cantrell’s place. There’s
only two rings on ’em at the Doc’s—
this chip’s got three.”

Hurrying over to the office, Harris
found a small, neat package awaiting
him. It was the thumb from Dr.
Haldeman, the bruised skin nicely
replaced, and the whole covered with
a glass-like substance which made it
easy to handle and much less dis-
agreeable. Under a strong light he
studied the glass-encased thumb
-carefully. Methodically, he traced an
outline of the digit on a piece of
paper, made comparison with several
prints and sketches in a book of
photographs and drawings of thumbs
and other fingers.
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Finally, below the drawing he had
made, he wrote; “Classification:
Clubbed Thumb. Characteristics:
Wilful, brutal, unreasoning, uncon-
trollable temper, vicious, unbalanced,
partial. insanity, lack of reasoning
powers.”

He picked up the white poker chip.
Two deep wrinkles joined the corners
of his nostrils and his lips as he
smiled broadly. “It ought to be
easy,” he said softly, dropped the
thumb and poker chip into a loose
outside pocket and strolled out of the
building. He’d try his luck at Joe
Cantrell’s gambling joint tonight. It
might be just possible—. He glanced
at his watch.

At a dirty-windowed, apparently
vacant four-story dwelling in the
upper Fifties, covered with weather-
worn “For Sale” signs, and look-
ing as though it had been without
a tenant for years, Slade Conners
and his friend Harris paused at
the basement entrance. They rang
a seemingly useless bell, and waited
until a tiny peep hole in the door
had been opened and Conner’s face
had been recognized by the look-
out. The door opened. Harris
stepped in. His duty as Harris’
sponsor completed, Conners de-
parted for other fields.

HROUGH the bare basement,

Harris was taken upstairs. Things
were different here. Deep-napped
carpets caressed the feet. Glanc-
ing for only a moment at the group
of men playing poker at a round
table, Harris went on up to the
second floor where there was a
roulette layout. Eight players were
already seated on high stools along
the table, opposite the croupier.

Harris took a seat on a stool
at the extreme end of the table
beside a thin man bent over a small
stack of chips, his greenish eyes
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But—on account of his ungovernable
temper—he succeeded ‘doing one
thing, He committed murder.”

Harris was watching the thin,
drab-faced gambler hunched on the
stool beside him. The man was
trembling and had turned his green
eyes away.

ELL, he escaped through the
door to the roof of the vaude-
ville house where he was accustomed
to hang out. When he went to replace
the key he had stolen from the
rooms of the janitor—trying to
cover his tracks—there was a parrot
in the hall where the key was kept.
In the excitement of his escape, the
man had remembered to replace the
grating from the bank window—he
had remembered to replace the key
—but he had forgotten the parrot.
“The bird heard him steal into the
room, and hollered out: ‘What are
you up to now! Quick as thought,
the murderer reached in his pocket
and pulled out the first thing his
fingers struck. He pushed it into
the cage to distract and silence the
bird he had overlooked. It hanpened
to be a poker chip—a white poker
chip like this.”

“Shut up—damn you!” screamed
the trembling, thin-faced man, leap-
ing to his feet in a burst of uncon-
trollable rage and crashing his fist
on the table. Great drops of perspi-
ration stood out on his pasty fore-
head.

Harris stepped back, smiled,
reached into his side pocket and pro-
duced the chip he had rescued from
the parrot’s cage. “Here is the iden-
tical chip I was telling you about,”
he remarked, looking straight at
Mex Acuna. “You are the man I
referred to—the murderer!”

The wild-eyed man staggered
back from Harris in horror, slip-
ping his ungloved hand behind his
back. Suddenly, with a yell, he
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lunged at Harris, jerking a long
knife from a narrow pocket beneailt
his belt, the bare edge of the wicked
blade gleaming in his grasp.

The alert detective side-stepped
quickly, caught the madman’s wrist.
But the other was too dexterous for
him. With a sudden twist he slashed
the blade through the fleshy part of
Harris’ arm. Harris leaped for his
throat, but two powerful arms
locked around his neck, and he was
dragged to the flcor.

The slight, wiry-muscled mar,
eyes aflare, thin lips chafing madly,
wielded his weapon demoniacally,
endeavoring to strike at Harris’
prostrate form through the ring of
arms that were holding him back—
for the croupier and two cappers
had hurled themselves at the blood-
lusting maniac simultaneously. He
wriggled and fought like a great,
frantic, twisting eel. Finally, the
group secured wrestling grips on the
madman’s slippery, skin-creeping
limbs, wrested the knife from his
hand, floored him, kept him down.

“My Gawd!” Joe Cantrell yelled
as he stepped into the room with
two of his henchmen, taking in the
cause of the trouble at a glance.
“Is .that wild man loose again?
Who worked him un? What’s the
trouble ?”

Harris caught his arm firmly,
spoke low in his ear.

“Sure, we'll get him out of here
for you—quiet like, if—"

THE proprietor turned and glared
at Harris. “Where’s your proof
that Max here is a murderer?”’ he
asked bluntly.

Harris coolly took from his pocket
the glass-coated thumb. He dropped
it into the gambler’s: pink palm.
“Remove the glove from his left
hand and you'll see!” The thin,
malignant-eyed man on the floor was
squirming again, endeavoring to
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loosen the grip of the eight strong
arms that held him.

They were unable to remove the
glove until the doughty little owner
stepped over, and delivered a de-
liberately, sense-snuffing blow cold-
bloodedly, directly in the fear-frozen
face of the writhing, twisting man.

THE’Y snatched off his glove, and
exposed a wadded bandage at-
tached to the hand where the thumb
should have been. Cantrell ripped
that off with a brutal jerk, and dis-
closed an unsightly wound, freshly
dressed.

“It’s his thumb all right,” agreed
the gambler hesitantly. “But how
does that prove he did for the
Kingsbridge National watchman this
morning? I read in the papers that
the watchman lost a thumb, but=—
What’s the dope?”’

Harris took the proprietor aside.
He explained quickly.

“I'll give you the straight of it,”
he began. “Then we’ll take him out
quietly, so your place won't get a
bad name. There were two thumbs
nipped off at the time of that at-
tempted robbery this morning. One
was the watchman’s. The other be-
longed to Mex Acuna.

“From the beginning, it was evi-
dent that nobody but a regular eel
like our friend here could wriggle
through the little window in the
bank where they found the glass cut
out. On a sill of the window there
were little threads where a rope had
rubbed. In fact, Mex here used two
ropes—one tied high up on the fire-
escape of the theatre at the rear of
the bank, which he used to swing
back when he made his getaway—
the other to hold the grating in place
as a sort of anchor while he slipped
down inside to get at the night
watchman, before tackling the safe
door.

“He managed somehow to tie up
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the watchman—probably he was
half-asleep when Mex pounced on
him, There were marks on Waters’
arms and legs — showing that he
had been bound. His watch, too,
was missing. Then Mex went to
work on the vault door. He
opened it with the key and combina-
tion he had probably bought from a
friend, who wasn’t able to use it
himself. There was a new whirling
safe in that vault—only recently in-
stalled. Acuna didn’t know about
that. In his surprise he probably
pushed in his hand to feel for the
door—and got his thumb nipped off
clean.”

“And the watchman’s thumb was
taken off, too?”

“Just as Acuna’s thumb was
nipped off by the safe, the watchman
broke loose from the ropes and got
across to the signal-box in the wall
near-by. Mex sprang out on him,
caught him, crashed in his skull with
the butt of his gun, dragged him
back toward the safe door. He did
some fast thinking just then, helped
out by the pain in his thumb. He
realized all in a flash that his at-
tempt to rob the safe was a failure
—that the police would soon be com-
ing in response to the watchman’s
last-minute alarm. All of a sudden
he decided to make things look as
if the watchman himself had done
the job.

He took off the ropes, smashed
the watchman’s heavy flashlight,
and put it alongside the watch-
man’s head. The keys, too. Then—
to make it even surer—he carried
the body to the side of the safe,
stuck the dead man’s thumb against
the whirling steel. It was clipped
off neatly, and dropped. It had all
worked fine, so far. But when he
groped around in the dark to pick
up his thumb, he got Waters’ thumb
by mistake—leaving his own behind

(Concluded on Page 128)
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mental  depression,
vou, o foa,  shonld

sspect degeneration
of this vitally  im-
portant uale gland.

Neglect Threatens
Lives!

Do not neglect
these symotoms, o

Which of These
“AFTER 40”

Troubles Is Yours?

“Onh, hut pro-
ilure is a serious
ases il ennnot e attaekings
* One of the i

«; authoritivs in
stated @atly (hat if you are over G0y the cha
more than cgual Dt peastate trouble is attacking you,

New Confidential Book Now Free

Protect yoursell now!  Learn at onee how  this
simple, entireely drugdess home reatiosent often cids
the need for pills in less than o weelk s read the con-

lidential reports of men who were once domned to
premature  old lives  af  aiserable semi-
invalidism,  Now a  starcthingly  frank  book, rully
illstrated, ploins the 1rue Caets about this Safter

nd shows Liow asillions
are foahal by v osviuptoms. Nend for it to-
Land learn out aur generous motoey -hack
agrecient, insuring you quick and satisfactory re-
Hef ar no cost. Nimply m the cuttpoll now  ta
W, I Kirk, President, Ihe Electro Thermnl Cos, 1268
Morris Avenue, Steubenvitle, Ohio,

10" troubleon

I you Jive wedd of 1he Mo, o
dress Tl Elctro Tlhenmnal Co o5
Wm, Fox Bkl . Dot 12 Y )
weles, Calit. In Canada, ad-dr
o Thermal Co o e 12-Y,
S Yomze St Toronto, Canady

ligation 1o me, please send me your
Many Men Are O At WL with e
the Thermaula Treatment, and  your

‘Tous money-harck : cient,

| Nomee .. I
AP e ieaee
City Stte Lo, I




