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EXPLORATION

CHAPTER IX
L AR. now you misjudge me"
protested Escobar quickly,
and If his tone was equable, there
was still a trace of red to color
the clear olive skin of his cheeks,
“As the officer responsible for this
district, T have lately found it ad=-
visable to keep an eye on tele-
grams. A mild censorship, you
peo, quite unofficial and very ex-
tra<legal, The wire to you came
through the San Saba office while
I was there, and it was placed
before me as g matter of routine

=—police routine, senor.”

I beg your pardon,” said Allan,
rising and holding out his hand
to make it more convincing., *I1
should have remembered your of-
ficial position and not spoken out
of turn. With the whole world
gaing to hell in a hack you are
ceriainly justified in doing every-
thing you ecan to keep this litile
corner of it peaceful”

“My sentiments exacily,” nod-
ned the Mexican, and gave a
friendly pressure of his strong
fingers to Allan's hand. *And
now—you will excuse me, yes?
Perhaps we shall have the pleas-
ure of your eompany at dinner

His gmiling, debonnir self again,
he sauntered back to where his
charming companion awaited him.
Allan made a grimace at the
troacherous telegram and stuck the
thing in his pocket,

He gave some thought to the
incider:t that afternoon when he
wasm't wondering if the axles
would snap or the radiator blow
up. Whatever else Escobar might
be, he was still the Government
with a capital G in this neck of
the woods and it made Allanabit
wuncomfortable to think he might
have become an object of suspicion
1o the police. It would be ruinous.
to his mission if he were slapped
ints the local hoosegow on charge
of being a spy or fifth-columnist

or something.

But the colonel had seemed
quite good-humored about it, he
tried to reassure himself, and if
he really had serious doubts of
Allan’s bona fides he would hardly
bave tipped off his hand so openly
about the “extra-legal” censor-
ship. Moreover, his suggestion of
dinner ftogether had sounded
cordial, and he had drifted away

Not that the smile meant much,
mused Allan, dissuading the sedan
from plunging into & clump of
cholla cactus, Mexicans have a
reputation for faking life easily,
but they stand for no foolishness.

“Damn' efficient, these rurales!™
muttered Allan. *“The way he
spotted that San Diego date-line
=] Dammit, he's good!"

his speedometer had |

| jolted off nearly ten miles of
slowed up

It was a steep littla hill,
thirty feet high, and the

There was a jungle of cactus to
the right He located a break in
the gray-green wall, tumed into
it daringly, and parked the long-

sedsn where it would
not be noticed from the road.

Not a soul was in sight
/might have thought he had Lower
|Callfornia to himself but for faint
\sounds of human aciivity which
jeame from the direction of the
|gulf. Distant woices, and mixed
iwith them the rattle of chains and
'the clank of machinery,

“The cannery, I expech
cannery—and what else?”
'right hand went back to touch
‘his hip-pocket, though the weight
of his automatic was proof enough
|of its presence. Just for Juck, and
-thinking of poor Harry Bishop, he
took it out and made sure it was
|in readiness for use in case sny-
|body came after him with a hypo-
J needle. “Well, here goes!"

Stooping a little, his alert eyes
iwatchful, he left the dusty road
and headed cross-country for the
pine-topped hill, He had on cane
vas leggings which protected him
from cactus spines—and other
more deadly perils. Several big
scorplons scuttled awany at his
swift approach, and at least one
slde-winder raillled an angry
warning at him to watich his step,

He renched the base of the hill
with no more than these reptilian
alarms. He began the steep as-
cent, climbing foirly quickly it
he was within a few feet of the
top. Then he crouched and went
the rest of the way on hands and
knees, He came to the grove of
pine, crawled through it to its
farther edge, and dropped flut on
his stomach in as nice a front-
line observation post as nature
ever devised,

Stretched before him was the
blue-green expanse of the Guif,
linting and twinkling in the re-
flected rays of sunlight. Across
the water, nearly ten miles dis-
tant ot this point, wan the hazy
shore of Mexico, barren, sandy
and with no stgn. of habitation.

- .

HESE detnils held Allan's at-

tention no more than an in-
stant. What he was interested in’'

wiis a group of islands which lay
close inshore, almost directly be-
low him. They strelched out in a

« chain parallel 1o the shore and
. separated from it, ns Sun Su had

sald, by a strait hardly more than
a hundred yards in width,
Only two of the fislanda ap-
to be occupled. One, much
the biggest of the group, had
several substantial buildings on it;
the “canpery" obviously. There
wag a boat dock on its nearest

shore; on the farthest, a long pler

jutted out into the water,

The other occupled island was
a good deal smaller than the first.
Allan noted a reomy, white stone
bungalow in the center, and a
small structure, apparenily a boat-
house, on its nearest shore. He
saw the figures of a man and a
woman pacing to and fro on a

| tiled path, and he focused his
| glasses on them curiously, Neither
was Japanese. The woman was
young, blonde, and rather pretty
in a plquant way, he decided.
| The man was blond, too, tall and
| broad-shouldered; he might have
| been an American but for the way
| he gesticulated with his hands as
he talked.

Still and all, the chief feature of
the scene to hold Allan’s bemused
attention was on the Peninsula
itself. A little way off, a crew of

I Japanese workmen were digging
into the side of a small mountain
wilh picks and shovels, They

| seemed to be excavating a dark,
| clay-like substance which was put

| on hand barrows and carried to a

big scow by the water's edge.

When it was Joaded, the scow was

towed by a launch to the cannery
island and snother scow came up
to be filled.

“Something wrong about this”
muttered Allan, wrinkling his
brow in perplexity.
use clay in canning fish, do you?

Su didn't mention this digging?
It could have started, I suppose,
after he received his last report
from his pals," He shook his head
regretfully. “Wish I knew more
about solls—"

In the middle of that wish, a

behind him. He had done nothing
himself to startle the most nervous

l

*You don't |

I wonder why the Sam Hill Sun |

ratilesnake whirred some yards |

straight Into the muzzle of a rifle,
It was held by the squat Eurasian,
and behlind him were six short but
strongly built Japanese, The
squat man growled a guttural
order,

“Hands up, Senor -Steelel
Fronto!™
(To Be Continued)
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