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CAPTAIN GRINGO marches
through Mexico!

His destination: hotly
disputed cocoa country where men indulge their greed, their lust,
and their taste for blood. Captain Gringo’s got to slash his way
through torrid, twisted jungle crowded with Mexican marauders,
greedy guerillas, and ladies with love on their minds. The
Captain’s always ready to bed young maids or blast away with his
Maxim, as magnificent Mayan ruins loom overhead. But when he comes
up against a fanatical would-be dictator, it’ll take all his
American might and mind to explode a brewing international incident
in a scorching climax!
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Meat spoils quickly in the tropics; so
even Smithfield’s mother would not have recognized the bloated
corpse recovered from the Rio Hondo. But fortunately Smithfield had
been tattooed during an early hitch in the Royal Navy. Fortunately,
that is to say, for the people who had to identify what the heat
and crabs had left of him. The naughty tattoos weren’t doing a hell
of a lot for Smithfield as he lay on the autopsy table in
Corozal.

Greystoke of British Intelligence left
the autopsy theater holding a scented handkerchief to his ashen
face and strode out onto the coroner’s veranda to swallow gulps of
sea-scented trade wind as his associate, Subaltern Boswell,
followed. Greystoke put the kerchief away and took out a Havana
Perfecto. Boswell sprang to light it for him, saying, “Rather a
sticky business in there, what? I confess it takes a bit of getting
used to. I suppose, by the time I’ve been in the field as long as
you, sir—”

“You never get used to
it.” Greystoke cut in, adding, “All right, they got Smithfield.
Rather thought they might. The Indian darts were an artistic touch,
but no tribes along the Hondo use bloody blowguns.”

“Yessir. You were right
about them tucking feathered darts in those bullet holes before
they chucked him in the flaming river. But why do you suppose they
did that? I mean, had they simply buried him in the soggy jungle
we’d have never known what happened to him, what?”

Greystoke said, “They wanted us to
know he was dead. For two reasons. They wanted to blame his murder
on the local natives and they wanted us to send another expedition
up the Hondo. They let us have Smithfield back. But they kept his
guns, gear, and money belt.”

Boswell frowned and replied, “I say,
that seems a bit greedy, even for a backwoods dictator,
sir.”

Greystoke took a drag on his cigar,
exhaled thoughtfully through his nostrils, and mused, “You may be
right. We don’t know whether Smithfield or the earlier expedition
got anywhere near the disputed territory run by El Redentor. Our
agents could have been intercepted by common outlaws. In any case,
it’s time we sent someone with half a bloody chance of getting
through. Let’s get back to the yacht and get out the charts. I have
to see where we have Richard Walker at the moment.”

As Greystoke moved down the steps,
Boswell fell in at his left and said, “If you mean that Yank they
call Captain Gringo, sir, I know where he is at the moment,
assuming he’s still alive. He and that odd little French chap he
travels with will have been picked up by the Nicaraguans by
now.”

Greystoke stopped, turned to face his
junior assistant, and demanded, “Why wasn’t I informed? How on
earth did Nicaragua pick up Walker and Verrier? My last report had
them bound for Costa Rica aboard a coastal schooner, damn
it.”

Boswell looked pleased with himself as
he explained, “That was my doing, sir. You were off somewhere on
Her Majesty’s Business when we got word that a gunrunner with the
notorious Captain Gringo aboard would be putting in at Bluefields
on the way south. Naturally, I cabled Nicaragua, and the port
authorities at Bluefields will be waiting with baited breath and
considerable ammunition for the renegade’s arrival.”

Greystoke hadn’t heard the
last sentence. He was off and running for the waterfront as Boswell
followed at a more leisurely pace. It was almost
La Siesta and the old
bean, in Boswell’s opinion, was making a spectacle of himself in
front of the natives. White men had their dignity to think of in
this perishing hot corner of the world. So by the time the
subaltern strolled up the gangplank of what looked like a luxurious
private yacht, but was really the property of British Intelligence,
Western Hemisphere, Greystoke was coming out of the wireless shack
with a fresh cigar in his mouth and blood in his eye. He spotted
the dapper Boswell and took a deep breath so his voice wouldn’t
crack as he said, very calmly, “S.S. Colchester will be leaving on the next tide, bound for Liverpool with a
cargo of green bananas. Be on it. You're a bit green for my taste,
too.”

Boswell looked aghast and asked, “Have
I done something wrong, sir?”

Greystoke nodded curtly and said,
“Since you no longer work for British Intelligence, I see no need
to spell it out in detail. But, since your twitty uncle is the
cousin of a belted earl, he’ll no doubt find you another government
job. I owe it to my fellow civil servants, I suppose, to warn you
never again to be so bloody helpful to a superior.”

“Sir, I thought you wanted
Captain Gringo shot! Haven’t the two of you crossed swords in the
past?”

“On more
than one occasion. That was none of your flaming business. You see,
when you need professional help and the best professional in Latin
America just happens to be a bloody Yank wanted for murder and
desertion by his own government. But obviously you didn’t see, you
silly ass, so you’d best get packed if you mean to
board S.S. Colchester before she weighs
anchor.”

“I say, can’t I have
another chance, sir?”

“I’m giving you a chance.
If you’re not out of my hair by the sunset tide I mean to order you
executed as a danger to the Empire. You’re a fool, Boswell. We
can’t use fools in the Great Game. It’s played by cool
professionals in this part of the world.”

~*~

Captain Gringo was
standing in the bow with his sidekick, Gaston, as the
Bruja Negra steamed
between the sandy barrier islands of Bluefields Harbor with her
sails furled. Like many gunrunners, Bruja
Negra had twin screws and more machinery
in her mahogany guts than one would assume from her outward
appearance. Captain Gringo approved of the bare sticks. The
constant trades blew shorewards and you never, knew when you might
want to go the other way, all of a sudden. Captain Gringo didn’t
know the skipper; Gaston had picked him. Gaston seemed to know
every shady character on the Mosquito Coast. Gaston had been
involved in lots of shade since deserting the French-Foreign Legion
a generation ago. Some of his past choices had turned out to be bad
guesses. But the black skipper of Bruja Negra seemed to know what he was doing. Sort of. Captain Gringo
squinted against the white sun above the shoreline as he took a
drag on his Claro and growled, “I’d have waited until dark. We
can’t see what the hell is going on ashore and they have us nicely
outlined against the blue eastern sky.”

Gaston shrugged and said, “Eh bien,
but what of it, my old and rare? If my friend, Pepe, thought anyone
ashore was going to point rude guns at us, we would not be putting
in here in the first place, non?”

“I guess not. I don’t like
the idea of putting in at all, though. The last time we visited
Nicaragua things turned out lousy for the side we were fighting on.
The winning side could still be holding a grudge against
us.”

“True, our departure was a
bit noisy. But that revolution was months ago, Dick. Surely they
must have had at least one or more since we last exchanged fire
with the powers that be. As to why we must put in here, I told you
Pepe is dropping off a few cases of dynamite for some business
associates. I don’t think it would be wise for us to go ashore,
but, as one does not smuggle enough to matter without discreetly
bribing a few customs officials, nobody should search the vessel
during our short stay here.”

“What if they
do?”

“Ah, we are dead, of
course. I told you not to be so hasty about selling those machine
guns back in Puerto Barrios.”

Captain Gringo smiled crookedly and
said, “I don’t remember selling them. It was your idea, and you
should be ashamed of yourself. They were government property,
remember?”

Gaston laughed and said, “Eh bien,
that is why I sold them when you were so tiresome about whether it
was honest or not to sell weapons issued by a government one used
to work for. The point is that we only have our side arms and they
would be about as useful to us as snowballs in Hell if Pepe did not
have an arrangement with the local Nicaraguan authorities. But he
does have such an arrangement; so let us not brood as we steam
gallantly into port, hein? By the way, we’d better get you under
cover before we steam much further. Someone ashore could be
scanning us with field glasses and you do tend to attract attention
with that blond hair and trés mooselike height. This is supposed to
be a Creole trading schooner, hein?”

Captain Gringo nodded and turned to
move aft. He was all too aware how easy it was for a tall gent with
blond hair and Anglo features to get in trouble down here. Gaston
had oodles of reward posters out on him, too, but the small
nondescript Frenchman could pass for a native, and nobody even
tried to keep track of the homegrown outlaws in these
parts.

As they joined the Negro skipper and
his mestizo helmsman in the stem Gaston said something in the
messed-up French Pepe seemed to understand better than anything
else. Captain Gringo could find his way to the whorehouse with high
school French, but it wasn’t clear whether Gaston was telling the
tall Creole they were going below or to fuck his mother. Pepe
scowled like it had been the latter and spat something awful back
at Gaston as he pointed with his ebony chin.

The two soldiers of fortune followed
Pepe’s gaze. A plume of oily smoke rose against the dazzling
western sky. Captain Gringo muttered, “Oboy!” as he traced it down
to its origin on the blinding sunlit waters of the harbor. The
vessel was a dark blur against the dazzle, but once you’d run from
one gunboat, you never forgot the outline. Pepe spat in Creole at
his helmsman, who must have understood, since he swung the wheel
like his life depended on it. It did. A deck gun boomed across the
water and something made a big splash just ahead of their
bow.

Gaston gasped, “Mais non!” and tried
to talk Pepe out of trying to outrun twelve-pounders with a steam
engine, but Pepe yelled something in Creole about a double cross,
which seemed reasonable, and kept heading back to the open sea,
which didn’t, when the next shell whizzed through what would have
been the mainsail, had the sails been up. Captain Gringo drew his
.38 and dropped to one knee to brace it on the taffrail as Gaston
gasped, “Has everyone gone mad? What do you think you are doing,
Dick?”

Captain Gringo smiled
crookedly and replied, “I’ve no idea. But a guy’s gotta try. If I
could see against
that damned sunlight I might have a chance at someone on the
bridge.”

“At this range? With a
pistol? You are trés nuts!” Gaston snorted. Then he drew his own
revolver and crouched at his taller comrade’s side, adding, “You
take the port glass, I’ll take the starboard, hein?”

Behind them they heard
Pepe groan, and the motion of the vessel under them changed
as Bruja Negra took yet another heading. They turned. The second gunboat was
standing farther out to sea, so the light wasn’t in their eyes.
There could be no doubt about what they were looking at. It was a
Clyde-built British ram with the White Ensign of the Royal Navy
fluttering in the breeze and all turrets aimed their
way.

By this time Pepe’s crew
had boiled up on deck and everyone was yelling back and forth in
Creole as Bruja Negra heaved to to wallow dead in the water between the two
gunboats as they closed in like the jaws of a big steel
vise.

Captain Gringo looked at Gaston and
asked, “Know any other neat ways to get to Costa Rica?”

Gaston shrugged and said, “All right,
I made a mistake about this being a safe passage. The question now
is whether we surrender or go down fighting, non?”

“You surrender if you
like. They’re fixing to shoot us anyway, so let’s make ’em work at
it!”

Someone aboard the
shoreward vessel must have known Pepe, because they hailed in
Creole as they closed in. Captain Gringo asked Gaston if he had any
idea what they were yelling. Before Gaston could answer, Pepe
snapped an order and a dozen crewmen piled on the two soldiers of
fortune to flatten them on the deck, disarmed. Gaston said,
“That
is what they were yelling about. They said they
only wanted us and the cochon has sold us out!”

Captain Gringo struggled
to rise, but they’d caught him by surprise and had him pinned good.
By the time the two gunboats had bumped Bruja Negra from either side and
crewmen were leaping aboard from both bigger vessels, the Creoles
had Captain Gringo and Gaston neatly tied hand and foot for
delivery.

That wasn’t as simple as it might
seem. An officer from the Nicaraguan gunboat strutted over to where
Captain Gringo lay cursing in the scuppers, kicked him in the ribs
and said, “So, Captain Gringo, we meet at last, and a firing squad
is awaiting you on shore.”

Then a British ensign came
over, smiled at the Nicaraguan and said, “Not so fast, señor. These
men are British prisoners! I rather imagine our lads will hang them instead
of shooting them, but everyone to his own taste, eh?”

The Nicaraguan officer shook his head
and said, “Oh, no, señor. It was very good of you to intercept them
for us. But you must understand, they have been captured in
Nicaraguan waters!”

The Britisher smiled
thinly and said, “I’m afraid you
don’t understand, señor. My orders were to
capture them in any bloody waters I found them, and we’ve got
bigger guns and thicker plate. So, as I said, they’re our prisoners
and we thank you for helping us capture them.”

The. Nicaraguan blanched and gasped,
“You threaten us, señor? You dare, in our own harbor
roads?”

The Britisher shrugged and
said, “I’m not threatening anyone, señor. I’m simply stating fact.
Bluefields used to be a British port, ’til some ass in Whitehall signed it over to
you lot for reasons that escape me. But leaving the territorial
issue, aside, our orders were to intercept this vessel and remove
two outlaws wanted by Her Majesty’s Government. So that’s what
we’re going to do, if you don’t mind.”

He turned to a couple of nearby
British crewmen and added, “You lot, get these prisoners aboard and
take them to the officers’ wardroom for questioning.”

As the British tars helped Captain
Gringo and Gaston to their feet, still bound, the Nicaraguan
officer sputtered, “This is piracy, señor! One could even call it
an act of war!”

The Englishman
saluted as he
said pleasantly, “Call it anything you like. We’d rather welcome a
war in this unpleasant part of the world, you know. Dreadfully
boring, steaming up and down this perishing Mosquito Coast day
after day with nothing exciting to do.”

The two prisoners didn’t
hear the end of the exchange. The Royal and Nicaraguan navies were
still exchanging verbal broadsides as the British tars frog-marched
them aboard H.M.S. Bungay. They were taken to the
wardroom, where an older and more imposing officer rose from the
table with a smile to say, “So good of you to come aboard,
gentlemen.”

Gaston asked, “Merde
alors, did we have a choice?”
and the British officer said, “Oh, someone seems
to have tied you chaps up. You there, cut them loose. We shan’t be
needing you further.”

Captain Gringo and Gaston exchanged
glances as the tars pulled belt knives and went to work on their
bonds. Gaston shook his head slightly. Captain Gringo nodded just
enough for the Frenchman to notice. He agreed it made more sense to
hear the Lime Juicer out before they jumped him.

As the seamen left, the officer and
his unbound guests sat down together at the table. The officer rang
for a steward as he said, “I’ll order a round of grog. Perishing
hot day, what?”

Captain Gringo said, “It’s always hot
down here. What’s going on?”

The officer said, “Oh, that’s right,
how could you have known? My orders were to intercept that flaming
Nicaraguan tub before they could capture you. Bit of a close
finish, but all’s well that ends well, what?”

“If you say so,
Lieutenant. My English must be getting rusty. I can’t understand a
fucking thing you seem to be saying. Your ensign just said
something about hanging us and now you want to offer us a
drink?”

“Oh, that was for
appearances’ sake, old bean. You are a rather wanted man, you know.
Nicaragua would be dreadfully upset if they thought we had no
intention of making you pay for your crimes against what was after
all their government. Officially we’ll report we hung you both at
the yardarm or some such rot as we steam merrily away.”

“And ...
unofficially?”

“Oh, we picked you up for
British Intelligence. One hand washes the other and all that rot.
Greystoke, their man over here, has a bit of a job for
you.”

Gaston grimaced and said, “Merde
alors, I’d rather hang from the yardarm! M’sieu Greystoke makes me
as nervous as my friend here! Every time they work together or
against each other, things become most noisy!”

The officer laughed and said, “I heard
about you two bombing that sub base from a free balloon that time.
This job doesn’t sound as exciting.”

A Lascar steward came in, wearing a
white jacket and turban, to place a tray on the table between them
all. It developed that “grog” in the officers’ wardroom consisted
of Glen Findhorn and soda. As the officer started building their
drinks Captain Gringo asked, “Did Greystoke tell you what this
mission was?”

The officer laughed and said, “Good
heavens, B.I. never tells R.N. anything. But Naval Intelligence
does like to keep informed.”

“So? Is it supposed to be
a secret from the guys you want to send on the goddamn
mission?”

“R.N. isn’t sending you
anywhere. You’ll be doing it, off the record, for the Princess of
Wales, H.R.H. Alexandria. That’s why R.N. is being so cooperative.
Intraservice rivalry takes a back seat when one of the Royals asks
a favor.”

Captain Gringo frowned and
said, “Okay, I’ve seen Princess Alexandria in the rotogravure and
she’s some dish. But what the hell does she want?”

The officer handed him his highball
and said, “Help with her stock portfolio. It seems H.R.H. has been
dabbling in the commodities exchange of late. No doubt she has the
time, since her husband met the Jersey Lily. She’s going to be the
next queen of England, so naturally we all wish her well in her
latest hobby.”

Gaston accepted his own
drink as he asked, “This trés ravishing redhead is here, in Latin
America?” and the officer replied, “Heavens, no, she’s probably in
Balmoral for the shooting season. One doesn’t have to
see commodities
to invest in
them. Pity, in a way. H.R.H. has invested a tidy bundle in cacao
futures without considering why she got them at such a reasonable
price. Greystoke wants you two to find out if she should stay in
the market or dump while the dumping is good.”

Captain Gringo sipped his drink
without comment. The malt liquor was a mite smoky to his taste, but
not strong enough to account for the fact that he had no idea what
the officer was talking about.

Gaston didn’t get it either. He said,
“Sacre, M’sieu Greystoke thinks we are stockbrokers? Mais non! Dick
here is the best machine-gunner in all Latin America, while I, in
all modesty, am most expert with field artillery and the stabbing
of unpleasant people. I fail to see how our skills, formidable as
they may be, would be of any use to a lady dabbling in chocolate
stocks!”

The officer sipped
his own drink, added
some malt liquor and replied, “I’d better let Greystoke fill you in
on the details. Officially we’re not supposed to decipher his
communications as we relay them. I’m telling you this much because
I’d really hate to lock you in the brig. Do I have your word you
won’t both make a break for it before I deliver you to your old
chum, Greystoke, in Corozal?”

Captain Gringo asked, “Where in hell
is Corozal?” and Gaston answered, “British Honduras, and it’s Hell
indeed. It’s up near the Rio Hondo, a trés disgusting open sewer
filled with crocodiles and floating timber. What this might have to
do with the growing of cacao eludes me. There are no cacao
plantations in that part of British Honduras.”

The officer shrugged and said, “I’ve
never been up the Hondo. Apparently someone up near the headwaters
does grow cacao. Enough to affect chocolate futures, it would seem.
At any rate, Greystoke wants you chaps to nip up the river and have
a peek at this year’s crop. That’s all I really know about your
mission. We were discussing whether you’d feel more comfortable
bunking in the brig or officers’ country.”

The two soldiers of fortune exchanged
glances. Captain Gringo shrugged and said, “Hell, let’s do it. I’d
never get a wink of sleep if we cut out without finding out what
the hell a pretty princess expects us to find on a chocolate
farm.”

~*~

The trip north was
uneventful and boring. The two soldiers of fortune knew they were
retracing the voyage they’d just made down
the Mosquito Coast, and it hadn’t been
interesting the first time. H.M.S.
Bungay stood well out to
sea, so the lee shore was only a spinach-green pencil line on the
horizon most of the way. As they reached the Gulf of Honduras they
started steaming past countless offshore keys, many of which
consisted of an acre of coral sand and a couple of palms. Others
were a little bigger. None looked like a place you’d want to spend
any time on. The tiny port of Corozal wasn’t much more interesting.
The deep-draft gunboat dropped anchor well offshore. Greystoke had
been expecting them and sent a launch from his shallow-draft
“yacht.” So the two soldiers of fortune said adios to the officers
of H.M.S. Bungay and rode in to see what in
hell Princess Alexandria wanted.

Greystoke was waiting like a spider in
the salon of his luxurious but vaguely sinister “yacht.” Captain
Gringo had been aboard before, as a prisoner. He noticed Greystoke
had posted an armed guard casually by a companionway he’d once run
down with considerable speed and a blonde in tow. In the salon, the
blinds had been drawn over the ports, and they could hardly see the
sardonic Greystoke as he lounged in his chair to say, “So, Captain
Gringo, we meet again.”

Captain Gringo sat down, took out a
Claro, and lit up as he answered, “The last guy who said that was
kicking me in the ribs at the time. Up front, are we prisoners, or
is this a friendly meeting?”

Greystoke chuckled and said, “Ever the
diplomat, I see. You have your guns on, don’t you?”

“Yeah. I noticed those
navy guys took the ammo out before they gave ’em back to us. So cut
the cat-and-mouse shit. What’s our current status?”

Greystoke rang for
refreshments as he said, “You gentlemen are guests aboard
the Bonnie Lass.
Do you still prefer bourbon and branch water, Dick?”

“When I
can get it. This tub wasn’t called the Bonnie Lass the last time you hauled
me aboard her.”

“Wasn’t it? Well, we do
like to keep people guessing. I don’t think it’s fair to accuse
anyone of hauling you aboard, Dick. You two were in a fair way of
being shot by Nicaragua when I had the R.N. rescue you.”

“Yeah, I’ve been thinking
about that. Somebody tipped Nicaragua off that we were aboard that
schooner. I don’t suppose you had anything to do with that,
huh?”

“Not exactly. But I knew
you were about to be arrested and the two of you would be of little
use to me dead.”

A beautiful barefoot girl in a Hindu
sari came in. Greystoke spoke to her in Hindi and she padded out
again. It didn’t surprise the two soldiers of fortune. Greystoke
was always doing something weird.

He said, “I ordered refreshments.
She’s available for other services if either of you need them after
such a long, dull time at sea, but let’s talk about your mission
first.”

Captain Gringo blew a thoughtful smoke
ring and asked, “Yeah. First question. What if we tell you to go
fuck yourself, Greystoke?”

“Oh, I never do that. The
girl you just saw is only one of a team I keep on hand for
emergencies. But I suppose if you wanted to avoid the little job I
had in mind for you, I wouldn’t be able to stop you. I want to send
you up the Hondo, fully armed and well equipped. If you simply
veered off into Mexico to the north or Guatemala to the south,
you’d be long gone before I knew you’d deserted. I wish you
wouldn’t do that, though. If you simply don’t want to go, just say
so and I’ll have my lads escort you ashore.”

Gaston smiled and said, “Eh bien, we
wish to go ashore.”

Captain Gringo smiled
crookedly and said, “Let’s hear him out. They told us aboard
the Bungay that
you’re interested in chocolate these days, Greystoke.”

“They did? Damn, I’ll have
to change our code. That’s about the size of it, Dick. Important
people in London have invested in chocolate futures. Do you knew
how the commodities exchange works?”

“A little. I had to leave
the U.S. Army before I attained enough rank to start dabbling in
the stock market. When you invest in futures, you’re betting the
crops you’ve contracted to buy at a preset price will go up before
harvest time. I’ve never understood that. Why would a planter agree
to sell you his crop before he knows, himself, what the going price
at harvest time will be?”

Greystoke said, “Simple. Like any
other businessman, a planter needs working capital. You can’t plant
anything before you have some money in the bank. You have taxes,
salaries, all sorts of expenses while your crop is a long way from
harvesting. So you sell the harvest ahead of time to people with
money to invest. They, in turn, can sell their shares in the future
harvest for more or less than they paid. The trick is knowing when
to buy and when to sell.”

“That’s what you want us
to find out? Shit, Greystoke, I just told you we don’t know beans
about the stock market.”

“You don’t have to. Your
job will be to find out if unpleasant rumors about conditions up
the Hondo are true or false. You see, a pretty lady in England who
doesn’t speak good English in the first place and happens to be a
bit deaf in any case, received a hot tip, as you Americans say. The
cacao crop in Dutch Curasao is infested this season with black rot.
Let’s not get technical. Suffice it to say, when a cacao tree
catches black rot it doesn’t produce enough cacao to matter. So a
failure of the Curasao crop should have left a big dent in this
year’s world supply of chocolate. The lady, and other people
British Intelligence takes a certain interest in, naturally got the
news n bit ahead of the Exchange, so they bought heavily. Do you
follow me so far?”

The sari-clad girl came in with their
drinks. So Captain Gringo had time to think before he answered. He
could see how it worked. Knowing the big Dutch crop was going to be
a disaster, producing a chocolate shortage, the princess and her
pals had snapped up all the chocolate futures on the market from
other parts of the tropics at the old modest price. When the price
of chocolate zoomed as word of the crop failure got around, they
stood to make a bundle. The planters they’d contracted with had to
deliver at the original low price, while the chocolate factories
all over the world would be offering top prices for the brown
goo.

He accepted his drink and said, “Gee,
I wish I had British Intelligence advising me about my portfolio.
Come to think of it, I wish I had a portfolio. What kind of money
are we talking about for Gaston and me, Greystoke?”

“A thousand dollars a
month and all expenses.”

“A thousand
each?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You
know I can hire all the soldiers of fortune I want for less than
five hundred a month.”

“Yeah, but you’re not
hiring the usual bully boys, Greystoke. Knowing you, there’s
something stickier than chocolate going on up the Hondo. So let’s
hear about that before we agree on the price.”

Greystoke sipped his own highball as
he tried to think of some way to keep all the secrets to himself.
Then he sighed and said, “I suppose you ought to know what you’ll
be doing for us. As I said, a lot of big money is riding on this
year’s cacao futures. My own future is on the line, too, since I
assured certain people that the black rot blight had indeed
infected the big Dutch crop on Curasao and so, acting on my field
report, they invested heavily. Now we have another rumor to check
out. Have either of you heard of the grotesque political situation
above the big bend of the Rio Hondo?”

Gaston said, “Oui, a little. One who
indulges in revolution for fun and profit tries to keep informed. A
rogue I was drinking with a few months back told me a sliver of
Quintana Roo had declared its independence from Los Estados Unidos
de Mexico.”

Greystoke nodded and said, “It has.
The borders between Mexico, British Honduras, and Guatemala were
drawn on the map with a ruler a while back. The Rio Hondo wasn’t
informed. It cuts off a near triangle from the Mexican state of
Quintana Roo. A local warlord calling himself El Redentor has setup
a little piss-pot dictatorship in the area.”

Captain Gringo frowned and
asked, “What do the big
piss-pot dictators have to say about all
this?”

Greystoke said, “Not much. Both
Britain and Guatemala agree the area belongs to Mexico if it
belongs to anyone. El Presidente Diaz in Mexico City has enough on
his plate closer to home. Those Mexican rebels you chaps fought for
a while back are only one group among many, and Quintana Roo is a
long way from Mexico City. I suppose, in time, Los Rurales will
ride in and find some wall to stand El Redentor against. Meanwhile,
we were talking about cacao futures.”

“We were? What in hell
does a bush-league dictator have to do with the price of
chocolate?”

“A lot. Chocolate was
invented by the Indians in the Mexican lowlands. The disputed area
is covered with cacao plantations. During the short but rather
savage takeover by El Redentor and his junta, the local planters
didn’t get around to issuing reports to the exchange. So nobody has
any idea how much they’ll be dumping on the open market this
year.”

Gaston whistled. Captain
Gringo shrugged and said, “Hell, what’s the problem, then? If I
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