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Dedication

 


To the people who live in the land above the
clouds.


Chapter One

Afghanistan

 


The four men in
U.S. Army combat uniforms stumbled out of the ravine, and trundled
through the orderly rows of pomegranate trees at a tired run. Two
of them supported a wounded man between them. They halted at the
edge of the orchard to quickly scan the stretch of open ground just
ahead. Beyond was the extraction place, behind a tumbled down mud
brick wall. Camel dung fouled the ground amidst a scattering of
aromatic rosemary bushes.

"Go! Go!" panted
one of them, a short, black man with sweat rolling down his face in
little rivers. "I'll hang on here. Just get on that
radio."

He slipped a
few yards to one side and sank down onto his belly behind a fruit
tree.

Garrick
Connolly nodded gratefully in the black man's direction, relief
evident on his square, sub-nosed features that someone had taken
charge and was making decisions now that the officer was dead. He
moved onward without speaking, carrying the wounded man with his
remaining comrade.

The
wounded man's right leg dangled horribly. A piece of bone, jagged
and gleaming white in the hot sunlight, had erupted through the
skin of his thigh. A gobbet of flesh appeared set to fall
off.

He was
unconscious, but when they fell sprawling on a patch of slippery
camel dung, a horrible, bubbling scream issued from his
throat.

"Ahhh!"

The other
man, Robert Maguire, a tall, weedy youth from South Carolina known
simply as "Molly," scrabbled backwards in quick revulsion. His eyes
looked as agitated and unpredictable as storm scud. His big,
under-slung jaw quivered like a baby's set to cry."Sheeeit!" he
spewed, despising his wounded friend for his suffering, and for
adding to their danger.

Garrick
Connolly eyed him disgustedly. "Go ahead," he growled. "Get that
radio working. I'll carry him."

"Yeah, man.
Shore." Molly licked his lips appreciatively at the offer. He
darted a glance at the pomegranate orchard to the rear, then left,
his skinny body gliding across the dry Afghan ground as quick and
as noiseless as a snake.

Grunting
softly, Garrick got the injured man up onto his back. In his early
twenties, slim-hipped and wide-shouldered, Garrick carried the load
easily. With slow, careful movements to ease the wounded man's
injuries, he worked his way along the path Molly had
taken.

Molly's
voice on the radio drifted in, giving their situation, the words
tumbling out. "We got mortared," Molly babbled, "got our shit
scattered, only four of us left–one hurt bad. Hajis coming up fast.
Require extraction soonest! Repeat, soonest!" He gave their
position. "Do you read that? Ovah."

"That's a Roger,
good buddy. Ten minutes."

Molly threw
himself to the ground, flinging sweat from his face. A soft noise
sounded and Garrick appeared. He lowered the wounded man gently to
the ground.

"Choppah's
comin'," Molly blurted.

"I heard. Thank
Christ!"

Molly
kept staring at him. "What'cha think?" he shrilled.

Garrick's
soft hazel eyes, his one truly beautiful feature, narrowed into
anxious slits at these signs of panic, and they tightened further
when he looked to the wounded man painting crimson patterns on a
patch of sparse grass with blood from his smashed leg. It was their
responsibility to get him out, and if Molly didn't keep his
head....

"You all
right?"

"Shore," Molly
shot back. But the telltale tremor in his lantern jaw was back, so
Garrick knew he was lying.

Nothing
in boot camp, or in advanced individual training, could possibly
prepare a soldier for the shock of his first firefight. The
realization that enemy soldiers were actually intent on killing
you. Killing
you! He winced, hearing
again the evil sound mortar rounds make leaving the firing
tubes–phafft, phafft–and the shattering karrumpp as the shells sent shrapnel and stones and dirt winging in
all directions.

A spine
of rock slanted down, providing a narrow place for them to shelter
behind, the broken mud-brick wall offered some small protection
also. Garrick squatted in the meager shelter and waited. He placed a smoke grenade
close at hand, and removed the safety clip from a fragmentation
grenade. Then, he fell to checking his rifle with nervous fingers
for something to do. Long minutes went by. A soft breeze arrived,
fanning his cheek and teasing his nostrils with the combined scent
of camel dung and rosemary.

"When's Simpson
coming?" he wondered aloud, referring to the black soldier at the
pomegranate orchard. "He should pull back. We're gonna be outta
here soon."

As if in
answer to his question, a lone rifle shot cracked, sounding like
one of the World War Two vintage .303s the Taliban sometimes used
for longer range work. Garrick's stomach jumped ever so gently. An
eternity dragged by, then a recognizable three round burst from a
M4 carbine erupted. That would be Simpson.

Garrick crept
forward to peer over the ruined wall. Deadly sparkles of light
twinkled and buzzed through the orchard. Kalashnikov 47s...the
Taliban confirming their arrival. Further bursts and a few bright
red pomegranate flowers drifted to the ground.

The M4 abruptly
ceased chattering. Five endless minutes of silence passed.

"Gawd! Simpson
must be hit," Garrick rasped, unsure what to do. "Whadd'ya think?"
he fired helplessly at Molly. "Should we go back and check it
out?"

But one
sideways glance at Molly and he knew the South Carolinian wasn't
going anywhere–his jaw wobbled, his eyes were jammed shut as if
trying to keep out what was happening. He looked as unstable as the
desert wind.

His face
tight, Garrick scanned the horizon. Finally...there...one...no two
dots in the hot, blue sky. He set off the smoke grenade to guide
them in, bilious green smoke adding a surreal aspect to the chaos.
The radio crackled as the pilot demanded confirmation of the
smoke color. Garrick
grabbed the radio and gave the confirmation.


Chump-chump-chump!

The helicopter,
a Chinook, loomed larger, escorted by an Apache attack
helicopter.


Chump-chump-chump!

A burst
of gunfire erupted from the ravine. The Apache swung its belly and,
opening up its 30mm guns, it poured round after round into the
gullies and rocks. The bite of "the mosquito," the Taliban's name
for the Apache, is lethal.

The noise
became deafening.

"Something's
happened to Simpson," Garrick shouted above the din. "We gotta go
see."

"Shut the fuck
up, Connolly." Molly's eyes were open now, staring wildly about.
"The choppah's heah–I'm gittin' out."

A deadly
stream parted the air, buzzing past just above their heads and
flattening them to the ground. They lay there face to face, like
lovers a little apart after love-making. The backs and armpits and
crotches of both men were soggy with dirt-sweat, but as Garrick
watched, a fresh wet stain spread over the other man's
crotch.

Jesus! He's pissed his pants, he realized in horror.

Guilt flooded
into him for witnessing this. He blinked his eyes slowly once or
twice in confusion, hating Molly for doing this in front of
him.

He forced his
mind back to Simpson. Was it worth going back?

Fire from the
gullies sliced up the very air and Simpson had been quiet a long
time.

"Here the
choppah," Molly babbled.

Garrick
didn't look up. He was still trying to decide what to do about
Simpson.

The big
Chinook swept in low, AK-47 rounds from the Taliban rattling the
ship's sides. It halted by them, not quite touching the
ground.

A
teen-age private manning one of the mini-guns showed his pimpled
face in the open crew door on the starboard side. "C'mon. C'mon,"
he screamed. "They're shooting hell out of us." Bringing his gun to
bear, he fired burst after burst. "Tango bastards!
Bastards!"

Molly
bolted for the chopper. Garrick stooped to help the man on the
ground, then sat back, stunned, as the man's head exploded. Popped
like a ripe grape. Evil-looking matter spattered Garrick's front
and slimed his arms.

For a moment he
remained stuck on his haunches, gaping at the thing on the ground
with a smashed pumpkin for a head.

"C'mon,"
screamed the gunner.

Garrick
sprinted through the green smoke in a crouching run.

"Let's go," the
gunner yelled into his mike to the pilot. Bits and pieces from the
hatchway pinged off his helmet. Through the crew door, Garrick saw
the Apache slide over the orchard seeking the fourth soldier,
Simpson. They began to lift off. "Let's go," the gunner yelled
again. He swung his machine gun around. "Bastards!
Bastards!"

Not ten seconds
later, the roar of his mini-gun crashed into stillness. Garrick
glanced over quickly. The gunner with the acne problem was slumped
over in the ship, a red, dripping hole where his eye used to
be.

Molly began to
retch, the yellow jet spilling onto his lap.

They left
the rocky, broken slopes behind them and swung out over the desert,
then over a huge opium field. Beneath them, like a boundless and
richly textured carpet, lay a multicolored
sea of green and purple and red-white poppies, impossibly beautiful
and shining in the sunlight.

A-Stan. Ambush country.


Chapter Two

Coming Home

 


Garrick
saw them as soon as he entered the lobby of the airport
in New York City. A group of
war protesters holding up signs behind a row of empty boots which,
Garrick supposed, represented dead American soldiers. "Christ!" he
muttered.

Casting about,
he saw a tall, curvaceous woman waving to him. Aunt Diane.

Three
boys in their early teens were ogling her, nudging each other and
grinning. His aunt, even in middle age, had always provoked this
sort of response from the male half of the population, and it still
embarrassed Garrick. For the umpteenth time in his life, he wished
she wouldn't dress the way she did.

One
didn't tell Diane Lofton anything, though. If she chose to wear
those skimpy skirts and revealing tops, there wasn't a single thing
anyone could do to change her.

A man of
Mediterranean appearance, slightly shorter than Diane and with a
noticeable paunch, was with her, and also waving. Good, thought
Garrick. She'd brought her boyfriend, Harry Alexander, along. He
liked Harry.

Diane
surged toward him, heavy yet shapely legs showing gaudy expanses of
thigh as her skirt rode up. She had a provocative way of walking,
as well. It was a progression. Diane Lofton progressed, she didn't walk.

One of the
three young boys made a remark to his friends that brought a burst
of laughter. With a sigh of resignation, Garrick started
forward.

A young,
bearded war protester with a pock-marked face spotted Garrick's
uniform and edged over to block his path, waving a sign. "Stop this
useless war," was splashed on it in blood-red paint.

The protester
looked vaguely familiar, swarthy complexion and thin, slightly
hooked nose. Like an Afghan or Pakistani thought Garrick. He stood
briefly and stared at the man, then shook himself and tried to walk
on. Some of the other protesters moved up. One middle-aged woman
shouted something about her dead son.

The
young, bearded man pulled at Garrick's arm, thrusting his head
in.

Nose-to-nose, perhaps fifteen seconds passed. The corners
of Garrick's mouth whitened, a tic began to pulse in his
forehead.

Feeling
lonely all of a sudden, the protester attempted to withdraw. But
people were pushing from the rear. He bumped against Garrick's
chest.

Garrick drove a
fist into his face, smashing cartilage in his nose and sending
blood spurting. The man went down, and tried to scuttle clear.
Grabbing a handful of long hair, Garrick hauled his head back onto
his shoulders. He hit him again, and again, his fist rising and
falling, rising and falling.

Hands
pulled at him. "Garrick, stop!" Diane screamed. "Harry, make him
stop!"

 


~ * ~

 


Harry
Alexander was waiting outside the apartment when Garrick climbed
the stairs with a case of beer under one arm. Wind gusted along the
street rattling signs and windows, and tossing
Garrick's dark blond
hair to give him a fresh, terribly juvenile look.

"Hi, Harry.
Slumming it this afternoon?" Harry and Diane lived outside New
York, moved away from the dirt and crime of the city center like
everyone else who could afford it.

Harry
surveyed him shrewdly. "How's it goin', kid?"

Garrick
unlocked his door with a noncommittal grunt. Leaving Harry in the
front room, he carried the beer to the tiny, cluttered
kitchenette.

"I don't know
how you can live like this," Harry complained.

"Don't start
again, Harry. Goddammit!"

"This place is a
hovel, for Chrissake! You had a good stash of money when you left
the Army. You can't be broke. Find another place...live like a
normal human being." He paused a moment before adding cautiously:
"Why not stay at Diane's until you finish college? Drive in each
day."

"Diane sent you,
didn't she?" Garrick accused swiftly, storming in from the kitchen,
a bottle of beer in his hand.

"No, she didn't.
But she does worry, you know."

"Then tell her I
finished college two weeks ago."

Harry
glanced over in surprise. Then, it dawned on him. "So, you quit
school again."

Garrick
shrugged and said nothing. Opening his bottle, he sat down and
dangled a leg over one arm of his chair.

Harry
leaned forward, a concerned expression on his face. "What happened?
At one time, it seemed you were dying to become a journalist...a
writer. And you have the talent for it. The attention span of a
grasshopper, maybe, but talented nevertheless. Diane says you have talent. You sure as
hell won enough of those short story competitions."

Garrick picked
at the label on his bottle.

"You quit school
the first time because you decided to go into the Army. What's gone
wrong now?"

Garrick took a
long swig of beer.

"Don't tell me.
Lemme guess. Everyone at the college was an asshole. Right?
Everyone but you."

"Bingo. You're a
clever sonuvabitch, Harry." Garrick grinned at him. "Calm down–have
a bottle of beer."

"No, thanks,"
Harry muttered, flushing a little as Garrick's grin
broadened.

Harry
Alexander had given up a lot of things to please Garrick's
aunt–beer was one of the things he now professed not to
like.

Harry was a
business and financial consultant, an effective problem-solver from
all accounts. He travelled quite a bit, trouble-shooting for
clients in different parts of the world. Diane was a magazine
editor and writer. The two had been friends for years, and had even
worked together on a project or two.

Along
with respect, Garrick felt a sort of kindred feeling toward the
man. All through his youthful years, in upstate New York first and
later when they moved to the city, he had battled to protect his
fledgling manhood from his aunt's overweening femininity. She'd
proved a handful for Harry as well.

Let it be said,
however, that Garrick Wilson Connolly owed a huge debt to Diane
Margaret Lofton.

Despite
the years of low-intensity warfare between nephew and aunt, she had
done for him, by God. With his father gone–only the devil knew
where–and his mother dead at the incredibly young age of thirty-two
from a car accident, unruly, tousle-headed Garrick would've had no
boyhood at all except for her.

Because
she'd done for him, and because she was the only family he'd ever
really known, he loved her in the way any boy loves his
mother.

He'd
never told her so, though. Not in those words. She made it too
difficult to get them out. And also, Garrick had always been an
introspective type, boy and man. So tight-lipped he hadn't even
told her he was joining the Army. He'd just left her with Harry and
run off to war.

Under
cover of guzzling his beer, he cast the paunchy man opposite a
covert glance. Harry Alexander was Greek-American, his name
Anglicized from the impossible-to-pronounce original, your
archetypal, short Mediterranean type. A bit greasy-looking, too, it
had to be admitted. And Diane Lofton was...well...Diane
Lofton.

Somewhat
guiltily, for Garrick liked Harry, he wondered what his aunt saw in
him.

Leaning
forward, he asked: "Why haven't you and Diane married by now?" When
Harry shifted uncomfortably, he chuckled. "I don't blame you for
taking your time. Marriage is a big decision. And frankly, as a
wife she'd scare the hell out of me."

Harry managed a
brief smile.

"I'll tell you
something else. She's a helluva woman, but I sure wouldn't marry
her if I had to give up drinking beer."

"Stow the comedy
routine," Harry growled. "Look here. What're you going to do now?
You don't have exactly the right qualities to make a good insurance
salesman, or stockbroker...or...." His expression softened then,
and his voice dropped off in a kindly way. "I know the war was
tough–"

"Stop, Harry!
Don't get into that shit."

Harry
shook his head stubbornly. "On 9/11, this city...country...was
attacked by terrorists, so you figured you had to sign up. Okay, I
can get that...you weren't the only one who felt that way. But you
had some crazy, fool notion it was gonna be like cowboys and
Indians...or like jumping on a horse and going off on the Crusades.
Well, it was never going to be that way. Not at all."

Garrick
fixed on the wall above the older man's head. The wind outside had
picked up, clearly heard inside the apartment; the window made
little, nervous sounds.

Harry was
silent a moment, thinking, then said, "I'm going to South America
in a few days. Business trip. A couple of weeks
probably...straightening out some problems for a few clients. I can
use an assistant, someone to write things up, do background
stuff...reports. How 'bout it? Wanna come with me?"

"I'm not a kid
anymore. Don't offer me handouts."

"You sure act
like a kid at times. Look, you'd probably get your travel expenses
and that's all–"

"Did Diane put
you up to this?"

"She doesn't
even know about it. What do you say?"

Garrick was
fixed on the wall again. The wind tore at the window, trying to get
in, like storms on the Afghan desert do. It carried pictures and
sounds with it. Disturbing pictures and sounds that mounted his
shoulder and sat there, unbidden and unwanted.

"Harry?" he
murmured.

"Yeah,
kid?"

"God screwed up,
man."

Harry said
nothing, just waited.

"Know what
pissed me off 'bout 'Stan? Really pissed me off?"

"What's that,
kid?" Harry said gently.

"We never got to
really win the war."


Chapter
Three

Slade

 


Two men
crouched in a patch of thorny, green tola bushes, in the midst of a
bulbous, spiny forest. Giant cactuses, like heavy-branched trees,
littered the bleak Andean plain in every direction. Under the
glimmer of a cold half-moon, they loomed even larger; blurred images from
another world.

A faint noise
sounded when the shorter, stouter man shifted slightly to rearrange
cramped limbs. He stopped when his companion seized his arm in a
steely grip of warning.

A murmur
of voices floated across to them. Two other men stood by an
automobile some fifty yards off. The automobile's headlights
bouncing along the dirt track, followed by the purr of its engine,
had invaded the utter stillness of this Bolivian plateau about an
hour earlier. Until then, the watcher with the iron grip, a tall,
lean, youthful man, had almost come to believe there were no other
living things on the planet. So perfect had been the
hush.

Cold,
shivering minutes stretched. The moon left the sky, the eastern
horizon gradually greyed and displayed the first timid smear of
color. Birdsong was heard. A chinchilla, shy and furry as a rabbit
kitten, headed home to a rocky ravine after a night of foraging.
Around the spectacular forty foot flower spike of an ancient giant
puya, a bromeliad plant, a number of finches fluttered.

The coming of
the sun had once again coaxed life into the harsh highlands.

Now the
car was clearly seen–a grey Mercedes–as were the two men standing
by it. The car was parked facing a gravelled, private
airstrip.

The tall
watcher's flat, metal-grey eyes widened in pleasure–the posture of
the men by the car was so relaxed as to be casual. A walk-in job,
he congratulated himself, running fingers through his short, black
hair in satisfaction. Thin lips parted in a fleeting grin that
bared square, very white teeth.

One of
the men by the car, a burly, bearded fellow with the lumbering gait
of a bear, had stepped off to one side to relieve himself when
the airplane was heard,
the sound travelling an incredible distance through the clean, thin
atmosphere. A speck in the sky grew steadily larger.

As the big,
silver bird hurtled closer, the tall watcher placed a finger on one
wrist, timing his pulse rate. He paused for a moment of
concentration, and listened intently as a series of
precisely-spaced sounds began inside his head.

Tick-tick-tick....

It was a trick
on himself he employed at will. And as always, the perfect rhythm
calmed him. In mere seconds, his pulse rate slowed to normal and he
could have been simply anticipating a stroll in the
countryside.

The aircraft
touched down in a whirlwind of dust and taxied swiftly forward.

It was
time! The watcher searched the face of his friend, a Bolivian in
his early thirties named Oscar Blacut, and saw that his
dough-boy, ivory-skinned
features were tense, but not fearful. Good! He was a tough, steady
man, in spite of his bland exterior.

Donning masks
of the sort seen at Andean fiestas and religious festivals, they
crept forward. Now, while everyone concentrated on the landing.

Near the
edge of the landing strip, the watcher paused for another second or
two of concentration.

Tick-tick-tick....

The pilot shut
off the plane and got out.

"Listo–ready?"
the watcher asked Blacut.

At
Blacut's nod, they parted the last of the bushes and launched a
sprint.

Blacut ran
heavily, putting big feet down hard. His taller, leaner companion
went on the balls of his feet, in a curious dancing motion that
covered the ground with deceptive speed.

A pistol in his
fist, he was on the three men at the plane before they knew what
was happening.

"Suave–softly,"
he warned.

They
gaped, like open-mouthed goldfish, at the creature in a devil's
mask who seemed to have dropped from the clouds.

Blacut rumbled
up, brandishing a shotgun. Those twin black circles, held in steady
hands, had tremendous powers of intimidation. Seeing the stunned
expressions on the faces of the others, the man with the pistol
almost burst out laughing.

"On the ground.
On the ground. Now! Now!" Blacut roared in guttural
Spanish.

The man
in the devil's mask searched them for guns and threw the weapons he
found across the strip into the bushes. Then, he clambered inside
the plane.

He came
back out immediately and went to the pilot. "The keys, man," he
demanded in Spanish. "I'm taking the plane."

But the
pilot had recovered his composure. "Show me how good you are," he
said, a sneer splitting his round, fat face. "Take her without the
keys. Hot wire her."

"Don't think I
couldn't. I hate wasting time, though. Gimme the keys."

The pilot was
either amazingly brave or a fool. He affected not to have
heard.

"You have two
choices! You can live or die! The keys!"

The pilot
remained mute and motionless.

"Deme–gimme,"
the man rapped at Blacut. They traded weapons. He slammed the heavy
butt of the shotgun down on the inside of the pilot's fleshy thigh,
and jammed the barrels under his nose. "You want to die for someone
else's money?"

His face
twisted in pain, the pilot slowly moved his hand to his pants'
pocket.

Burr-r-r

A car was
coming. The pilot stayed his hand. It was clear now why he had
stalled.

"Slade! Car's
coming!" Blacut burst out.

At the
sound of his name, the man in the devil's mask whirled on his
partner. "Shut up, fool," he hissed.

The mechanical
burr became a double sound. Two cars! Jesus!

Slade
snapped his fingers at the pilot. "The keys."

"Too late,
amigo," the pilot grinned from behind the gun barrels. "You'd never
get her turned around and up in time."

"Vamonos.
Vamonos," Blacut shouted hoarsely.

Two big, late
model cars closed in. One of them skidded out across the long,
spiky ichu grass of the plain, greasy with dew. It dodged a huge
cactus, straightened, and shot in from the side.

Blacut
blazed away briefly at the car, then bolted for the far side of the
strip. The men on the ground stirred. "Suave," Slade warned,
sweeping the shotgun in a menacing arc.

The pilot
laughed at him. "You screwed up, amigo."

Slade
drove the gun butt into his face, punching out teeth and smashing
lips. A bubbling sound replaced the pilot's laughter. Then, before
the others could move, he was gone, racing after Blacut's rapidly
disappearing figure.

He'd
waited almost too long. An automatic pistol stitched holes in the
dirt at his heels. Ahead, Blacut lunged into the bushes and
vanished.

With a last
burst, Slade made it also, ditching his mask and shotgun and
veering off on an angle as soon as he was inside cover. The
automatic pistol carved a path along his original route, cutting
twisted branches from the tola bushes, and sending tiny, green
leaves floating into the air. A cactus was reduced to a pulp.

Running
parallel to the airstrip, bent over, chest heaving, Slade drew away
from the barrage. Then, he turned at right angles to the strip and
ran. He kept running long after the sounds of pursuit died away
behind him.

Blacut
was at their meeting place ahead of him; a secluded, rocky defile
in a jumble of swelling hills. The Bolivian lay slumped against a
rock, his smooth, round face red with exertion and dripping with
sweat.

Slade
stalked forward, quivering with fury. "You used my name, fool! Now
they know who we are!"

 


~ * ~

 


The whore
waited patiently while Slade dressed, her short, blocky, naked body gone slack, like a work
animal at rest. He counted out her money on the table beside the
rumpled bed, but when she reached for it his hand closed over the
notes.

"Bring my
jacket," he told her.

The whore
nodded dully, and stumped across the room to where his coat hung
over a chair. She didn't want to anger him. This man had been here
for two days and owed, what was to her, a great deal of money.
Besides, she was a little afraid of him.

Slade
rubbed his jaw in irritation. He was short of money, and now that
he was finished with the whore he was reluctant to pay her. He'd
come here only because he needed a safe place to stay and this was
the safest place he could think of.

For a
moment, he considered stiffing her. The dingy room was poorly lit.
A single, naked bulb of low wattage dangling from the ceiling kept
the room in perpetual twilight. He could palm some of the money, he
thought, and then deal with any arguments later. The bouncer-pimp
who slept in a dirty cubbyhole of a room next door did not concern him.

"Señor."

Too late.
She was back with his jacket. She'd had a Caesarean section once,
and in the soft light, the wide, zipper-like scar stretching toward
her belly button faded into a configuration of blurred, black
lines. A hint of her pissy, musky woman smell hung about. On
impulse, he leaned closer to her scarred crotch, and then sat back
laughing softly.

"Bien," he said,
handing her the money.

She counted it
swiftly, holding it up to the naked bulb, before shrugging into her
own clothes. Funnily enough, Slade felt a little sense of
satisfaction as she tucked the money into her brassiere and left
the room.

There are some things a man just does not
do, he mused.
Cheating a whore is
one of them.

Also, the
trouble he would have caused himself was not worth the money. He
prided himself on self-discipline, and his restraint on this
occasion pleased him.

Removing his
pistol from an inside pocket of the jacket, he tucked it into his
belt behind his back, slipped the jacket on and followed her from
the room.

Outside the
door, he stood quietly for a minute or two, listening. The whore
had disappeared. A low murmur of voices came from the room where
the pimp stayed. She must be in there with him.

A door slammed
on the floor above. Someone began walking toward the stairs. Slade
strode quickly down the short hall and out the door. He went five
paces to the corner of the building and entered the shadows
there.

Seconds later,
a man, probably a customer, left the house and crossed the street
to a car. He started it up, switched the lights on, and made his
careful way around the worst of the mud holes that made this
street, and others like it in La Paz, a nightmare to drive on. At
the nearest corner, he turned and drove away.

He left
behind a darkened, quiet street in Bolivia's main city, the chaotic
and over-crowded urban center that filled the bowl and climbed the
slopes of the spectacular ravine two miles above sea level. At this
hour, few people were about.

Slade moved
off, zipping his coat up against the chill.

He climbed
steadily up and down the narrow, hilly streets, past a series of
long, low buildings and dark-walled tenements, his lungs sucking
greedily on the thin air. After fifteen minutes or so, he came
abreast of a bar on the opposite side of the street with a
mud-spattered sign hanging out over the sidewalk, and stopped and
waited. After watching the place for several minutes and seeing
nothing amiss, he crossed the street and went inside.

This bar was
not likely to be frequented by the people he wished to avoid, but
he stayed out of the light by the door just the same while his
small, grey eyes swept the noisy room, crowded with Indians and
Mestizos drinking, and chewing the ever-present coca leaves. A
careful man, he left little to chance.

A faintly
unclean odor permeated
the room. His mouth puckered briefly in distaste. He was a clean
man, without being fastidious about it, and the lack of hygiene in
the Andean cities constantly annoyed him.

He spotted
Oscar Blacut at a rear table talking to a hook-nosed Indian dressed
in a bright-red, not-too-clean shirt. That Indian would be Paco,
the man he and Blacut were here to meet. Slade headed for their
table, working his way, loose-limbed and graceful, through the
crowd.

As he
approached, Blacut gestured in his direction. "Amigo mio," he
explained. "The one I told you about."

"Gringo," Paco
stated in instant hostility, his voice jerky and nasal. He was a
short, wiry man maybe forty years of age.

Slade
smiled coldly. He seated himself where he could face the door and
held out his hand. "My name is Slade," he offered in Spanish,
adding, "Yes, I'm Gringo, American."

There was
no point in pretending otherwise. Whether this man disliked
Americans or not, Blacut would've told the fellow at least that
much about him. Besides, he looked American and, while his Spanish was fluent, his accent
clearly announced his nationality.

"Slade what?"
Paco demanded.

Slade merely
smiled thinly again, and shook his head.

Paco's
own head moved about continually, spasmodically. His sloe-black
eyes darted back and forth between the two men opposite him. The
movements seemed more than signals of distrust, however, at times
appearing poorly coordinated. Slade wondered what sort of disorder
he suffered from.

"Do you want to
drink something?" Blacut asked him.

"Claro--ron,
sure–rum," Paco answered. His head twitched left, his eyes shot
right.

With
drinks in front of them, Blacut opened discussion. "Paco has a car
and wants to go to Peru to do some business," he told Slade. "But
he's broke right now, so I suggested we go together. We use his
car, and in return we give him some money." He gave a Latin shrug
of his meaty shoulders. "Eso es. We help each other."

Blacut had told
Slade already about this man–a small time thief, an occasional
worker in the mines, and a brawler of note. He had an affinity for
the blade, which had caused him to flee Peru a couple of months
back, after stabbing a fellow worker in a fight at a mine where he
was working.

According
to Blacut, Paco was poco loco, a
little crazy. He was eager to get back to Peru, however, and he'd
an old car to take them to the border. For a small payment they
could accompany him. And no questions asked.

Slade's
mouth puckered irritably. It annoyed him beyond measure to have to
rely on someone like Paco. And all because things had gone so
stupidly wrong at the airstrip a week ago. For a man like Slade,
who organized and planned his way through life, it was almost too
much to bear.

"Why're you
going to Peru?" he challenged, letting go of his self-control for
once. "I heard you had problems there a while back. You had to run
back here to Bolivia, no?"

A fire
flared up in Paco's black eyes. "First you tell me something," he
flung back. "What's a puto Gringo doing in La Paz?" He delivered a
high-pitched giggle. Twitch. Twitch. A second giggle, and one of
his hands vanished under the table.

Slade saw
the hand go. He has a knife there, he decided at once. A fight was
the last thing the American wanted, so he widened his slash of a
mouth into a level smile and drawled, "I'm trying to make a living,
Paco. Just like everyone else."

"Suave, Paco,"
Blacut intervened. "Softly, softly. My friend meant no
offense."

"I don't trust
Gringos," Paco insisted stubbornly, his voice surly. "Tell me more
of this one."

The
Bolivian hesitated. This was awkward. He was unsure how much the
Indian already knew and the fewer people aware of his and Slade's
situation the better. They needed his help, however, so he leaned
across the table and spoke to him in a lowered voice. "My friend
and I worked for the same...er...employers, off and on, for about a
year. He is a good pilot. I organized shipments...various cargoes,
which he flew to the United States and to other
countries."

"Then a week ago
you became greedy," Paco giggled. "And now your employers are angry. You hide like
zorros, foxes,
and you ask my help because you're desperate."

Blacut's
round, smooth face flushed angrily. Paco gave a foxy grin, pleased
with himself. His mood had changed, quickly and easily.

"Where'd you
hear this?" Blacut hissed.

"Oh, here and
there. When you were so eager to leave the country, I naturally
wondered why. And when you insisted I say nothing to anyone, I
made inquiries around.
Discreet inquiries, you
understand."

His
pleased grin broadened. "Paco can find out anything."

The
Bolivian leaned closer, inches from the Indian's big, hooked nose.
"Listen to me, Indio. If you have spoken to anyone regarding our whereabouts,
I'll...."

This left
Paco unperturbed. He shrugged in a deprecating manner. "I've spoken
to no one. I listened. I did not speak."

Blacut
slumped back in his chair, a sour expression twisting his face.
"Beautiful!" he spat petulantly. "Just beautiful! I suppose all La
Paz knows of us by now."

"If all La Paz
knows, it's because a fool blurted out my name," Slade snapped. "Of
course they know who we are. How in hell can they not
know?"

Blacut fidgeted
uncomfortably, falling finally into a glum silence. He formed wet
rings on the table with his liquor glass and ventured nothing
more.

Slade sat
back in his chair. "Now that we've all been fully introduced, maybe
we can make some plans."

"Is it true
you're a pilot?" Paco asked him.

"Yes, it
is."

Paco's
hidden hand appeared back on the table. He thought for a moment,
then said, "The mine I worked at in Peru used a plane to fly in
their payroll every month. A big mine, very rich–copper mainly, and
some silver. The silver is flown out by the same plane." He glanced
speculatively at Slade. "An inviting prospect, Señor. A big
payroll, a cargo of silver, and a plane to fly away in. Like
winning the lottery, eh?"

"Not interested.
My friend and I wish your assistance in leaving Bolivia. That is
all. We'll pay you for this, of course–as Blacut has promised. I've
no interest in robbing mines or mine payrolls."

The
Indian would not give up easily, however, and went into details of
the mine's layout in a way that showed he'd pondered the situation
a great deal.

Idly, Slade
wondered if the man intended to try to rob the mine on his own. It
seemed so. He found that amusing. The clownish fellow was bound to
bungle it, and wind up twitching and giggling in a Peruvian jail
for his efforts.

"You have
friends in Peru?" he asked, not really caring. "Try that job alone
and you'll get caught."

Paco
twitched furiously, so Slade again spoke soothingly to him: "I
merely caution you. It sounds a difficult job for one man, and I've
heard that Peruvian jails are most unpleasant. I wouldn't like to
see you get caught, my friend."

"We must leave
La Paz immediately," Blacut broke in impatiently, with a nervous
glance toward the door. "Quietly. By a back route." He twirled the
last of the liquor in his glass and drained it.

"Claro," agreed
Slade. He pushed his own glass to one side. It had remained
untouched all this time.

Paco
nodded assent, then motioned toward the full glass of rum. "Finish
your drink, Piloto. Then we'll go."

Slade
stood up. "I never drink when I'm working," he said.


Chapter Four

Puno

 


A cold
wind, with an edge like a flint-bladed knife, furrowed the leaden
waters of Lake Titicaca, the legendary birthplace of the Incas.
Titicaca means "rock of
lead" in one native language, Quechua, and "rock of the puma" in
another, Aymara.

Slade
leaned an elbow on the rail of the steamer in a tourist's pose.
With a peaked cap shielding his upper face, he gazed at the snowy
spine of mountains, the Cordillera Real, shimmering above the high, blue plateau they had just
left. When the steamer twisted in the chop, he heaved himself
upright, hand on the rail to steady himself, and drew in long
drafts of the rarefied air.

A manic
laugh erupted beside him. "You are not a man like I am," Paco
sneered.

Slade
made no comment. Paco was an Aymara, a race well adapted to the
lofty, wind-swept altiplano. If he
considered that made him superior in some way to the American,
Slade didn't care enough to argue. Instead, he looked around for
Blacut, and found him in a relaxed stance among a crowd of people
on the other side of the vessel. Good. He attracts no attention.
Unlike this fool, Paco.

The Aymara was
upset the two men still showed no interest in his various schemes,
the robbing of the copper-silver mine being his pet project.

It was
obvious by now he'd helped them leave Bolivia on the expectation
they would eventually change their minds and join him. So, with
their continued refusal, his sulkiness increased accordingly. In
particular, he resented Slade.

"I can
run
on the puna,"–the high plateau, he crowed. "On the
puna, a Gringo
finds it difficult even to walk." He ended with a falsetto giggle
and a marionette-like twitch.

While
conceding he'd handled the Indian poorly, Slade wasted no time on
regrets. It was necessary to tolerate him only until they reached
the city of Arequipa, in Peru. There, he could separate himself
from both of the other two men and fly on to Lima. He must lay his
hands on some money soon, and he'd decided that was best
accomplished alone.

"We'll be
landing soon," he said. "It's better not to be seen
together."

Moving
away, he resumed his masquerade of tourist by pretending interest
in a floating island at the edge of a dense reed brake. The island,
constructed of layers of totora reeds, undulated gently
on the surface of the
wind-roughened lake. A family of Uros Indians–the lake's ancient,
original inhabitants–lived there, as their ancestors had for
centuries. Outside a reed hut, an elderly man in an old fedora hat
played a flute, his music swallowed up by the pounding of the
steamer's engines.

A whistle blew,
and the incessant hammering lessened. A diesel locomotive hooted
piercingly from the shore. They were nearing Puno, the metropolis
of the lake, on the Peruvian shore. As the ancient, white vessel
headed for her moorings, Slade made his way forward to go through
customs alone. If
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