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It's Quite a Picnic When They Carry Guns in the

Lunch Basket—and Atomic Echoes Are All Around.


 





I


LOOK at Johnny Devine, now—tall, raw-
boned, straight-eyed, with a lift in his step and a lurking
twinkle in his thin lip-corners, and a whipcord pull in those
long arms that would astonish you.


What did you do in the war, Johnny? The hell with it; save it
for the papers, he would reply, and left it at that. This was no
answer, as he knew in his heart, for there were echoes that would
outlast all questions, but he did not expect to run into such big
echoes that morning he got the Tres Piñones call, especially
atomic bomb echoes.


He left the garage in charge of Mike, who was competent to
handle all comers, and drove off in the trouble-shooting repair
coupe. He was quite cheerful, as usual; the garage was making
money, he was planning to get a new car agency, and the future
looked good as it often does. Recently as the war had ended, its
memories were already dying out.


Tres Piñones was eighteen miles, away, in the higher country.
As he drove up the Green Cañon road, he was thinking, not too
hard, about that girl over in Las Vegas. She was interesting,
certainly, but Devine could not quite convince himself that he
was in love. Actually, he found this southwest country far more
interesting. Ever since he had been stationed at Camp Percival he
had promise himself that he would return here after the war and
settle down. Now he had done it.


Green Cañon fascinated him, with its desolate wind-eroded
pinnacles and bleak waterless hills, as he headed up for the mesa
beyond. Tres Piñones was a railroad water stop, little more, but
there were dude ranches in the vicinity and the hills around were
dotted with luxury-camps of wealthy folk who sought the bright
winter sunshine. These were usually serviced and supplied from
Morgantown, twenty-odd miles north. The car that was broken down
lay this side of Tres Piñones.


"Some day, I'll have a place over there where the money lies,"
Devine told himself as he emerged from the upper cañon to the
mesa upland. "Meantime, I'm doing all right. Good dividends in a
distance call like this, too."


He would not have left the desert country on a bet, just now.
He loved its hot dryness, the brilliant sunlight, the electric
tang in the air even when it was blistering. Still, the high
country was mighty fine, with its green hills and trout streams;
a man might do worse. It depended partly on human contacts.
Johnny Devine, who had left all his contacts back in Jersey, was
content to make haste slowly. He was making money and was not
pestered by the urge to shift too rapidly. He had shifted from
Germany to Okinawa, which was plenty.


The call had come from Bill Edwards' filling station and chow
house five miles this side of Tres Piñones. As Devine approached
across the flat mesa, whose only horizon was the sky, the filling
station came into focus and he saw the car standing beside the
pumps. A luxury car, big and black and powerful, of pre-war
vintage.


Bill Edwards was putting oil and water in the car when Devine
drew up, halted and jumped out with cheery greeting.


"High, Bill! Here we are. Is this the wreck?"


"Hello, Johnny. Nope, the wreck is inside, laying down.


"What's the big idea?" Devine stared. "Getting me away up here
for nothing—"


"Don't start beating your gums, Johnny. The guy is laid out;
altitude got him. He'll pay well to be driven to where he's
going. I can't leave; my wife's sick, I'm alone here."


"Oh!" said Devine, comprehending. He walked into the
building.


The man was lying on the old couch under the tire-rack. He
nodded to Devine. He had bright eyes in a white face, was well
dressed, and looked about forty.


"You're Devine, eh? My name's Carter. I heard what you just
said; don't blame you." He spoke without moving. "My heart's
given out. I must be driven to Horton's place at once. Set your
own price."




DEVINE asked where Horton's place was. Carter informed him;
one of those luxury cabins in the hills. Devine set his price and
made it a good one. Carter, without rising, produced a stout roll
of bills and peeled off the cash; he peeled off another bill to
pay Bill Edwards, and asked no change.


"Gimme an arm into the car, will you?" he said.


Devine complied; the man was all skin and bone, apparently.
Devine wanted to grab a cup of java at the counter but Carter
dissented. There were sandwiches and coffee in the car, he said.
He got placed comfortably in the big back seat, a rug drawn over
him to the eyes, and Devine climbed under the wheel. A wave of
the hand to Bill, and they were off.


"I suppose you were in the war?" Carter asked.


Devine grimaced. "No. I was taking a course at Oxford when the
incident happened."


True enough, in a way; he had enjoyed a six-weeks' course
there, anyhow.


"I didn't ask for sarcasm," snapped the man behind. "Stop at
the top of this grade and we'll have a bite and a sup. On the
seat beside you is a briefcase. Take care of it at all costs; if
anyone stops us, don't let them get it. Horton must have it
today."




DEVINE had noticed the leather case, almost flat. He
investigated the seat and found it moveable, and slid it back a
notch to give his long legs more room.


"If anyone stops us!" Not likely, he thought, with a sniff.
The endless brown country had no life. At the top of the long
grade he could see on ahead. Nothing moved, except the
heat-shimmer. He pulled out of the road and stopped. Carter made
an effort, pulled himself up, and looked down at the empty front
seat.


"It's gone!" he exclaimed sharply. "Where is it?"


Devine chuckled and pointed down. "Under the seat. Put it on
the floor and slide it under. Nobody would ever suspect or look
there."


Carter sighed, relaxed and seated himself again.


"You're all right," he said. "In this basket you'll find
thermos bottles and grub. Will you get it out? Any movement sort
of gets me."


No conversation was made; both men were hungry. The sandwiches
were good, the coffee was better. Carter indicated a carton of
cigarettes and told Devine to help himself, which he did, then
broke the silence.


"Horton's my lawyer. He's a bang-up lawyer, too, on his
vacation just now. I feel pretty shaky, and there's more altitude
ahead; if I blackout, just leave me alone and get there. Minnie
Horton will know what to do; she was a nurse. Savvy?"


Devine nodded. "Okay. I forgot something. How do I get
back?"


"One of them will drive you back to your car."


Carter leaned back and closed his eyes; he was not garrulous.
Devine sent the powerful car whirring up the long road toward the
hills that opened ahead. Up there it would be a seven thousand
foot altitude; the engine told him they were climbing all the
time.


A rum go, he told himself. Why was Carter alone, in such
condition? On the lam, perhaps, running to his mouthpiece? Maybe.
Hard to say. Anything was possible in this cockeyed
world—even here out of the world. The old car was a beauty;
it made his heart sing to rev her up thus, between road and
sky!


But ahead, the highway ended and he must take to dirt roads.
He neared the turnout and glanced around; Carter seemed asleep,
and he made the swing gently and was away on a rising yellow road
that bored in among low hills, higher ones beyond, crowned with
trees. No more speed; the curves became acute and must be
negotiated with care, since there was barely room for two
vehicles to pass.


Devine passed a couple of turnouts, and knew he must be within
two or three miles of his destination. He drew the air deeply
into his gratified lungs; these pine-clad heights were very
different from the desert mesa they had left far behind! An
instant later, however, he caught his breath with a gasp and
stepped on the brake hard.


The road-block was tiny but efficient—a ditch six inches
deep dug across the yellow road. On either side a man came out
into view; both men were armed with rifles, and the weapons were
levelled. A third man stepped forth, waving his hand.


"Take it easy," he said, quite unnecessarily, and came forward
to the side of the car. A massive, roughly dressed man with rocky
features and hard, glittering eyes that flicked over the car and
bored into Devine.


"Well?" said the latter coolly. "What's the meaning of
this?"




THE big fellow looked in at the open window. Devine glanced
around. Carter lay with eyes closed, breathing heavily; he had
passed out.


"Playing possum, is he?" came the response. "Who are you? Talk
fast."


"You're nuts," said Devine. "The altitude got his heart and I
was employed to drive him where he's going. Who the devil are
you?"


"Jess Gorham," said the big man amiably. "Carter's up to his
old tricks, eh? Well, young feller, you hop out and you won't be
hurt. Hop out!" He turned as he spoke and waved his hand. "Come
on, boys! This is it."


Devine scowled. "Listen, whoever you are—is this a
holdup? You're not setting me afoot if I know it."


An automatic was thrust up at him and over it glittered
Gorham's eyes.


"I said you won't get hurt. Act foolish and you will. We don't
want you; we want him. Hop out and walk across the road and stay
there till we're done; then you can take the car and go where you
like. Move!"


The safety catch was pressed off, the automatic was alive.
Devine pushed open the car door and got out. The two men with
rifles were approaching the car. He wisely did as ordered, walked
across the road, and stood there watching.


The whole thing was crazy; it did not make sense. The three
conferred briefly, then Carter was hauled out of the car, still
unconscious. Two of the men lifted him away in among the trees.
After a moment they returned, shaking their heads. The three fell
to work at the car.


Two suitcases were taken out, then they went through
everything. The leader, Gorham, struck Devine as being distinctly
bad medicine; the other two were ordinary rascals. What puzzled
him was his inability to place them. Neither clothes nor speech
indicated them as local inhabitants; certainly they were not dude
ranchers. He tried to catch what they said but could not, but he
had the notion that they were not talking English. Spanish,
perhaps? He could not say.


They searched the car rapidly. Devine understood that they
must be looking for the briefcase, thanks to Carter's words. It
was not turned up. Then Gorham came over to him, and the other
two, with the grips, went back among the trees.


"You can pull out in five minutes," said Gorham. Now Devine
sensed a faint trace of accent, or fancied it. "Carter's staying
with us. You're going to Horton's place?"


"Carter was going there," said Devine. "I expect I'd better
deliver the car with news of him. You know that kidnapping
carries the death penalty."


Gorham laughed silently. "Don't be a dumbhead. You tell Horton
I said to come across with what belongs to me, or he'll be next;
and any police interference will be very bad luck for him. That's
all."


He turned and strode away. Dumbhead! That sounded foreign,
too; for the moment, Devine could not place the word at all, but
somehow it had a familiar ring. Gorham had not spoken with
bluster, but with a cold, steely flatness that showed he meant
his words literally.


Devine went over to the car, which was in considerable
disorder. He did not look under the front seat; he had no need.
He straightened things up a bit, then got under the wheel. As he
did so, he heard the thrum of a car starting, somewhere nearby.
So Gorham and his friends had their own car among the trees!


He started the engine, drove into the road, passed the ditch
slowly, and quickened speed. He had to watch now for the turnout
marked with Horton's name; the house would be a quarter-mile off
the road.


"I've done my job. It wasn't my business to protect Carter;
I'd have needed a machine gun," he reflected. "Horton gets the
briefcase and the message, and drives me back to my car, and I'm
done. No police interference, eh? The whole thing looks screwy,
if you ask me."


Nobody, at the moment, asked him; but, in point of fact, as
yet he hadn't seen nothing. Nothing!






II


HE turned into Horton's short, curving road. The
place was fenced in with wire, and before he had gone fifty
yards, he was halted by a State trooper sitting his bike in the
middle of the road. "Name and business," said the trooper.
"Message from a Mr. Carter to a Mr. Horton," said Devine
curtly.


"Go ahead," said the trooper, removing himself.


Devine drove on, reflecting, that the cop was placed where,
unseen, he could see the road entrance. More funny business.


The house came into sight, and astonished him with its size.
It was large, sprawling along the hillside, and was built of
logs. Garage and stables stood close by. It must have cost a
small fortune, he thought. The road looped around; he made the
turn, headed the car for the return trip, and halted it. Then he
got out and looked for the briefcase. In order to retrieve it, he
was forced to slide out the front seat entirely; there it lay, a
plain leather case stamped with no name, apparently empty. He
picked it up and worked the seat back into place.


"You'd better bring it up here," said a voice.


He looked up, saw a young woman standing on the log porch, and
waved a hand.


"Coming." He started for the porch. She spoke again.


"You're not Mr. Carter. Where is he?"


"Detained en route," said Devine. "I'm looking for Mr.
Horton."


"So am I," she rejoined. "I'm his daughter, Minnie Horton, He
drove out two hours ago to meet Mr. Carter. Didn't you see
him?"


Devine stood on the top step, looking at her, and it was no
waste of time. She wore khaki blouse and skirt; she was dark,
trim, efficient and despite a worried gaze had a charming dimple
at the corner of her mouth.


"There wasn't a car on the road anywhere," he said, and caught
the flicker of alarm in her eye. "Why didn't he take that cop
along with him?"


"He was afraid for the place. For me." She held out her hand.
"I'll take that."


"Nope. For Mr. Horton, said Carter. That's funny! Only one
road—hm! Maybe Gorham got him, too."


She made a helpless gesture. "You'd better sit down and
talk—fast."


Wicker rockers stood on the porch. She took one, Devine
another; he gave his name and told how he came to be here. She
listened without a word, but her dark eyes were eloquent, and
flashed again as he told of the meeting with Jess Gorham, and
what had happened to Carter. But her anxiety, he thought, was
stilled.


"I see," she said, when he had finished. "Then you didn't come
from Morgantown; that explains it. Father thought you would come
that way. He must have gone there."


He nodded. "Maybe. I wouldn't know."


From within the house came the insistent reiterance of a
telephone ringing. She rose.


"Wait—no, come along. That must be father calling."


Devine followed her into a big room garish with Indian rugs. A
phone stood on a table and she picked it up. He lighted a
cigarette and waited. She broke into a laugh.


"Oh, good! I thought it would be you. Mr. Carter's car
came—his driver said they hadn't sighted you. No, from Tres
Piñones. That explains it—what? No, just the driver. Mr.
Carter was taken off by some men, on the way here. The driver
brought his briefcase and won't give it to me. Says it is for you
only."


She broke off, listening. Her eyes went to Devine. She
beckoned him.


"Will you speak to my father, please?"


Devine nodded, took the phone, and answered. A harsh voice
barked at him.


"I'm Horton; my daughter vouches for me. Will you let her look
at the contents of that briefcase?"


"Oh, sure," said Devine.


"Do it, then. Was Carter hurt?"


"I think not. He had blacked out—his heart."


"The blasted fool! You don't know who the men were?"


"One Jess Gorham was the boss. Sounded foreign, somehow; a
very bad actor."


"Huh. I thought so. All right, put my daughter on."




DEVINE complied, but first gave Gorham's message about the
police. Minnie Horton took over, accepted the briefcase from him,
and slid it open. There was nothing inside except an envelope
addressed to Horton. She so reported, then, evidently on demand,
opened the envelope and drew out a check. Devine looked down at
it and caught his breath. It was a cashier's check, issued by a
St. Louis bank, for three hundred thousand dollars—and it
was payable to Bearer.


"Worse fool than I thought him," came Horton's voice. "Now
we're in for it. All right.


"Tell this man to stay. Send the cop away—no use now.
I'll be back before sunset. Better tell that cop to come over
here and escort me back—"


Devine moved away, not wishing to eavesdrop on the
conversation. He smoked, looking about the luxuriously rough big
room. No lack of comforts here, evidently; Horton must be a
bigshot lawyer, because a place like this spelled money. Hm!
Three hundred thousand—and payable to Bearer! No wonder
Gorham had wanted that check—


She hung up, and faced him. "Did you hear what he said? You'll
stay till he gets back? Better still until morning."


Devine lifted an eyebrow. "Not on orders, Miss Horton."


"Oh!" Her dark eyes warmed a trifle. "Will you, please?"


"With pleasure."


"Then I'll get rid of that cop. Make yourself
comfortable."


He took the envelope and check from her, slid them into the
briefcase again, and she was gone—out to the porch and the
road below. Devine laid the briefcase on the table and took a
chair. His garage shirt and jeans were, at least, clean.


He was, quite naturally, curious. Anyone who would buy a check
of that size made out to Bearer should have his head examined.
This affair seemed to be an odd mixture of police, lawyers and
crooks; it made no sense.


"But this Minnie Horton—she's really something," he told
himself emphatically. "I'd better stick around, sure. She's not
the kind to be mixed up in a mess with crooks. Gorham was one if
I ever saw one."


He rose, walked about the room, looked at the bright pictures
by Indian artists, and caught sight of something standing in the
corner half behind a curtain. It was a Marine rapid-fire carbine
and the magazine was loaded; he examined it with interest.


"You seem to know your way around with it," she said.


He looked up, grinning cheerfully. "You sure sneak up on a
guy. Yeah, I ought to; could take it apart in the dark, you
bet."


"It belonged to my brother. I left him on Okinawa."


"You left him? Not likely. Oh!" he checked himself. "That's
right. Carter said you'd been a nurse. Well, never mind; I
haven't sprouted gray whiskers yet."


Her eyes were half puzzled, half laughing, as he replaced the
carbine.


"What have whiskers got to do with it?"


"With me. I took a vow, cross my heart and hope to die, I'm
never going to open my face about it until I've got long gray
whiskers and a couple of grandchildren to scramble over my
knee."


"What on earth are you driving at? About what?"


"That thing they called a war," said Devine, and chuckled.
"This is a nice place. I like it. This is the sort of place I'm
going to have for my own, some day. But you must get mighty
lonesome, here by yourself. I take it the house is empty. D'you
think that's wise?"




SHE took a chair, lighted a cigarette, surveyed him for a
moment and then yielded to the twinkle that had carried Johnny
Devine past many an icy barrier.


"Not just at present, certainly," she replied. "We came here
in order to meet and talk with Carter. He's a client."


"So he inferred. Hm!" Devine frowned. "That fellow
Gorham—dumbhead, he called me. The word's vaguely familiar,
in an odd way."


"It ought to be, if ever you heard much German spoken."


"Oh-oh!" Devine stiffened slightly. "I believe you've hit it!
German, sure! How come?"


Smiling a little, she shook her head at him. "I don't see any
whiskers."


"Meaning what?"


"It's one of the things you're sworn not to mention, Mr.
Devine."


"I'd feel more natural if you'd make it Johnny, just to be
formal."


"Johnny Devine? A nice name. It trips off the tongue. I
suppose you're just dying to ask questions?"


"So you can be happy giving the answers? I never said so. But
you came a long ways to meet with a guy who had to bust his
heartstrings getting here. It's all cockeyed."


She nodded. "Sure. We thought this was the safest place of
all, I mean for Carter, and it turned out just the opposite. We
came for only two or three days, and now look at us!"


"I am. It's very easy. I've missed a lot," Devine said
gravely. "But if I'm not leaving till morning, I'd better put
away that car, since it's blocking the drive."


"While you're doing it, I'll mix a drink." She rose. "We've a
room ready for Mr. Carter, so you can occupy it. I doubt if he'll
be along. But—Johnny!"


"Yes?" On his way to the door, he paused.


"We won't mention the war; that's all over."


"So they say. Seems to have left a lot of echoes, though."


"That's the word; echoes! The greatest thing in all history is
bound to leave echoes, good and bad. This affair of Carter's is a
very big one, in a way." She was speaking seriously, even
earnestly. "And we're not sure where it will end."


Devine nodded. "Echoes die away if you don't stir 'em up with
another holler. See you in a jiffy."


He went out, thoughtfully, to the car in the drive. An echo of
the war? Three hundred thousand dollars was no slouch of an echo,
as she had just said. Once he got the full story, it might make
sense, but at present it did not. Carter could be held up,
robbed, kidnapped, and nothing done about it—why?


Having put the car out of the way, Devine came back into the
house, to find cool iced drinks waiting and Minnie Horton
thumbing over a fatly folded blueprint map. She found what she
wanted and opened it.


"Ever hear of the Casa Escondida?" she asked casually.


"Hidden House? No. What is it—hello, wait! I have heard
of it, too," exclaimed Devine. "Somewhere over in the back
country. An Injun cliff-dwelling or something of that kind,
eh?"


She nodded. "Correct. No one knows much about it. A prospector
looking for tellurium ore found it during the war and reported
it. He went back there and never returned. It's a bad bit of
country, impossible for a car. This is a government hydrographic
chart."


Devine fingered his drink, watching her.


"So what?" he asked. She tapped the map.


"Nobody is aware of it generally, but there's a road within
ten miles of it," she said. "Army-built, during the war; very
hush-hush stuff. It ran to where some atomic bomb experiments
were being made. All over now, of course, and the road's disused,
since it leads nowhere. But we could reach it by car and follow
it to Cañon Escondido, as the spot is marked on the map, and take
the last ten miles afoot."


"We?" repeated Devine? She smiled at him and sipped her
drink.


"I certainly wouldn't take that trip alone. Father can't take
it at all; he's lame. But you and I could do it handily, I
think."


"Why?"


She cocked an eye at him. "You're good at one-word questions,
aren't you? Well, I'm just thinking out loud, Johnny. Naturally,
those atomic bomb investigators picked the most desolate, hidden,
unknown back-country spot they could find. So might others."


"Oh!" said he, and wondered. "Meaning you and me? The prospect
would be alluring, but not with atomic bombs in mind.
I'm not having any of those babies, thanks. I saw what they did
in Japan; it was plenty. If you want to go somewhere, pick a spot
that's got hot-dog stands and picture shows."


She paid small attention to his words but went on,
musingly.


"That experimental area is still under guard, I hear, but
Cañon Escondido is well this side of there. Hm! You know, those
atomic bombs are part of the biggest thing that ever happened,
and lots of people who shouldn't might be very much interested in
them. I'd not be a bit surprised if the men who grabbed Mr.
Carter might not be there, somewhere."


Devine said nothing. She was aiming at something definite, he
perceived, and he gave strict attention as she went on
speaking.


"You know that before the war, Germans or German agents were
everywhere, even here in the Southwest. Plenty of our Nazi
prisoners were thoroughly acquainted with all sections of this
country—not necessarily as spies, either, but as
scientists. They spoke English fluently. Some of those agents
were not even Germans. Eh?"


"Conceded," Devine said cautiously. "So far, no argument."


"There might still be something to be learned from the
experimental areas, here and elsewhere," she mused. "That's
probably why they're still guarded. Let's go on to another fact.
Not all our Nazi prisoners were sent back to Germany. Some had
escaped. Others were freed with the peace. Some of their agents
here were not even suspected."


"Might be," Devine assented, conscious now of keenly awakened
interest.


"Take another fact. The Germans made desperate efforts to
plant their money outside of Germany, and a good many managed to
do it, in Switzerland and elsewhere. Now, if some of those Nazis
could get to this country and settle down here—and if they
could get hold of their planted loot—they'd be nicely
fixed, wouldn't they?"


"Sure." Devine nodded. "But that isn't possible; international
money transactions are watched too carefully."


Minnie Horton broke into a laugh, finished her drink, and
rose.


"I've dangled a lot of strings before your eyes, Johnny
Devine; maybe you can pull them all together—later on. May
I sweeten your drink—no? Then I'll get supper started. You
make yourself at home; no help needed, thanks."


She departed.


Devine smoked thoughtfully, startled and alerted by her
remarks. With the return of peace, war-time restrictions of all
sorts had gone by the board.. It was quite possible that many an
ex-Nazi might be at large here in the United States; there was
nothing to fear from any such, of course. As to their
money—hell's bells! He sat up suddenly. Could she have been
referring to that three hundred thousand grand? Jess Gorham and
his dumbhead expletive—was the fellow a German?


"Boy! Have I stepped into something sweet, or haven't I?" he
asked himself. '"She wasn't trying to snow me; she was laying out
facts, and they meant something. Sounds real fantastic and
absurd, but who knows? That atomic bomb business—ugh!
Still, Germans and Russians were working on that, too. Even if
we've got the thing locked up, scientists of all sorts will still
be working on it for the next thousand years. Hm! Let's see that
map."


He reached for the folded map, which lay where Minnie Horton
had left it, and opened it up.


Some search was necessary before he located the road she had
mentioned; this was no more than pencilled in with dots and led
to the experimental area described, also marked by pencil-dots,
comprising the huge, desolate, waterless region about the
Skeleton Hills.


A rough third of the way along the dotted road to this area,
he finally discovered vaguely indicated hills, marked: "Escondido
or Salispuedes?" Hidden, or Get Out If You Can, he translated.
The cañon in question would lie about there, then; the map was
frankly uncertain.


Devine studied the chart thoughtfully. It was absurd to think
that he would go chasing off on such a trip, even to accompany
this very charming creature; he had work to do back at the
garage, a living to earn. Yet, figuring the distances, it looked
like only fifty miles to where the car must be abandoned, if it
were a question of exploring Cañon Escondido.


"Echoes of the war, my eye!" he reflected. "I don't want any
atomic bomb echoes, if that's what's up. Not even to please
Minnie Horton. Not at any price. Let somebody else have 'em."


He scowled, as he heard Minnie Horton singing while she set
the dining-room table. No dark-eyed beauty was going to run him
into a mess like that—no, sir! Johnny Devine had too much
sense.




TWENTY minutes later Horton came home. After that, Johnny
Devine hung on hard to his good resolutions with both hands; but
he finally had to let go. Much as he might have hated the
admission, the dark-eyed baby had too much on the ball.


Horton was a pleasant man who walked with a limp and a stick.
He was brisk and Big Business all over, from his hard-hitting
dark eyes to his pepper-and-salt suit. Devine liked him at first
sight—but, equally at first sight, was aware of something
he did not like and could not put his finger on. Irresolution,
perhaps. He was to learn quickly enough what it was, though at
first it puzzled him.


The three sat around a cold supper. Devine told his story and
gave the message from Jess Gorham. After that, Horton talked for
a while, with the air of having appraised Devine and knowing
exactly what he was after. He had an extremely positive
manner.


"I'm going to put you to work, Devine. The situation demands
prompt action, there's no time to get any of my own men here, and
this bad leg puts me out of it. First let me give you the
picture. Carter is a client of mine. He's a go-between for some
former Nazis, now loose in this country. His business was to get
hold of their money, cached abroad, and get it for them here.
He's done it."


"The three hundred thousand?" queried Devine. Horton
nodded.


"That's only part of it—a mere bite out of it. They got
the idea that he was gypping them; maybe he was. Anyone acting
for gangsters has the same temptation. Things got so he was
afraid for his life. He made an appointment with me here,
thinking it would be safe—but evidently they found out
about it. They have spies."


"Why didn't he have sense enough to stick that check in the
mail?"


"Oh, he didn't come to deliver it; that was incidental. He had
to confer with me. He wanted to turn those guys in and be done
with it. I agreed. He had to discuss with me how it could be done
safely. There's the picture in a general way. Now, to judge from
Gorham's message, they want that money or they'll get after me.
Unfortunately, I'm vulnerable."


"Are you letting those yellow-bellied thugs get away with
it?"


Horton bit at a cigar; he had the grace to flush.


"They're more than thugs, Devine. Smart men, scientists and so
forth, not mere war criminals; it took brains to get where they
now are. I never imagined they'd be around here so our rendezvous
must have leaked. They want their money; that's natural. My job
now, is to save my client Carter from them, if possible, also to
protect myself. I'll turn over every cent Carter has paid me,
gladly, to get rid of the whole thing—and turn them into
the F.B.I. into the bargain, if possible. But I'll have to
negotiate with them, gain a bit of time—and I can't go
where they are, with my bad leg. They won't come to me."


"Why not?" struck in Devine. "They came where Carter was,
today. And how does your daughter, here, know where they are? If
she knows and you know, why not let the F.B.I. know and end the
matter?"


Horton nodded, as to reasonable questions.


"We'd not find them; they have spies everywhere. They're here
today, gone tomorrow. I found word in my mail-box today, advising
me to meet them at the Casa Escondida. Took quite a while to
figure out where that is."


Devine surveyed his host with mingled feelings. Probably, he
thought, Horton was honest enough in wanting, to turn in Gorham's
outfit, but—


"How many in the gang?"


"I imagine a very few, just the cream of the crop, from what
Carter has said. They have no business being in this country, of
course; the government will be delighted to deal with them, but
it's no ordinary police matter, as you can see. I must parley
with them, first, on Carter's behalf; second, with a view to
saving my own neck and also turning them in. Minnie can do this
for me. They'd trust no one else. So you go along to protect
her."


"You're an optimist," said Devine. Horton was assuredly not a
man to despise, but waked no enthusiasm in him. He could see the
man had simply got into too deep water, was unable to deal with
the sort of thing that threatened him, and was panicky.


"Why do you think I'm taking any part in this nonsense? I've
got a job of my own to look after."


"You're willing to earn money, aren't you? I'll pay you
well."


"Hell! You city folks from back east think money is the end of
all creation! You think it'll buy anything. And you'd let your
daughter—"


"I'll speak for myself, Johnny," broke in the girl, a spark in
her eye. "I offered to do this, and I can do it. And you're going
along for two reasons. First, because father will pay well.
Second, because I ask you to go."


"Why ask me?"


"Because I want you along."


Devine met her gaze and fancied he read in it unuttered
things—things that stilled his arguments and protests. He
could check off Horton as being a somewhat weak sister; the
daughter was far different. She was no product of city business;
she could do things on her own, had been an army nurse, knew her
way around among men.




AT this moment the telephone in the front room rang. Horton
went to answer it. The girl spoke quickly, softly.


"What's in your mind?"


"Huh!" grunted Devine. "I've no notion to let a gang of dirty
outcast Nazi gangsters run circles around me!"


"Neither have I," she said. "I'm thinking of my brother, back
on Okinawa. I had an idea you and I might think the same way
about a few things, Johnny."


"Oh!" he said, startled and a little delighted. "Oh! By gosh!
I get you, baby."


"Hope so." She leaned back, as Horton returned.


"Okay, Mr. Horton," Devine said. "I'll go."


"Splendid! That's fine! Just one thing—you must be very
careful, you know. Don't do anything foolish. Don't lose your
head."


Devine, from a corner of his eye, saw the girl's lips twitch
slightly, and nodded.


"Oh, yeah; that's right," he said solemnly. "I'm always
careful, sir. I wouldn't want to get into any trouble, not for
anything at all."


Horton perceived no sarcasm in this, and beamed.


"Very well, then, we understand one another. Minnie will
represent me; you'll see to it that she's protected—"


"What'll I do if the gang starts to shooting? Just
whistle?"


"No, no, nothing like that will happen. After all, these
fellows are basically all right—inclined to be desperate,
of course, to save themselves—"


"I never knew Nazis to be basically anything that I could say
in front of a lady," put in Devine. "But have it your own way.
You're giving the orders."


"That's the stuff. You'd better get off early, then." Horton
turned to the girl. "My dear, I'll put the negotiations into your
hands. Take my car in the morning; take Carter's check—it
will serve to release him from their clutches. Make what
arrangements seem best to you for a future contact with this
Gorham—secretly, of course with the idea of having him and
his friends laid by the heels, you understand."


"I understand, all right," she said, and Devine read in her
voice what was lost on the other man. He could have hugged
himself. He could have hugged her, too.






III


CARTER'S big car was left behind, and Devine
drove Horton's agile runabout. He and Minnie got away early,
after a sunrise breakfast. Even with a clear run of fifty miles
ahead, Johnny Devine wasted no time in getting down to brass
tacks.


"You come clean, sister," he said, almost before they were out
of sight of the house. "You didn't get me into this mess just to
play marbles. I saw you slide those guns into the lunch basket
when we were packing things. Open up."


The girl beside him laughed. "All right. You don't think
father is very forceful, do you?"


"Back of a city desk, I expect he is. Right now he's nervous
as hell. And he didn't mention any atomic bomb business."


"That's my own bright little idea, Johnny. One of the men with
Gorham, as he's now known, is a German scientist named Vogel. He
was working at Bornholm on atomic experiments when V E Day
intervened. It occurred to me that this gang might be here for
some definite purpose, and not by accident."


"Might be," agreed Devine. "With that experimental area so
close, yes. But you're packing along two guns. That doesn't tally
with your dad's plea for caution and more caution, does it?"


"Father can't play this game," she rejoined. "You can. So can
I. He knows that he's up against a gang of desperate rats. His
idea is to holler for the cops. He's all right, but old-fashioned. Let George do it, is his motto."


Devine chuckled. "I get you, sister. He's right about one
thing; this bunch of rats are smart guys. I'd say they must be
tops, with quite an organization behind them."


"I've gathered as much from hearing Mr. Carter talk," she
assented. "And, between you and me, I think he's about as bad as
they are. I've no sympathy for him. From your story, I infer that
Gorham and his friends must be comfortably settled; for instance,
they passed up the big hamper of food in your car, yesterday, so
they must have plenty on hand."


"Head of the class, little brighteyes. Further, they had a car
of their own. And they were not afraid to let your dad know where
to meet up with them."


"But that doesn't say they're camped in Cañon Escondido. For
one thing, there's no water anywhere in that district. That's why
it's so little known."


"Cañons were formed by water; therefore water might be found.
Well, you've cleared up things a good deal. And you can bet I aim
to be mighty careful, too—up to a certain point. If things
go all right, let 'em stay that way."


"Right; we're agreed," she said. "But they may go wrong, in
which case I'll be glad to have you along, rather than some
cautious soul."


"Gal, when it's a question of my neck, nobody can be more
cautious than Johnny Devine! Any guy who has been shot at by
Krauts and Ringtails both, can say as much with truth. So bear
down heavy on that. But if a rat bites my hand, I aim to make him
pay for his bite, and pay quick. And now we can enjoy the
scenery."


They struck into the main highway that would take them to the
branching dirt road farther north, and made speed.


With every uncertainty ahead, the car was loaded with
canteens, bottled water, food, blankets; the big lunch-basket
alone would last them for a couple of days if need were. Devine
had thrown in the M-l carbine at the last minute as a general
precaution. He was uneasily conscious that Gorham and his friends
were efficient men, and now that he knew who they were, and what,
he was by no means sure of the wisdom of this trip. However, it
was not his affair, and he had to make the best of things.


They came to Morgantown, a small but prosperous town, and here
Minnie demanded a brief halt at the Western Union office. They
resumed the road once more and it took them into the hills.
Unexpectedly, they came upon the Army-built dirt road leading
away toward the badlands and the desolate Skeleton Hills; it was
still barred off, with signs prohibiting its use, but guards were
no longer stationed here as in the past.


Devine got out, examined the spot, and came back with a
nod.


"We can get around okay. Another car has done
so—Gorham's, no doubt. Sit tight."




THEY bumped their way across rough ground, swung into the dirt
road, and were off anew. Fifteen minutes later, all other signs
of civilization were gone, and before them stretched the
prophetic vistas of what they would find farther
on—desolate volcanic slopes, black reaches of old lava
beds, pallid sulphur bottoms.


"I can't take your atomic investigation thing very seriously,"
observed Devine. "That area's been abandoned for a long
time."


"It's just a hunch," she admitted. "They might hope to learn
things from the soil, or from the scene of the experiments. Like
picking up clues where a murder took place."


"Maybe. Anyhow, the whole thing makes better sense than it did
at first. You know, if they left word where to meet 'em, they'll
have the road watched. Anyone can be seen coming for miles in
this country. D'you know where to look for this Cañon
Escondido?"


"No more than you."


Rough as it was, this dirt road was little short of a miracle;
the terrain was frightful. The thought of fighting afoot for ten
miles over a jumble of lava and sulphur sinks and cactus was not
joyful. Devine was keeping his eyes open, and well that he was;
he braked suddenly, halted the car, then backed.


Nothing was in sight, the hills around were bare and empty.
Halting the car again, he pointed off to the right.


"Look past that big bunch of cactus—to the left of
it."


The ground descended from the road in a black smother of
basalt and lava, into a dip; at the farther end of this dip,
which was overgrown with cactus, appeared an abrupt
wall—the side of a lava stream cooled a million years ago.
There, neatly out of sight and revealed only by the track it had
made through the cactus, was a car.


"All out," said Devine. "Better leave our bus in plain sight.
Here's where we take to shank's mare, sister—I guess we can
pick up their trail."


The car was parked off the road, and now began load-making;
with this, the presumed ten miles to Casa Escondida looked more
like a thousand. Young as the morning was, the sun was already
blistering. Canteens and blankets were simple; the lunch-basket,
weighted down with its two automatic pistols, was something else.
Devine finally roped it on like a knapsack. The carbine he tucked
under the front seat of the car and left.


"Two canteens each is a hell of a load, but necessary," he
said, with a sigh. "Well, not so bad as combat kit at that.
Ready? Our base is well supplied with everything, and we can
always come back for more—maybe. All aboard for the
mountains!"


Minnie Horton bore her share of the load, and, he noted,
voiced no complaints. At this point, the shimmering hills opened
and spread out, a couple of miles away; where to head for was a
question. The ground was rough in the extreme and there were no
trails of any sort. After searching for half an hour, they picked
up signs where others had passed—a broken cactus, a
cigarette butt, the scrape of boots.


Devine sighted back to the cars; then on ahead. The line
pointed in between two hill-slopes.


"Might as well head there," he said. "Those slopes might widen
out from a cañon, sure enough—it's all a mass of hills up
beyond. We can't hope to follow their trail—at least, I
can't. How does it strike you?"


"Lead on," she replied cheerfully. "Looks okay to me."


SO began a march to be remembered, across atrocious ground
that was all ups and downs. It improved as they approached the
hills; the sun, also, mounted higher. With the veteran's
reflection that the first time over bad terrain is always the
worst, Devine plodded along doggedly. The discovery of a number
of small scraps of paper delighted him tremendously, indicating
they were on the right track. Farther on, more scraps
appeared.


"Carter must have done that," said Minnie Horton. Devine shook
his head.


"Nope. They'd catch on in no time. More likely, Gorham left it
as a trail, knowing your dad would be along or send some one.
Well, we're heading right, that's a comfort, even if there's no
sign of a cañon."


"It wouldn't be called Hidden Cañon for nothing," she
declared. "Look! Ahead and to the left—see that spot of
color?"


Devine sighted a faint red dot against the hillside, and could
not understand it, but they made for it none the less. The naked,
sun-refracting rock masses were all in a jumble, losing their
regular lines at close approach. The valley into which they had
entered could be seen for miles ahead, and certainly was not
narrowing into any cañon.


Noon had come and gone. They made a cheerless halt in the
shadeless waste, opened the lunch basket and made a meal of a few
sandwiches, washed down with water from the canteens in scanty
gulps; after a cigarette, they went on toward the red dot.


This had obviously been left as a marker; the rock underfoot
gave no sign of any footprints or faintest trail. When Minnie,
with pardonable vexation, declared that the only sane way of
getting here was by air, Devine laughed.


"No use beating your gums, sister; others have done it, we can
do it. And that thing looks like a red bandanna, yonder. Bet you
it marks the entrance to the cañon!"


Cheered by this hope, they quickened pace, struck a patch of
sand, and sighted undoubted foot-marks. A bandanna indeed, tied
to a cactus, the red dot proved to be precisely what Devine had
guessed. An opening showed among the rocks; without the marker
they would never have sighted it. The opening widened. It was the
outlet of a small cañon piercing into the hills. It remained
narrow, but the walls on either side became higher.


There was not the least sign of any rainy-season water on the
cañon floor, nor did any green thing show along the high rocky
walls; all was cheerless, colorless, sun-blasted. With the breeze
shut out down here, it was an inferno of oven-like heat. Tangles
of cactus grew here, nothing else.


Devine, in the lead, quickened pace anxiously. He had long
since learned that the desert sun held far less danger than did
mere heat; to get "overhet" meant collapse. This, however, was
certainly their goal, for a way had been hacked through the
cactus, which towered overhead, and gave a clear path to follow.
Also, the cañon was ascending and would probably be more bearable
ahead.


Suddenly aware that he was alone, he halted, spoke, had no
reply, and turned back. He came upon Minnie Horton sunk on one
knee, a hand reaching down to hold herself up, her features
suffused with blood.


"Sorry," she murmured. "It—it's the heat—"


As he reached her, she went to pieces and lay with eyes
closed.


Devine knelt beside her. He worked fast, wetting his
handkerchief recklessly, dabbing her face and neck, pouring more
water over her head; then with his hat he began to fan her with
long, powerful strokes. Clumping steps sounded on the stones; he
was not surprised when, looking up, he saw a man approach from
up-cañon.


"You picked a poor time to come," said the man. "You should
come through here in the cool of the day or at night. Oh, it's
you!"


Devine recognized one of the men who had been with Gorham the
previous day, a young, big-nosed, hard-eyed man.


"Came to see Gorham, on behalf of Horton," he rejoined. The
other nodded.


"Thought so. I'm Hans—Black," he said, pausing slightly
before the last name, which was evidently assumed. Germans were
not named Black. "The lady is coming around; I'll give you a hand
with her. Farther up there's a breeze and she'll find it fine at
the camp. Down here, the hillsides around make it like a
bake-oven."


Minnie Horton stirred, opened her eyes, and with Devine's aid
got to her feet. Black took her other arm. She was groggy, but
made progress. The wet handkerchief at her throat was dry as a
bone in two minutes. Devine realized that he himself was in
pretty bad shape, but he kept at it with savage resolve. That
Hans "Black" was an outpost guard, was quite obvious. Indeed, the
man now said as much.


"We weren't expecting anyone quite so soon," he said, in his
perfect English. They had halted; Devine was wetting the
handkerchief again, dabbing at the girl's forehead. She took it
from him and with a word of thanks continued the dabbing
herself.


"I can get along now," she said, more steadily. Her flush had
departed. "It just got me under for a minute—"


"Then I'll go on outside and remove the marker," said Black.
"If you'll just keep going straight ahead, you'll find the worst
of the heat is over; you can't miss the camp. You'd better lie
down when you get there, miss."


Apparently he was not armed, but Devine took note of the bulge
under his shirt. He turned and left them, going back toward the
cañon entrance.


"All right," she said briefly, and struck out in advance. The
path had become well marked now and the air was distinctly
better. Devine followed her closely, but she showed no further
need of assistance and his alarm decreased. When, presently, she
stopped to rest, Devine gave her a drink, and she even forced a
smile.


"Thanks. You look rather done up yourself, Johnny, Queer,
isn't it—-how casual it all seems? That man and his
pleasant manner."


"Too pleasant," said Devine. "We're in for it."


"Let's get on, then. I'm still dizzy." She paused, eyeing him.
"You look worried."


"I'm scared as hell. I wish we hadn't come. I don't like it.
Something in the look of that guy Black—well, it got
me. He's sure of himself. I'm awful homesick."


"Quicker we get it over the better, then," said she, and
started on.




JOHNNY DEVINE followed. He was not joking; there was a real
scare inside him, almost a panic. Why, was impossible to say. He
could feel something eerie and terrible, that sent a lump in his
throat and a prickle along his spine—same as going into a
sniper-ridden patch of jungle. All nerves, he told himself
angrily, and tried to shake off the feeling, and could not.


Perhaps, without being aware of it, he had glimpsed the black
object ahead and from it had received a subconscious shock.


After a little, he did catch sight of it swinging there,
hanging from a big jutting rock across the cañon and turning in
the breeze. He crowded up alongside Minnie Horton so as to hide
her view of it, and took her arm.


"Hey! Watch that cactus ahead and to the left—see it?"
he exclaimed. "Thought I saw something move there..."


She watched, intently. He kept her in hand, playing her so
that she would not look at the thing across the cañon. There was
nothing in the cactus clump and he knew it. When they had passed
it, he did sight the Casa Escondida, ahead and high up; he kept
her attention fastened on it. Holes in the rock, big open-faced
holes, a cliff-dwelling from ancient days, with a zigzag path
that crawled up toward them. It was something to see, sure
enough. And while they looked, the thing opposite them fell
behind and was gone from sight.


Devine knew what it was, swinging and turning there. His
stolen glimpses had shown him the bound hands, the long gangling
figure, the convulsed features, of the man who only yesterday had
employed him.


Carter had been hanged and left swinging as a hint to others
that his captors meant business.






IV


MINNIE HORTON was close to collapse again when
the camp appeared. Two tents of some size were stretched. Jess
Gorham and another man sat playing cards under the shade of, a
tarpaulin propped on poles; a campfire smoked close by. As the
visitors appeared, the two men leaped up.


"Hello, Gorham," said Devine. "Black sent us along. Miss
Horton went under with the heat, back there. Any place she can
rest for a bit?"


As he spoke, he was getting rid of Minnie's load and his
own—blankets, basket, canteens—and dumping them
together. Gorham, his massive rock-like features changing from
surprise and suspicion to quick comprehension, ducked his head to
the girl.


"Oh—Miss Horton, eh? We weren't looking for anyone to
come along until later. Yes, of course; the lady can have a tent
all to herself. It's cooler up in the Casa, but she might find it
hard work getting up. This way, Miss. Your canteens are pretty
hot—get some cool water, Morris—"


The two men bustled about with swift geniality and polite
concern which astonished Devine; all was matter of fact, even
casual, where he had anticipated covert hostility at the very
least. The opened tent showed itself neat as a pin, cots made up
and clean. When Minnie Horton had dropped with a sigh of relief,
water was placed handily for her and the flaps lowered again;
leaving her to privacy, Gorham and Morris rejoined Devine in the
shade of the tarpaulin. Gorham came to him and passed a hand over
his garments.


"After what happened yesterday," he said dryly, "I wouldn't be
wearing a gun."


Gorham grinned. "Okay, relax," he said. "How does it happen
you and she came? We were expecting Horton."


"He's lame and couldn't make the trip. His daughter can speak
for him."


"Hm! Didn't know that," said Gorham, and exchanged a glance
with Morris. "Else we might have tried to see him yesterday."


Free of his loads, Devine stretched out on the hard ground and
lit a cigarette. The other two shoved their cards away and eyed
him.


"Let's not pretend, boys," he said. "My job was to come along
with Miss Horton and look after her. I don't think she saw
Carter, but I did. He didn't hang himself."


"He did, in a way," said Morris, gravely. He was young,
hard-bitten, certain of himself, like the man Black. Odd, thought
Devine, how all these men seemed to be using their assumed names;
they made very passable Americans, too. Since it was not his
place to pry into their past, he had best keep his knowledge to
himself, he reflected.


"Carter was a thief and a traitor," Gorham said bluntly. "He
got what was coming to him."


"Well, it's not my funeral," said Devine. "Are you the guy in
charge here?"


Gorham shook his head. He was by nature a solemn, massive,
scowling sort of man, ready at any instant to erupt into action.
Devine figured him as potentially dangerous; those deep-set,
glittering eyes were gloomy and brooding.


"I am only second in charge. The man she must talk with is Dr.
Bird. He has been gone since last night, but will be back at any
time now. Tell us about yourself. You are a lawyer, perhaps? One
of Horton's associates?"


Devine laughed, gave his name, told how he came to be here.
Morris was obviously satisfied, he felt less at ease with Gorham.
The man gave the impression that he might explode at any moment
into unexpected activity. Morris stood up and yawned.


"The doctor said Carter must be looked after—he's been
hanging since last night, remember," he said. Devine caught a
faint wink directed at Gorham. "Shall we see to it?"


Gorham assented and got up. "The sooner buried the better,
yes," he said.


They moved away together.


Devine finished his cigarette, unhurried. As he lay, he could
look up at the cliff-dwelling almost above the camp. Casa
Escondida—Hidden House—a good name for it. He saw
long ropes dangling across the zigzag approach; evidently the
place had been explored and the ropes had been left, perhaps for
further explorations. This seemed to be a permanent hideout; at
least, it had been prepared for such, with German
thoroughness.


Devine flipped his cigarette stub into the dying fire, and
yawned. He quite understood that, while Carter would probably get
buried, the idea of Morris had been to keep a sharp eye on him
and his actions.


He rolled over lazily, pulled the lunch basket from the pile
of their loads, and opened it. Taking out a packet of sandwiches
wrapped in a damp napkin, he tossed the napkin carelessly back
and began to munch.


Dr. Bird, eh? That would be the Vogel she had mentioned, the
Nazi physicist. Where had he gone? This was curious. Went away
last night, would be back anytime.


"He didn't go to town anywhere, or to the road, or we'd have
met him," Devine told himself. "Nor up to that cliff house, or
they'd be in touch with him. Boys and girls, there can be only
one answer—the experimental area! Minnie's hunch was right.
Since the war, any guarding of that area has probably been a mere
formality; yet there must be something to guard. They didn't
expect Horton to show up before evening, so this was Vogel's
chance to get there and back. Why? Perhaps they mean to pull out,
especially after having settled with Carter. They don't know much
about Horton, since they were' ignorant of his lameness, but they
have some reason to think he wouldn't, be hard to settle
with—in which they are right. Johnny Devine, you'd make a
first-chop detective! But are these guys, with their own necks at
stake, going to let you get dear, knowing as you do that they've
murdered Carter? Watch out. If they also suspect that you know
'em for what they are, you're a gone coon. Your best bet might be
to get one of those guns from the lunch basket and shoot these
two gents, and get Black when the shots draw him—huh!
Better still, crawl into your foxhole and keep your head down.
Maybe it'll blow over."




HE stretched out on his back, tipped his hat over his eyes,
and relaxed. This was Minnie Horton's game to play, at the
moment, and he had better keep out. Upon this sage reflection, he
let nature take her course and dropped off to sleep before he
knew it.


He wakened to voices; and with caution riding him, lay quiet.
A mutter of low voices close by—and not speaking English,
either. One was exultant. Devine's German came back to him as he
listened.


"It was marvellous, wonderful!" said the exultant voice.
"After sunrise, we got splendid pictures. There was no trouble. I
have the soil samples; they are practically certain to give
us—"


The rest was lost. Devine opened his eyes, the merest trifle.
Gorham, Morris and two strangers were going over the loads,
carefully examining the blankets. Gorham glanced into the
lunch-basket, carelessly.


"All safe. No weapons," he said. "Better have nothing but
English speech, remember."


Devine stirred, yawned, and sat up. "Oh, hello!" he said, and
rose.


"Dr. Bird, this is Mr. Devine," said Gorham. "And Mr.
Lincoln."


Bird and his companion nodded. Lincoln was a stalwart fellow
with a broken nose and heavy jaw. Bird, on the contrary, was
slender and spectacled, obviously a man of great intelligence;
his rounded dome was nearly bald, and he looked a bit older than
his companions.


"Guess I dropped off," said Devine amiably. "Miss Horton up
and around yet?"


"Hello, Johnny!" came her answer from the tent. "I'll be with
you in a jiffy."


Gorham and Bird sat down, Lincoln disappeared with Morris.
Devine jerked a thumb toward the cliff-dwellings, above.


"To judge by the ropes, you've explored the Casa Escondida.
Find anything?"


"We made a superficial examination; as yet, the rooms haven't
been explored," Bird replied rather stiffly. He was sallow,
skinny in the face, deadly serious; apparently those tight lips
never smiled. His gaze studied Devine probingly. "I understand
you are merely a companion for Miss Horton?"


"Correct. Any objection to my having a look at the cliff
house?"


"Objection? Certainly not," Bird responded, indifferently.
"The path is not good, but the ropes make it quite
practicable."


Minnie Horton emerged from the tent. Devine went to meet
her.


"Hello! You're looking quite yourself again—worth a
second and a third look!" he said cheerfully. "Here—let me
present Dr. Bird and Mr. Gorham."


The two men rose and bowed.


"I suppose I'd better clear out while you're having your
talk," Devine went on cheerfully. "Carter, by the way, isn't
here. It seems he met with an accident yesterday."


"His heart," added Dr. Bird gravely. Devine met the girl's
startled gaze for an instant and saw her face pale slightly.


"If you get your talks finished before dark," he went on,
"we'd better go back after that—they tell me night is the
best time to get out of the cañon."


"There is no hurry," struck in Bird, rather hastily. "The
negotiations may require some little time. I shall have to
consult with my—Dr—associates. If you wish to visit
the cave dwellings, by all means do so."


The girl, at Devine's glance, nodded. "Why not? I'd like to
have a look at them myself, Johnny. We might plan to stay over
and visit them tomorrow."


"Certainly. We can make you comfortable," Bird said, "and
Morris is an excellent cook. Will you sit down, Miss Horton?"


Devine felt himself shouldered out of the talk; he had
anticipated nothing else, and turning away, sauntered past the
heavy thickets of cactus up the cañon. After all, the show
belonged to Minnie Horton; if everything passed off amicably, so
much the better.


He was somewhat surprised to find that it was past four
o'clock. Also, Lincoln appeared from nowhere and joined him, with
an amiable nod. Devine provided cigarettes. His chief effort must
be to keep his actual knowledge unguessed.


"This cañon is certainly a cockeyed sort of place," he
observed. "Where does it start from, up above?"


"That's what Dr. Bird and I have been trying all day to
discover," said Lincoln. "We've been climbing since daylight, and
I'm done up. And we got nowhere."


Devine eyed the rocks close ahead. An ancient path was worn in
the cliff, running off to the right, then angling back. There was
no difficulty about it, here at the bottom, but the cliff bulged
up above and the ropes would obviously be necessary.


"I've a notion to go up there now," he said.


"Don't," advised Lincoln. "It's getting late, and up there one
needs daylight, let me tell you. It's a spooky place. I made
those ropes fast—climbing used to be my business before the
war—but we've not had a chance to explore much, as yet. Too
busy getting the camp established."


"Might be just as well to wait till morning," agreed Devine.
"Any water here?"


"We have found a spring, a very small one, farther up the
cañon. Shall we see it?"


Devine agreed, and strolled along, chatting about cliff
dwellings, careful to ask no questions. Mentally, he was far more
busy than appeared.


There seemed no way out up-cañon; the only way in or out lay
from below. He had seen no weapons about, but Gorham and his
friends had been well armed when they held up Carter. Five of the
gentry in all, and except for Vogel, or Bird, they were a tough
crowd.




TIME passed. Hans Black made his appearance. Gorham came and
spoke with him and with Lincoln, low-voiced and apart. Morris
showed up and took part in the discussion. Presently Gorham left
the others and approached Devine.


"Come along," he said gloomily. "You're needed."


Astonished, Devine accompanied him back to the camp. At first
glimpse of Minnie Horton, he perceived something had gone wrong;
she was flushed and angry. The depths of the cañon were by this
time filled with gathering shadows, though sunlight was visible
high above.


"Sit down, Mr. Devine," said Dr. Bird, then looked at Gorham.
"Better tell Morris to get started with supper." Gorham nodded
and departed again. "Now, good sir," Bird went on to Devine, "It
has been decided that Miss Horton shall remain here for the
present, while you go back with one of us to confer with her
father."


"Oh!" said Devine. "Who decided that? We came here to settle
matters with you."


"I've given in everywhere," broke out the girl hotly. "They
demand this silly trip."


With an effort, Johnny Devine fought down the hot words that
came to his lips. Now, if ever, headwork was needed, and badly
needed. He perceived instantly that, for some reason, Minnie
Horton was to serve as hostage. There was something behind it,
something he did not know—and he could make a guess at it.
He had to regard these men, not as what they appeared, but as
what they actually were.


"It is a bit unusual, isn't it?" he asked mildly, as Gorham
came back and sat down. "Why, Dr. Bird, should you want to detain
a lady here? Why not detain me?"


Bird spoke smoothly. "Miss Horton is entirely safe. She is
among gentlemen of honor. She shall have one tent entirely to
herself, and shall be molested in no way; she is an honored
guest. It will save much discussion and trouble if you consent to
the plan, and leave after we have eaten."


Something in his words, something unsaid and yet hinted at,
pricked Devine into active suspicion.


"Well," he said amiably, "perhaps you may be right, Dr. Bird.
I know that Mr. Horton expected to make every concession
necessary. Certainly I do not want to be the one to start any
trouble. Let me think a moment."


HE got out a cigarette and lighted it.


Minnie was staring at him in dismay and angry surprise. He
rubbed his nose, and, invisibly to the others, tipped her a wink.
It was obvious that his attitude was gratifying to Bird and
Gorham. Morris appeared and began to break out dishes from the
closed tent.


"Why," Devine asked, "don't a couple of you guys go on the
errand to Horton? Why should I go along? I'm not a principal in
this affair."


"He'll believe you," said Gorham. "He'd not believe any of us,
I fear."


"Eh? What about?"


"That Miss Horton is quite unharmed, is in no danger, and has
sent you with word."


"Oh, I see! That makes sense, yes." Devine nodded. "Who's to
go with me?"


"Gorham will go," Dr. Bird replied.


"Well, Miss Horton doesn't seem to like the idea. I'd prefer
having my orders from her; why not let us talk it over?"
suggested Devine pleasantly. "We've plenty of grub in our own
basket. You go ahead with your supper, we'll go ahead with ours;
perhaps I can persuade her that your request is reasonable."


He beamed around. Inwardly he was acutely conscious of the
glitter in Gorham's gloomy eyes, and it frightened him with its
implications. The feeling of crisis was strong upon him. Then Dr.
Bird nodded, his thin, sallow features quite pleased.


"Why not, indeed? I regret we have no tables to offer you.
Pray retain this place. We usually have our meals outside the
tent yonder. Perhaps you'll permit us to offer a few items to
enhance your slender meal—coffee, eh? A bottle of
wine?"


"Oh, sure! We'll be glad of coffee," said Devine gladly. "We
brought only water. But we've everything else we need, thanks.
We'd be glad to spare you some sandwiches; they're really
excellent—"


BIRD and Gorham refused, very politely.


They rose and joined Morris, who had brought a packing-case
into sight and was arranging it as a table.


Devine pulled over the lunch-basket, spread out one of their
blankets on the ground, and began to get out napkins and
sandwiches, keeping up a running fire of small talk as he did so.
Minnie Horton sat motionless, angry, perplexed.


"They're leaving us free to talk," said Devine, fixing a paper
plate from the basket for her. "So do it. Looks like they don't
expect any message from you to be delivered anyhow—at least
by me. Better speak up and do it fast, though."


"Oh!" She wakened from her angry abstraction. "How do
you—but you can't know that!"


"I can guess. You couldn't settle matters for your dad?"


"Yes, yes, of course. Only, this silly trip and message! And
it's all my fault."


"Not silly; not a bit of it. Bird, or Vogel, has got
everything he wanted, over at the experimental area. Don't figure
these guys for silly."


"My fault, all of it," she repeated. "I let slip that you knew
everything about them. I'm sorry. I meant it to help
us—"


"Oh!" Devine's brows went up. "So that's what tore it! Okay,
sister. Just you sit tight now. We'll have to take the lid
off—but you let me do it."


His consternation was acute at her disclosure; but so was his
relief. Everything was now clear. He knew exactly what he was up
against. And, he thought grimly, he could take it.






V


NO, not silly at all; things fell into proper focus now.


Bird and his friends had accomplished their errands here.
Accounts with Carter had been squared. Minnie Horton, for her
father, had turned over their money to them.


Dr. Bird had obtained photographs and other data from the
experimental area, which he could no doubt translate into the
scientific terms he desired. And then, from the girl, had come
the revelation that Johnny Devine—and she, as
well—knew precisely who they were and what they were doing
here! The smooth Dr. Bird, no doubt, had goaded her into some
angry threat.


Alert, suspicious, fully aware of their danger, they had taken
instant resolve. Devine would be sent back, presumably; but he
would also be sent to keep Carter company. Minnie Horton would be
retained as hostage, perhaps by one or two of the group, until
Bird and the others made their getaway and were in safety with
their precious secrets. These remnants of the shattered Nazi
empire had their hopes and plans; let the physicist Vogel light
on the secret of the atomic bomb, and only God knew what might
happen. His very exultancy proved that he had located something
worthwhile.


"I'm afraid," murmured Minnie Horton, staring at him in the
gathering darkness. At one side, Hans Black was fussing with a
gasoline lamp, trying to get it alight. All five of the company
were here now, talking among themselves, careless what passed
between the girl and Devine.


"I'm afraid—for you, Johnny! I don't think
they—they mean to let you go—"


"Sure not." Devine laughed cheerfully and leaned over the
lunch basket. He raked about in the bottom of it, found one of
the two pistols there, and slid it into his unbuttoned shirt.
"Now, listen to me, sister. Have no arguments; just be good. Play
the game. Let's see, now—"


He lit another cigarette. Black had the lamp going now,
sputtering, spreading a white glare over the scene.


"Gorham goes with me. Lincoln and the Doc are dead beat;
they've been on the go since last night. Once they hit the hay,
they'll be dead to the world. That leaves Morris and Black to
look out for—see here, now! You turn in, but don't sleep.
Give 'em an hour to quiet down, get me?"


"Yes. But it's no use, Johnny. You mustn't do anything
desperate. I've snafued everything—"


"Rats! You've only hurried up what was bound to come anyhow.
Don't worry about me; I'll be okay. Soon as things are quiet, get
a canteen—take it to bed with you, rather. Slip out. If
Morris or Black is on guard and stops you, say you can't sleep
and need air. Be pleasant. Kid him along to where those ropes
come down and stop there. If there's no guard, make for the ropes
and see if you can climb to those cliff houses. It'll be a hell
of a job in the dark, but try it anyhow. That path is good for
part of the way, no loose shale or rock to fall. Got it?"


"Yes. But—"


"No buts, sister. Now play like you've come around and want to
send your dad a note, and we'll be set. Getting chilly here, sure
enough—that's grand!"


It was, indeed, growing cold; in these altitudes the nights
were cold as the days were hot. Devine called Dr. Bird over to
join them, and requested the loan of a coat.


"Take mine," said Gorham, bringing it to him. "I'll not be
needing it. Well, what's been decided?"


"Oh, there's no objection," spoke up Minnie Horton, with a
smile. "I'll send a note by Mr. Devine to my father—have
you a pencil, and paper, Dr. Bird?"


"Yes, indeed," replied the latter, producing them. "It is nice
to find that all is pleasant. Morris, where's the coffee for our
guests?"




A PLEASANT gathering, indeed; hot coffee, jests, much
politeness evidenced toward the girl, and Devine wrapping the
coat thankfully about him to conceal the pistol-bulge under his
shirt. Gorham, it appeared, was actually going on to see Horton,
for he took commissions from Lincoln and Black to bring them
various small articles from Morgantown, and put new batteries in
a flashlight with which to light the way down the cañon and on to
the waiting cars.. There would be a moon, said Bird, but it would
not penetrate into the cañon depths.


Minnie finished her note. Devine took it, slung a 
canteen-strap across his shoulder in case they needed water, and
pronounced himself ready for departure. Bird insisted on shaking
hands with him—a note of Nazi falsity which he did not
forget—and after a casual farewell from Minnie, he waved
his hand and strode away with the gloomy Gorham.


"You have the light, so you'd better go ahead," he said, and
Gorham complied at once, the radiance of the gasoline lamp dying
away behind.


The pencil of light probing the blackness, they tramped along
in silence. Devine calculated that he was in no immediate danger;
Gorham, he reflected, would probably wait until they were out of
the cañon, perhaps at the cars, before killing him; but he had no
intention to leave the cañon. And yet, he realized, he could not
take action on mere suspicion alone, even were that suspicion a
certainty in his own mind.


As they clattered along, he took off the canteen hanging at
his hip, and held the strap in his hand, close to the container.
He had chosen it purposely; it was his own, and was barely half
full. He hefted it with satisfaction.


They came to an open stretch, free of cactus, and he came up
beside Gorham.


"I suppose a shot would cause echoes to wake the dead, eh?" he
said.


"A regular volley, yes," Gorham assented.


"It'd be a pity to alarm Miss Horton."


Gorham halted. "What are you talking about?"


"Didn't you see those rabbits jumping away from the
light?"


"Oh. No time to be hunting rabbits," growled the other,
resuming his stride. "Come on. We must reach Horton by
morning."


"I thought Vogel gave you other orders about me?"


"I don't know what—Vogel!" Gorham halted, his voice
breaking out as realization came to him. "Vogel! Who told you?
Who told you his name?"


"Oh, he was quite famous for his work at Bornholm—"


"Ach! You dumbhead!" Sudden furious passion took hold of the
man. He halted and shifted the light to his left hand. His right
darted under his shirt. "So you must have it now—all right,
all right—you and Carter alike—"


Devine swung with the canteen; it struck light, man and
pistol. The light fell and went out. The man staggered back. The
pistol exploded, echoes roaring up the canyon walls. Devine fell
back a pace or two, and dropped.


"Ach! American swine are all alike!" came Gorham's voice from
the darkness. "And Vogel said to wait till we were at the cañon
entrance—have to make sure of him now."


He took a step, cursing the darkness, fumbling about for the
flashlight. He found it, rose, and tested it. The light flashed
on—


Devine shot him from the ground. Again the echoes soared, as
Gorham fell. He still clutched the light, whose beam went wild.
His pistol clattered on the stones. Devine was upon him
instantly, snatching the light, locating the fallen pistol,
kicking it away. But there was no danger. Gorham lay clutching
his breast, where blood jumped. Fright and horror were stamped in
his face as Devine flashed the light on him.


"A mistake—I said it was a mistake—kill him then
and there!" groaned out the dying man. "Vogel, damn
him—ach, a blind fool—I said it was a mistake."


"You were right," observed Devine, switching off the light.
Only a groan, and a rush of escaping, gasping breath, made reply.
Gorham had gone to find his victim, Carter.


Sitting on his heels, Johnny Devine lit a cigarette—his
last for a while, he reflected—and calmed down. He had
taken risks, absurd risks, in the endeavor not to act upon
suspicion alone; and he had been entirely justified.


He heard nothing, saw no light behind them; no one had
followed, then. Those two shots would be heard, of course; it
would be taken for granted that Gorham had fired them, had killed
his man and gone on. Best pull him out of sight into a cactus
patch, then, before going back, just in case all went well and it
was possible to get Minnie Horton off and away. No hurry, now.
Give Bird and the others a chance to discuss those shots and get
to sleep, reassured.




HIS smoke finished, Devine remained listening for a little; he
heard nothing. The temptation that hit him was logical enough. He
was on his way out. He could keep going and reach the car and by
morning be back with help—either from Morgantown or from
the guards at the experiment area. Bird and the others would be
like rats in a trap. He grunted as he rose, and grinned in the
darkness.


"Sure would be nice, if I were alone; can't go back on a pal,
though," he told himself.


He went to Gorham, flashed on the light; the man was dead. A
cactus tangle was close by, and he dragged the body to it and
around it, out of casual sight. Then he started on his return
journey.


For the moment, he could use the flashlight, with care; but
not for long. Up above the cañon ran straight, without a twist or
turn; any stabbing finger of light might be seen by anyone on
guard at the camp. His approach must be silent, too—damn!
It was going to be a ticklish business. He remembered the other
name for this cañon on the map.


"Salsipuedes—Get-out-if-you-can! That's a good name for
it right now," he said. He always had liked the sound of his own
voice in the darkness. "Hot damn! I'm a Dummkopf and no
mistake—"


He turned and went back, cautiously retracing his steps, until
he found Gorham's pistol, which he had forgotten. Then he went to
the man's body and searched the shirt pockets, finding a number
of folded papers. He pocketed these without examination, then
once more took up his way toward camp.


While he could do so, he covered ground at a good pace. Once
he took on caution and kept the light doused, it was a different
matter; he had to watch his footing, and he also had to keep from
running into cactus, as painful experience taught him. This,
however, became less difficult as he advanced.


To his surprise, the pitch darkness at the bottom of the cañon
proved not so impenetrable as he had thought. When no longer
dazzled by the flashlight, his eyes found differences in the
obscurity and the masses of broad, flat cactus leaves could be
made out, dimly. He figured that the star-light glinting overhead
must be reflected by the rocky walls of the cañon, imperceptibly
yet reaching the depths with a certain faint radiance that aided
him enormously in avoiding the spiny contacts.


He kept on interminably, as it seemed. There was nothing to
guide him; he had to feel for each step. The white radiance of
that gasoline lamp had long ago vanished.


Only when his nostrils caught a thin suggestion of odor, did
he halt, sniffing, to know that he must be close. Coffee! The
fragrance lingered, of course.


He had given Minnie an hour; much more than this time must
have elapsed. He thought with regret of the carbine left in the
car. With that in hand, he might have walked in on the camp and
let them have it hot and heavy. True, he had two
pistols—


"Hell, I'm no bloody hero," he reflected disgustedly. "If I
was, I'd been dead long ago. Keep your pants on, Johnny Devine.
Your job is to locate Minnie and snake her out of
here—what's that?"


The sound stiffened him; then he relaxed. A snore; a good,
lusty snore. Perhaps from the broken-nosed Lincoln. He continued
his cautious progress; that black mass must be the tents and
cactus-thicket beside the camp. He skirted it, foot by foot, each
step an adventure, and nothing happened. How that flashlight
would help here!


The snores continued, came closer, fell away. He set himself
to remember now, the aspect of things at the camp, on up to where
those dangling ropes came down; it came back to him enough to
help, and new hope rose in him as he crept along. If he could
manage this, certainly Minnie could; and, barring accidents, they
ought to be able to steal away and get into the open and reach
the car.


No guard here? With him gone and accounted for, to judge by
the two shots, they well might have felt no guard necessary; or,
if guard there were, Minnie might have drawn him off. Ready for
anything, Devine kept going; he was in the path now, leading to
the spot where the ropes came down. They were not a hundred yards
away, and she must be there; Black or Morris too, perhaps. But he
could hear no murmur of voices.


What if she had not left her tent? Startled by this
contingency, he forgot his caution; a stone rolled underfoot with
a faint crash. He tensed, heard nothing, and kept
going—


"Johnny?" That was her voice from ahead, controlled, barely
heard. A breath of relief escaped him. She was there, she was
waiting!


"Yeah," he grunted. "Okay?"


"All clear," came her response.


He strode ahead, and even ventured a darting ray of the
flashlight—small danger, when they were all tented and
asleep! It showed her, and he doused it instantly as he came to
her. He reached out, and her hands clutched at him.


"Johnny! Those shots—"


"Everything all right, sister," he murmured. "They're snoring,
and no guard out."


"But Gorham—


"Never mind him. Heard two shots, didn't you?" He laughed,
under his breath. "We've got clear sailing, Minnie. I'll lead you
back past the camp, then all's clear and we can be out this muck
before you know it—"


She caught her breath in the darkness. The clasp of her hands
tautened.


"I can't, Johnny—I can't!" Her low voice was desperate.
"I can't walk. I took a fall getting here, a mean one. My right
knee and ankle are swollen and I can barely stand on that foot at
all—oh, Johnny, you go on and get out, and bring back help!
You go on, and I'll be all right—"


Devine stood motionless. His hopes crashed; everything
crashed. He might carry her, but not in silence—certainly
not all the way to the car.


"Boy!" he muttered. "What would I give, right now, for a
couple of grenades!"






VI


HOW long they stood there clinging, Devine did
not know; at length the night chill roused them, and he had come
to a decision.


"Only one way out, sister—up," he said quietly. "No
talk, now; I'm giving orders. This path isn't half bad, here, but
it goes to pieces farther up. You can't walk on that foot, but
you can use it a bit, with the help of the rope. I'll go first,
you follow. I can save you a lot by hauling you up, from time to
time. Savvy?"


"I'll try," she said.


"You won't try; you'll do it. You've got to do it, sink or
swim! Those cliff houses are about a hundred feet up, and not far
from the top. There are two ropes—why two? I've got a
hunch, but never mind now. Stick to this one beside us. I noticed
today that it seemed to be the best approach—yep, this is
the one. I'll go up and back on the first zigzag, and haul you
smack up. Farther on, you'll have to scramble. Can't do much
talking up there, so use signals on the rope—one for ready,
two shakes for stop. So long."


Giving her no chance to protest or argue, he started up.


The shock of finding all his plans knocked into a cocked hat
had not passed; he had been unable to readjust himself, and had
taken this as the quickest and only visible way out of the
dilemma. New plans could wait. Safety, at least, lay up above if
they could reach the cliff dwellings, and for the moment nothing
else mattered. He was thankful now that she wore serviceable
khaki garments and not some flimsy sports outfit—the going
was going to be bad ere long.


The path was narrow but practicable—not for anyone with
a sprained ankle, though. Upon gaining a spot above the girl,
Devine exchanged a pull of the rope with her, then hauled away.
This first lift went off perfectly—he almost walked her up,
though the touch of the hurt leg and foot drew gasps from her.
When he had her safely ensconced at his side, he went on and
found a spot above, venturing a look with the flashlight. This
was a bit to one side of her. As soon as her weight came on the
rope, she swung, struck the rock, and he heard a muffled cry come
from her; he hauled away furiously, and next moment had her
up.


"It won't work," she gasped softly.


"It must," said he. "Let the rope fall, now, and grab it right
here. Then, if you slip or fall back, you'll only go this
far—get it? Otherwise, you might fall to the bottom, and
we're on our way up so that won't do."


He went on. The thing was getting hard, now; he figured
mentally that there must be about ten of these lifts, and stifled
a groan. That bulge in the rock was just above, and it would be
bad; but he was savagely resolved that they must see it through
now. As he went, aided by the rope, he referred to the mental
picture of the place as he had seen it that afternoon. The two
ropes did not go up to the midmost of the chambers above, but to
those at the up-cañon end; why? Because, obviously, the path must
go there.


A good spot for the pull. He got her ready signal, and hauled
in, slowly this time and steadily; she was no lightweight, even
if she was helping herself. "Wait!" lifted her voice faintly, and
he obeyed. "Okay!" He drew in again. Foot by foot, she mounted,
and at length he caught her hand and had her up beside him; for
an instant he thought she would collapse, but with a shaky laugh
she got herself in hand.


"I can use the bad foot a little," she panted. "But it's
tough."


"Fine! This time you'll learn what tough is," he rejoined. He
waited, listening. No sound rose from below, no flicker of light
showed at the camp. He ventured to use the light again, and
grimaced; this time it would be the rope and a scramble for him.
The path was practically gone. Worse than clambering up the side
of an LC by means of those damned steel nettings, he thought;
lucky thing he had learned how to save his fingers.


He went at it with grim resolve, keeping his feet in the
remnants of the path, holding out the rope and pulling himself
along. Then the path went out and things really got bad.
Inevitably, his hands were pinched against the rock. The canteen
hampered him. He fought savagely ahead, inch upon inch, until
every instant became a blind and furious struggle against the
impossible. Nails and fingers and palms torn he had need of all
his powerful shoulder-muscles, threw them into it—and
suddenly everything eased. He was over the worst of the
bulge.


He crawled on and felt a ledge ahead. He rested there, tried a
flash with the light and was aware of a path again, a wider one.
For a moment he relaxed, cursing softly at the bite of his torn
skin. Then he was up and signaling. Her reply came. Gripping the
rope he began to haul anew—and this time put his back into
it.


As he worked, he could hear her short, sharp gasps of pain.
Even by daylight, he thought, this approach must mean real
effort, and his hunch regarding those two ropes took vague shape,
but he could not stop now to think about that. He put everything
he had into the slow, powerful draws on the line.


She was almost up now. He spoke to her, heartened her, finally
reached down and had her by the wrist. His fingers slipped; he
was nearly overbalanced, but up she came until her good foot
found purchase—and she was beside him, gasping. His arm
around her, he held her close and she clung to him.


"Okay?"


"No! But I'm here. What makes your hands wet?"


"Sweat," he lied. "Easy now. Relax."


"Better keep at it," she dissented. "Damn it! I'm scraped all
over. Keep at it, before we stiffen up!"


"We're over the worst."


"I don't dare relax! I'm afraid I'll go bang. Keep at it,
Johnny!"


He rose and cupped the light in his hand. The dimmed ray
showed that the path was fair enough. He went on to the next
angle. She could hobble, clinging to the line, and managed to do
so; but once more the ancient path went out and he had to haul.
It was not as bad as going over the bulge, however.


The last lift was the worst of all. Devine reached the
crumbling opening of the cave house, crawled in, and found that
the line was made fast to a jutting bit of rock. He stood on the
lip of the opening and drew her up, but getting her up and over
that lip took his utmost. He was finished, and knew it. However,
she came up, was over to the waist, then got her good knee up and
over, clutched at him, and pulled herself inside. When she was
safely in, he dropped beside her.


"I'm about done," she said. She was trembling, shaking with
exhaustion, but managed a faint laugh.


"We made it, Johnny! That's the big thing. Made it!"


"Better look after our hurts, then. We can afford to use the
light, well back from the edge." He came to his feet stiffly, and
tossed out the rope so that it slithered away in loose coils; he
left the end fast, however.


The low chamber ended in a hole at the edge; the light showed
another and larger room beyond, piercing back farther into the
cliff.


They gained this and sank down on a pile of debris at the
back. He switched the light on and headed it at the rock, to
throw a suffused glow around. Devine was badly scraped and torn,
but sight of Minnie Horton appalled him. Her hands were bleeding,
her clothes half raked away, even her face was streaked with
blood.


"Gosh! We'd better repair damages, sister," he said. "Let's
have a look at the bad leg. Hello! You've still got your canteen!
That's good. We'll want all the water we have. I crammed some
sandwiches into the pockets of this coat, to help hide the pistol
bulge under my shirt—pretty badly squashed up now, but
they'll still eat."


She made no answer. Her head had fallen back, her eyes were
closed; she had blacked out.


Devine went to work, baring her swollen leg. He tore up Jess
Gorham's coat and used the lining for bandages. He worked
awkwardly; his left arm and hand were badly torn, but his right
was in working order. Presently he had her fixed up, bandaged her
hands, and washed his own hurts. Bandages could wait.


The second rope, he perceived, came up into this chamber and
was made fast. He put out the light, went to the edge, and looked
down. No sign of alarm, no sounds of any sort. Satisfied, he
relaxed, got a cigarette alight, and stretched out his aching
body.




LITTLE by little, his thoughts took shape. These two ropes,
left in place—why? Dr. Bird apparently cared little about
exploring the cliff dwellings. But how had he and Lincoln got out
of here to reach the experimental area and do their work? Not
around by the lower cañon—too far. These ropes, coming up
to the end of the cliff-dwellings—the devil!


Devine forced his stiffened frame erect. With the flashlight
carefully dimmed, he stepped back into the first room they had
entered. Stooping, he followed along to the far end, where it
ended in another low cavity. He peered through this, shot the
light through, and swore delightedly at sight of steps cut deeply
in the rock. Steps, a trail up to the top, of course!


He hurried back to the second chamber, heard his name called,
found Minnie sitting up. He plumped down beside her and produced
cigarettes.


"Here, smoke up! It's all clear now. You sit tight and absorb
the good news, and then we'll get going," he broke out
impetuously. "The Injuns who made this place didn't go down into
the cañon for their water and morning doughnuts—not much!
We're close to the top, and they had a way up. It's still there,
and it's good. Foxy old Bird took advantage of it, too.


"Those ropes let him get up here and then reach the
top—a quick way out, a quick way back, with the ropes to
help. Get it, sister? To get out and around by the lower cañon
would be long and tedious; but this is a short cut. Once out, I
don't know where we'll find ourselves, but it'll be a damned
sight safer than this hole. We can reach the road, anyhow, or I
can get you there—we're out of the woods, Minnie, get it?
Nothing to do now except to keep going and reach the top and be
gone!"


"Sounds mighty good, Johnny," she said. "Can I walk on my
hands?"


"You can try. Oh, that leg's bad, I know; nothing seems
dislocated, though, and pain doesn't hurt anybody. Food will buck
you up—here, we'll gobble what's left of these sandwiches,
then I'll strip up the coat and tie your leg up good and solid,
and you can hobble on it with my help. Say yes?"


She laughed a little. "Johnny, you're an incurable optimist!
Well, I won't let you down. I'll have a try at it, even if it
does seem impossible. Only, I warn you, that leg hurts at a
touch—the blinding pain is just too much to bear. The
spirit is willing but the flesh is weak, darned weak."


"Atta girl!" he exclaimed heartily, and fell to work.


What remained of the now messy sandwiches was divided, and
washed down with the water remaining in Devine's canteen. With
his pocket-knife, Devine slit up what was left of the coat and
bound the swollen leg firmly with the strips of cloth.


"There!" he said. "If you can't do any better, slip an arm
around my neck, and hop on your good foot. That path isn't such a
boulevard that I could carry you, but maybe I can farther on,
than that. We're going to make it, sister—let's go!"


He did think of getting her aboard pickaback and carrying
her—but common sense forbade; it would be impossible to
keep balanced on that trail up the steep face of the rock. True,
the trail angled up instead of going straight, but thought of
pitching off at any bad step, made it out of the question.


He caught her hands and pulled her to her feet. She grunted
with pain but said nothing. By help of the guarded light, they
got to the hole and crawled into the next room, then got across
to the exit hole. There they paused; Minnie was clinging to him,
her whole body in a tremble. The light showed she was white as a
sheet and sweating from sheer agony. Her contorted, twisted
features frightened him.


"Can you make it, sister?"


"Don't want to let you down, Johnny. Keep going. If I have to
quit I'll say so," she rejoined shakily.


To get through the hole, they had to crawl. Devine went first,
got his footing, and took her hands. He practically pulled her
through. Up above, moonlight was silvering the peaks but it did
not reach here.


"We might wait till the moon gets higher," he said, "or we can
chance using the light. Which?"


"I can't make my mind up to it again, Johnny," she answered
simply. "Now we are this far, let's keep going."


"Okay. I'll shield the light so it'll hit down at the path.
Grab my arm, put your weight on me, and we're off—"


He began to sidle along the cut steps, one arm behind him to
which Minnie clung, the other hand cupping the light so that it
illumined the path and little else. She tried to put her weight
on the bad foot, but could not bear the excruciating pain, and
hopped instead. At every hop, Devine's heart turned over—it
would take so little to unbalance them both and send them
down!


They made progress, but slowly. Then, so suddenly that it
startled them both, a voice rose from the dark depths, a shout of
alarm followed by a burst of German, so confused and multiplied
by reverberant echoes that the words were lost. What had happened
was clear enough; discovery had been made that the girl was
gone.


From Minnie Horton came a gasp, followed by a sharp cry. Her
clutch on Devine's arm tightened desperately. He swayed, saw that
she was falling toward him, and in frantic horror caught her and
held her.


He wavered under her weight. Acute terror sent shivers down
his back, clear down to his heels, as he felt himself going. She
had tried to step on her bad leg, and had collapsed under the
stab of agony. How he managed it Devine never knew, but somehow
he got his balance again and fell back against the rocky wall,
still clutching her. The flashlight escaped from his fingers. It
went down, sending out whirling rays like a starshell, and then
smashed in a tinkle of blackness. The light had been seen; a
chorus of hot and furious voices pealed up in multitudinous
echoes.


Devine stood there, aghast and panicked. He got his nerve back
and realized that Minnie was a dead weight, unconscious. Inch by
inch, he shifted his hold upon her, each movement piercing him
with new terror. What lay ahead he could not tell and dared not
risk, but the way back was stamped in mind.


He got her head and arms over his shoulder on the inner side,
as he faced back down toward the cliff-dwellings. Holding her
about the knees, he ventured a step, then another, feeling for
each foothold. He was deaf to the tumult of voices below; every
sense was bent upon retaining his balance. Sweat of sheer fright
poured from him. Her body began to slip down his shoulder. With a
paralyzing access of horror, he realized that she was going, that
they would both inevitably go down—


Then a level space ahead; they were back at the opening of the
chamber. Devine lowered her body, carefully. He was unnerved,
shaking, and for a little while could not move. He bent to the
task, after a moment, and got her head and shoulders through the
hole, squeezed past, then pulled her through into the first
chamber.


This done, he dropped like a log as the reaction hit him.






VII


HOW long he lay there, Johnny Devine never knew.
It must have been quite a while. When at last he sat up and wiped
cold sweat from his face with his sleeve, he was vaguely
conscious of a voice close at hand, but only vaguely. He was
still in the grip of his unhappy thoughts.


But for the accident of that searchlight falling, all might
yet have been well. Bird and his gang would not have known where
Minnie Horton had flown—but now they knew. His hope of
evasion had gone glimmering; that crowd had rifles, and anyone
trying to get up that path in daylight would be picked off like a
sitting pigeon.


"Salsipuedes! Damned Spanish jinx, that's what you are," he
muttered. "Get out if you can, yeah—"


He pricked up his ears at hearing that voice again, close now;
German words that jarred him to himself. He pulled himself over
to the lip of the chamber and peered out into the blackness.
Something moved—something only a few feet away. The rope
was shaking and quivering. They were coming, of course—they
were all but here! Another voice made response, from the second
rope.


"Okay, boys, you asked for it," reflected Devine, and with a
thrill of savage joy got out his pistol and slipped off the
safety catch. Then he paused, fumbled in his pocket, and brought
out a match.


With his left hand, he trailed it across the rock and flipped
it up and out. He had one glimpse of the startled face of Hans
Black, so close that it astonished him, and that of the
broken-nosed Lincoln, on the other rope. The flare died, and as
it died, the pistol in his hand exploded. He fired again, in the
direction of Lincoln.


Through the reverberating echoes of the shots pierced frantic
trailing-off screams that died into sudden silence. Devine
reached out to the rope and tested it—it hung limp and
clear of weight. He crawled into the farther chamber and tested
the rope fastened there. It, too, was clear.


"My compliments, Mr. Lincoln and Mr. Schwartz, alias Black,"
he said, and chuckled. "That leaves Vogel and Morris, and if
they're wise birds they'll pick up and go away. Might be a good
idea to remove temptation from their path."


He hauled in on the rope here; finding it wet and sticky at
one point caused him no qualms whatever. When it lay in loose
coils, he went back into the first chamber and hauled up on the
other rope.


"That you, Johnny?"


"Sure is," he replied cheerfully.


"What happened—oh, I remember. I blacked out, dammit!"
she said mournfully from the darkness. "I tried to push it
through regardless of the pain. Where am I?"


"End room, Angels' Flight," he responded. "I dropped the
flashlight and messed things up; gave us dead away. So the late
Mr. Lincoln and the late Mr. Black came along to grab the
defenseless gal who had run out on them. They're probably sitting
around hell's gate now, wondering what hit them."


"Oh! Were those shots I heard? Was that what waked me up?"


"Shouldn't wonder." He brought in the last of the rope, and
went over to where she lay. "How's the leg? Maybe I'd better take
those bandages off—may help the swelling to go down. You
ought to be able to hobble along by tomorrow."


He suited action to words; then, telling her to sleep, went
into the adjoining chamber and settled himself by the front
opening to keep watch.


Moonlight drifted down; all was quiet below, and it was hard
to keep awake. He was fairly confident that their troubles were
at an end. With Dr. Bird and Morris alone remaining of the gang,
their best course, obviously, would be to skip out and get to
some safer place before any general alarm could be given.


So Johnny Devine felt very cheerful about everything, being
ignorant of what he had in his pocket—indeed, having quite
forgotten he had anything in his pockets, except the extra pistol
he had taken from Gorham.


Watch must be kept, however, and cigarettes helped keep him
awake, hour after hour, until the faint grayness of dawn stole
down from the rocks above. The light grew stronger, until he
could discern the shape of the cañon down below, and nothing
stirred there.


He went into the other chamber and wakened Minnie Horton, who
was sleeping soundly.


"Guard mount," he said. "I'm all in and want to get some
sleep. How's the leg?"


"It really feels pretty good," she responded, and sat up.


"Well, we've got your canteen, so bathe it a bit; that'll
help. Don't use too much water; we'll need all we have left. All
seems quiet. Take this pistol and it'll make you feel better. I
think they've cleared out, though, for keeps."


"What are you going to do?"


"Sleep. Wake me up in a couple of hours, and we'll be on our
way. I've got everything figured out. I'll get some sleep, your
leg will be in better shape, and everything will be jake."


"If I don't snafu it all again," she said bitterly. He
laughed.


"Bosh! It was my doing, when I dropped the light, so forget
it. We're okay now. Mind you save some of that water. We've
nothing to eat, and that canteen must run us till we get back to
the car. Dr. Bird may have taken our car, too, but we'll worry
about that when the time comes. See you later."


He went back into the second room, stretched out his cold and
aching frame on the earth and debris at the back of the cave, and
with one long sigh dropped off to sleep.


What roused him was a blaze of warmth and light. He opened
astonished eyes upon white noonday sunlight filling the cañon
outside, beating in waves of heat from the high rock walls.
Blinking, he sat up. Minnie Horton sat close by, pinning together
some of the worst rents in her very battered garments and
laughing at his expression.


"You didn't wake me! It must be noon!" he exclaimed.


"Didn't have the heart, Johnny," she replied.


"My gosh! How do you manage it?"


"Manage what?"


"You. Last night you looked like a last year's bird's nest,
your hair all down and everything galley west, and now you're
neat as a pin. Hello! Even got your stocking back on the bad leg.
Must have been licking yourself like a cat."


"I didn't know you were so observant last night."


"I'm always observant; better watch out in future. How's the
leg?"


"Much better, and the swelling's going down. How about
breakfast?"




SHE extended the canteen. He shook it, found it nearly full,
and drank briefly; found he had two cigarettes left, passed one
to her, and struck a match.


"No alarm?"


"Not a sound from anywhere," she replied, exhaling with
obvious pleasure. "You really think they've gone?"


"Sure of it. I'll prove it pretty quick, too." He stood up,
straightened his ragged clothes, and was aware of rustling paper.
He reached into a pocket. "Hello—I clear forgot about it!
Some papers I took off that guy Gorham."


"You never did say just what happened—"


"Check it; he was out of luck, that's all." Devine opened out
the papers and looked at them. "Look here! That check you brought
him—Carter's check! And another one—"


"Father sent along a blank check and I filled it
in—buying them off."


Devine handed her the checks, then rubbed his cheek,
thoughtfully.


"Darn it, I need a shave—makes my brain dusty. You know,
I thought sure Bird would have the money. Evidently Gorham was
the boss of the crowd and Bird was just a
scientist—huh?"


"You don't seem pleased over recovering the three hundred
thousand."


Devine started to speak, then checked himself. This put a
different aspect on things, but there was no use causing her
alarm that might prove needless. He had figured that with their
money and their secrets safe, the ex-Nazis would gladly skip out.
Well, perhaps they had done so. He would soon know.


"It's no money of mine," he rejoined lightly. "Well, you all
ready to go?"


"I can't fly yet," she retorted.


"You can hobble; anyhow, you'd better. We've got these two
long ropes," and he indicated the one he had pulled in last
night. "Come along; I'll show you what I have in mind."


Although leaning heavily on him and hobbling badly, she could
cover ground. Together they passed into the end chamber, and to
the opening on the path to the top. Devine pointed out how the
rock above the cliff-dwellings sloped back, instead of being an
abrupt rise.


"I'll go up with the rope, or one end of it," he said. "If
there's anybody left down below, they'll take a pot-shot at me
with the rifle. Otherwise, it's a cinch they've pulled out for
good, see? Then I'll get over here, directly above, and pull you
up. You can simply hop if you like; if you don't make it, I'll
haul you up end over end. I'll tie the rope around you,
first—"


She laughed; but, crouching beside him and peering up, she
realized that the scheme was feasible.


"But you're taking an awful chance—what if they're not
gone?" she asked.


Johnny Devine was thinking the same thing, but he laughed
confidently.


"With three gone, you think the other two are sticking around?
Not much! Stand still, now; let me get you well hitched."


She obeyed; he knotted one end of the rope firmly under her
arms, then cast loose the other end still fastened to the
rock.


"I'll just take the end with me, and save weight." He slipped
the canteen-strap over his shoulder. "Better come along outside,
and pay out the rope, for luck. Will your hands work?"


She glanced down at her hands, still bandaged, and flexed her
fingers, then nodded and crawled through the aperture. Devine
helped getting the coils of the stout inch-thick hemp outside,
and followed. The idea of going up that path in the open
sunlight, with two rifles possibly waiting below to pot him, was
unpleasant; he flinched a little, then stepped out.


"Here goes. If you hear anyone shooting, tell me," he said
jauntily.


Just the same, he held his breath; this path was in full sight
of the camp below, he knew. Every sense was strained to catch the
crack of a rifle. Crouching, he climbed the rock as fast as
possible. The path angled up at an easy gradient; the crest
appeared, nothing had happened.


HE wanted to fling himself over and repressed the impulse in
quick relief. They had gone, they had gone! This was now certain.
The path ceased—here was naked weathered rock that ran back
into pines and manzanita brush, a plain hillside like any other.
A laugh on his lips, Devine turned and made his way back until he
was above Minnie. He could not see her, but there was no doubt
that she could come straight up the sloping rock, with his aid.
The brush came quite close at this point.


For surer footing, Devine stepped back into the brush, and
signaled. Response came—one tug. He began to haul in,
steadily, careless of his hurt hands. An overflowing joy had hold
of him; all was going well, the nightmare darkness was only a bad
memory, they were on their way out!


Then he caught sight of her—hobbling along as he pulled,
limping badly but on her feet, coming over the rise. No more need
of the rope now; she dropped it and hurried on to meet him. She
was radiant.


"Made it, Johnny!" she cried. "I can get along pretty well!
Isn't that wonderful?"


"Fine," he rejoined. "Here, take my arm, lean on
me—we'll cut through this brush, looks like we can get a
view beyond it and see just where we are—"


She caught his arm, gladly enough; he shifted the canteen
around in front to get it out of her way. Might as well have a
drink, he thought, and reached for the stopper. In the very act
of unscrewing it, he froze—


"Raise your hands—up!"


A face, a head, was framed in the greenery six feet away; he
recognized Morris, looking over a leveled pistol as he rose into
sight. Behind him showed the bald head of Dr. Bird. Both faces
were agleam with crafty triumph.


In that frightful frozen instant of time, a very split-second,
Devine knew only that he was caught and done for. They had stolen
down the cañon and around, guessing he must come out here. He had
not an earthly chance. Be damned if he would let them murder
him—


A convulsive effort—his hand sent the girl backward,
pushed her off her feet headlong into the brush. His other hand
gripped at his pistol and found it. Not a chance, and he knew it.
The glittering eyes of Morris dilated, the pistol jerked and
erupted flame. Devine felt the bullet hit and jerk him
around—but his own pistol was out.


"This is it! This is it!" came the realization. He was going
down, was doubling up—he did not know that he fired twice
until the pistol recoiled in his grip. But he knew both bullets
had gone home. He had the savage satisfaction of seeing Morris
flop forward in a crumpled heap.


Then the pistol fell from his hand and he put down his fingers
to the earth to stay his own drop. He remembered Dr. Bird. The
memory spurred him. He tried to grab at his weapon again, and
could not.


"Up, you! Up with 'em!"


A groan escaped him. Where Bird had been, now stood a
stranger, a rough, hard-eyed man covering him with a tommy-gun.
Another of them, unguessed! Then the swirl of pain hit him; he
pressed both hands to his stomach and went down in a heap.






VIII


THE pain passed, miraculously. Devine stirred,
sat up, still holding himself. The stranger stood there, gun
still leveled. Behind him was a thrashing in the brush; other
voices sounded.


"Got him!" one of them exclaimed. "This is Vogel, all
right!"


Here was Minnie Horton, crying out frantically; Devine found
her stooping above him. The voice of the hard-eyed stranger broke
in upon them.


"Which one of you is Horton? Speak up quick!"


"I am!" The girl straightened up.


"The hell you say! Is this one of 'em?"


"No, no! He's a friend—here, help me with
him—"


Devine found himself trying to scramble up. He was on his
feet, clinging to the girl; two other men appeared behind the
stranger. They had Dr. Bird with them.


"Whoosh!" Devine got his breath back. He looked down. Minnie
Horton had seized the canteen and was holding it as it spurted
water. The stranger stepped forward, staring curiously, and
uttered an exclamation.


"Look here, boys! Damned if the bullet didn't hit the canteen
and deflect—went out the side and missed him
clean—"


Johnny Devine was staggered as Minnie Horton flung her arms
around him with a cry. He caught and held her. A grin came to his
lips.


"By golly, I thought I was dead! What's it all about?"


"Me, Johnny!" Tears on her cheeks, radiant laughter in her
eyes, Minnie released him. "Remember we stopped in Morgantown,
coming here? I sent a wire to the F.B.I. that Vogel and others
were here—that they'd better look after the experimental
area—they must have come—"


"You bet they came!" broke in the stranger, lowering his gun.
"Uncle Sam isn't letting go of any atomic bomb secrets, you bet!
We been looking a long while for this Vogel—heard he was
loose in this country. Yes, sir, we picked up these two birds as
they were working up through the brush, and followed 'em
here—couldn't discover just what they were up to, till the
shooting started—"


"Oh, hell!" said Johnny Devine, suddenly himself again. "You
guys are all right, but it takes the Army to get results. Come
on, sister, let's go home."


He met her laughing eyes, drew her to him quickly—and
she kissed him back.




THE END
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