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On the seething Mosquito
Coast Gringo blasts a bandit army sky-high!

 


Captain Gringo,
mercenary par excellence, becomes “General” Gringo to command a ragged banana republic
army at war with mountain bandits. Woman trouble isn’t far behind,
as he runs up against a lady lawyer and a lady photographer who are
no ladies at all! But, getting down to military business, Gringo
takes the field in a desperate last-ditch campaign against the
terror-dealing bandit gang. After all, which is worse: facing death
in combat, or in the corruption-riddled capital city where his life
isn’t worth the price of a stick of dynamite?
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The plotters agreed it was
a shame they had to kill Belinda. She was beautiful, dedicated to
their cause, and fantastic in bed. But war is hell. So less than
two minutes after the general was in bed with Belinda, and probably
in Belinda, the forty pounds of dynamite her co-conspirators had
placed under her bed without bothering to inform her went
off with a roar that
rattled glass all over Ciudad Segovia, and there wasn’t enough left
of Belinda—or the general—to scoop up with a spoon.

At the military presidio on the far side of
town the colonel winced at the sound of the explosion, even though
he had no reason to be surprised, if his office clock was accurate.
It was after midnight, but the colonel sat fully dressed behind his
desk just in case he’d be called upon to take command should
anything unforeseen happen to his commander-in-chief. The office
door opened and his aide-de-camp and lieutenant colonel came in.
The colonel smiled innocently and said, “I just heard what sounded
like a great explosion. Have you any idea what it might have
been?”

The lieutenant colonel replied, “Coitus
interruptus,” before he shot the colonel six times with a .45. He
was standing by the desk in a cloud of slowly thinning gunsmoke,
smirking as he reloaded his revolver, when the major on duty that
night as officer of the day burst in on him, gun in hand and backed
by two enlisted riflemen, to demand, “What is going on in here? For
why did you just assassinate the colonel?”

The lieutenant colonel ignored the three gun
muzzles trained on him as he smiled wearily and explained, “It was
not an assassination, Major. It was an execution. I have in my
pocket documentary proof that the dead dog behind the desk planned
to take over as commander-in-chief after engineering the
assassination of our beloved general!”

The major kept his gun muzzle trained right
where it was as he asked soberly, “Am I correct in assuming that
great explosion we just heard somewhere in the night may indicate
the plot succeeded?”

The lieutenant colonel reholstered his own
pistol and took out a tattered sheet of memo paper as he nodded and
replied, “Alas, I fear I may have been too late to save the
general. I only found this incriminating document a few moments
ago. You’d better read it. The traitor I just shot was not the only
ranking officer in on the plot!”

The major didn’t take the bait. He simply
pulled his trigger three times and blew the lieutenant colonel
across the desk. He sprawled face down across his own earlier
victim, just as dead.

The two guards stared, thunderstruck, but
neither moved or, God forbid, thought to question the actions of a
field-grade officer with a gun in his hand. But the major wanted to
be popular with the army he now seemed to command. So he explained,
“The idiot was only going to waste our time explaining his pathetic
forgery, and he had a point about time being of the essence,
muchachos. Robles, you will go at once to inform El Presidente and
the other civilian officials what has happened here. Gomez, you
will post yourself outside the door and allow no other officers in
until El Presidente or at least his appointed delegate arrives with
further orders! Are there any questions, muchachos?”

Robles gulped and said, “Si, my major. For
how can I tell anyone what just happened here when I do not know
what just happened here?”

The major sighed, smiled indulgently, and
said, “It was another attempted military coup, of course. They just
murdered the general. No doubt the colonel expected to take his
place. But as we just saw, lieutenant colonels have ambitions, too.
He intended to cover his own part in the plot with some sort of
stupid document and—”

“Forgive me, my major, I
mean no disrespect, but how do you know what is on that piece of
paper he dropped if you shot him before you had a chance for to
read it?”

The major made a mental
note that Private Robles would either have to be promoted or shot
as a traitor, now that he’d shown himself to be rather bright for a
peon. But for the moment there was enough confusion around here. So
the major said, “I did not bother to read his pathetic attempt at
mysterious intercepted messages because this is a grave national
emergency, not a stage play. Think,
Robles! If you were plotting a military coup,
would you write down all your plans on paper and then leave them
where an officer who was not in on the plot could find
them?”

Robles smiled sheepishly and said, “No, my
major. Not even if I knew how to read and write. For why do you
think he tried such a stupid trick on us, eh?”

“Because he was stupid, of
course. Now it is up to us to act smart. You men have your orders.
What are you waiting for?”

They didn’t have to be told again. In less
than one full minute the major was alone in the office with the two
dead plotters. So the first thing he did was lock the door and
reload his own .45. Then he picked up the crumpled memo and, sure
enough, the two-timing son of a bitch he’d had to shoot had framed,
or, to be more accurate, named the colonel as the master-mind of
the coup. The major made sure neither he nor any of his personal
friends appeared on the mysterious list of traitors before he
tucked it away for safe keeping instead of burning it. The enlisted
men were sure to mention the damned note to the civilian members of
the junta, and it was too bad at least five of the officers named,
to the major’s knowledge, were innocent.

The major put his revolver away for now as
he glanced at the wall clock. Then he rested one cheek of his rump
on the commanding officer’s desk. Even if there hadn’t been two
bodies oozing behind it, some might feel it was a little early for
him to be seated in the late post commander’s place when they
arrived. The major was a patient man. He’d waited this long to
seize his chance. He could wait a little longer.

But now that he
was, in fact, the highest-ranking officer in a rather modest army,
the clock on the wall seemed to have stopped on him. It was going
to take his runner at least five minutes to reach the presidential
palace. El Presidente would no doubt dither at least half an hour
before calling an emergency meeting of the junta and ...

“It’s a shame I didn’t
think to bring a good book,” the major muttered aloud, reaching
absently for the nearby cigar humidor on the colonel’s
desk.

As expected, the humidor was stocked with
Havana Perfectos. The late colonel had offered him one or two in
the past when he’d been a good little boy. The major resisted the
temptation to stuff his tunic pocket with expensive smokes. By
morning this whole layout would be his in any case, and cigars kept
better in a humidor. He bit off the sweet end and struck a light as
he chuckled and told the dead man out of sight on the floor behind
him, “I admire your taste in tobacco, my colonel. It is too bad so
many good cigars were wasted in your dumb ugly face, but now that I
shall be in command of this man’s army—’

Then the cigar he was smoking exploded.

It was not a joke. It was not the usual
trick cigar. The colonel, like many men who lived dangerously, had
planned ahead. So the one or two cigars he kept on hand for
particularly tiresome guests were loaded with buckshot as well as
twice as much powder as a twelve-gauge shotgun shell.

When they broke down the door a few minutes
later, they found three dead bodies in the office, and the major’s
was by far the messiest.

He’d also been the last
high-ranking member of the plot to replace the high command of the
Segovian Army. So now there was no high command at all and, in
fact, not a field-grade officer to be found with
any military
experience.

 


Like most governments, whether large or
small, the provisional government of La Republica de Segovia ran on
two levels: official and smoke-filled. So as the National Assembly
tried to sort out the chaotic events of the night before in public,
El Presidente Torrez and the more important if unofficial members
of the local power structure met privately to see if and how they
could save their more important derrières.

“I do not have to tell
you, señores,” said El Presidente, “That before this day is over,
if he does not already know, the rebel leader, El Viejo del
Montaña, will have heard that our already too small army has been
decapitated! God only knows how long it will take the old devil to
take advantage of this grim situation. But one thing is certain.
He will!”

A more important looking banana baron,
smoking a cigar big enough to have grown on one of his plantations,
growled, “How do we know that ghastly business last night was not,
in fact, engineered by the damned rebel faction to begin with?”

El Presidente Torrez tried to hid his
disgust. The man was most important, even if he was an ass. Torrez
was a small, balding man who did not smoke cigars and tried to hide
his contempt for people who were not as intelligent as himself. It
took a lot out of him. Torrez was unusually bright for a Banana
Republic politico.

He said, “I feel we can safely assume El
Viejo del Montaña did not know of the plot in advance because, if
he had, none of us would be sitting here alive at this moment! El
Viejo del Montaña is, as we all know and as his name would
indicate, a most dangerous assassin who leads an army of most
dangerous assassins, no matter what he may say about land reform.
But the rebels would not have stopped with the destruction of a few
officers, señores. To blow up our commanding general, someone had
to work here in the city, under the very noses of our army and
police. Do you really think a monster like El Viejo del Montaña
would stop at mining the bedroom of a mere puta when there are so
many other more important targets for a rascal with high
explosives?”

Another ass, who grew coffee but also smoked
banana-sized cigars, flicked ashes on the rug and said, “I reproach
you for dismissing our late general as unimportant, Señor El
Presidente! Without our general, for how is our army to fight El
Viejo del Montaña?”

There was a collective moan of agreement
from the assembled big wigs. Torrez held up a hand for silence and
said, “That is what I was coming to, señores. On my orders, our
brave troops have set up a line of defenses around the capital, and
in God’s truth it does not take a military genius to stop a frontal
attack by unwashed, poorly armed guerrillas.”

A planter who grew manila hemp and smoked a
cigar that smelled like rope as well objected. “The devil you say,
Torrez! Our plantations, mines, and timber reserves are not here in
Ciudad Segovia! The army we pay for is not supposed to sit here
guarding the city walls from wicked boys with uncivilized pissing
habits! We depend on the troops to keep El Viejo del Montaña up on
his damned mountain, where he belongs!”

Another hidalgo, who grew newspapers instead
of cash crops and was thus more important, chimed in with, “Es
verdad! If the rebels are free to come down out of the Colon ranges
without fear of our own forces, it will not matter whether they
take the capital, here, or not! El Viejo del Montaña does not fight
fair! He really means to murder big landlords and give their land
to the campesinos! Let the unwashed peones dare to think the land
they work is their own, for even a little while, and there is no
telling how many of them we’ll have to kill to get it back from
them again!”

El Presidente Torrez saw his upraised hand
wasn’t making much of an impression. So he stood, climbed up on his
chair, and yelled, “For God’s sake, shut up!”

It worked. The little junta leader pointed
to an even smaller man, who’d been seated quietly in a corner of
the smoke-filled room and said, “I did not call this emergency
meeting for to tell you all how I intend to lose. I am not El
Presidente this morning because I make a habit of losing. We are
agreed the situation is grave. Now I wish for you all to listen to
our good friend from England, Sir Basil Hakim!”

Calling the small gray eminence in the
corner anyone’s friend was stretching it. A lot of Queen Victoria’s
subjects would have objected vigorously to calling Sir Basil Hakim
an Englishman. The diminutive, dapper man with the diabolic gray
beard was a British subject and, in fact, a peer of the realm, even
if at least one belted earl had suffered a stroke on seeing his
name on the Honours List one grim gray morning. Hakim had been born
on some vague date in the area of Constantinople as a Turkish
subject. Those self-respecting Turks who knew anything about him
insisted he couldn’t be a Turk, but the Greeks of Constantinople
were hasty to assure anyone who asked that he was really the
unwanted child of a Russian whore. Russians familiar with
Constantinople were willing to admit there might be a few Russian
whores in Constantinople, provided one would accept their word that
Basil Hakim had to be a Jew. Since no Jewish businessmen had
anything to do with an avowed anti-Semitic like Sir Basil Hakim,
the Jewish community had no theory about his probable parentage,
save that, whatever he might be, he was an utter bastard. Edward,
Prince of Wales, and his other pals in London were content to call
Sir Basil ‘The Merchant of Death’ and let it go at that. It was an
established fact the little fiend could fix one up with a
battleship, a very beautiful mistress, or anything else one wanted,
if the price was right. Most of the men in the smoke-filled room
had never heard of Sir Basil Hakim. La Republica de Segovia was a
backward country. But the international wheeler and dealer was used
to treating with backward politicos. So he got right to the
point.

In a surprisingly deep voice for such a
little man, Hakim told them, “My own agents told me some time ago
that you had an army with too many people who wanted to be chiefs
and not enough people who wanted to be Indians. So I have taken the
liberty of sending for outside professional help. Your new
commanding officer will be here any day now, whether he knows it
yet or not.”

The big banana man frowned and asked, “Who
is this new general you speak of, señor? One of your relatives in
the British Army?”

El Presidente shot the offensive planter a
warning look, but Hakim chuckled fondly and replied, “I don’t have
any relatives in any army. I’m not a Latin American. When I want a
man to do a job for me I hire him on his qualifications, not
because he’s a second cousin twice removed. As a matter of fact,
the man I have in mind for you doesn’t seem to like me, for some
reason. So your president and I have agreed I’m to have no official
part in recruiting him and his aide. As far as anyone outside this
room should ever know, my Woodbine Arms Limited interests are
merely concerned with mineral rights in your country, eh what? It’s
to my interest as well as yours that we restore a bit of law and
order around here so we can all get on with business as usual.”

The coffee magnate shrugged and said, “We
are not going to do any kind of business with El Viejo del Montaña
in control of the open country all about, señor. Tell us more of
this great general of yours, eh?”

Hakim was one of those treacherous liars who
liked to keep people off base by telling the truth whenever
possible. So he said, “Actually, neither of the men we’re
recruiting has ever held field-grade rank in any serious army. The
man I have in mind for your new general is a North American named
Richard Walker. He’s a graduate of West Point who served in the
Indian-fighting U.S. Army as a cavalry troop commander during the
business with Geronimo and all that rot. So he ought to be able to
handle your local El Viejo chap, eh what?”

The trouble with smoke-filled rooms was that
there was always a wiseass in the crowd. The newspaperman gasped
and shouted, “Are you loco en la cabeza? I have heard of this
Ricardo Walker! The pobrecitos call him Captain Gringo! He is no
Americano officer! He is a renegade from the U.S. Army with a price
on his head!”

Sir Basil sighed and said,
“That’s their problem. Your
problem is that you’re facing a large and
bloody-minded rebel faction, led by a damned fine expert in
guerrilla warfare, without an officer in your bloody little army
fit to wipe his boots! Shut up. I’m not finished. Dick Walker is a
professional soldier, not somebody’s ruddy son-in-law. In addition
to being a West Pointer—which makes him more a soldier than the
flaming general you just lost—Walker, or, have it your way, Captain
Gringo, is also a trained ordnance officer who not only knows the
new machine guns but can fire one from the hip, and even
better, hit what
he’s aiming at! His older sidekick, Gaston Verrier, held a
commission in the French Army during the Franco Prussian War. I
know the French lost that one, but Verrier and his men survived the
Prussian steamroller at Sedan. So he must know what he’s doing, as
well.”

“But Madre de Dios, this
Verrier is well known as a renegade, too! It is a matter of record
he deserted both the French Foreign Legion and the Mexican
Army!”

“Picky, picky, picky. The
Legion was losing when the chap went over to the winning side, and
as for the Mexican Army’s silly warrant on him for desertion, they
were planning to shoot the chap when he went over the hill on them.
As a matter of fact, he was involved in a power play within the
Mexican Army that rather resembled the one we had here last night.
I just said Verrier was a born survivor, didn’t I?”

“Si, and a born thief as
well! Your Captain Gringo may be, as some say, a soldado de
fortuna. But his older friend, Verrier, has been known for to rob
banks on occasion as well! Do you really expect us to place our
gallant army under the command of such rogues?”

There was an all too
ominous murmur of agreement; Hakim shrugged and said, “You lot had
better place it under the command of someone, poco tiempo! Do I hear any
volunteers? Do any of you have at least a tough daughter to send
out after El Viejo del Montaña?”

Nobody answered. Hakim hadn’t expected
anyone to. He smiled up at El Presidente and said, “Bueno. My
people in San José should be in contact with Walker and Verrier any
time now. Naturally, Woodbine Arms will see to the weaponry on
credit, for the moment. But your government will have to work out
the finances with your new general and his artillery aide. I think
the going rate for soldiers of fortune comes to a thousand a month,
U.S., these days.”

El Presidente gulped and said, “That is much
more than we paid our late general and his entire staff, Sir
Basil.”

Hakim shrugged and said, “You just got what
you were paying for, then. Do you want your army run by soldiers or
by punk kids playing King of the Hill on your time? El Viejo del
Montaña is good. If you’re not prepared to hire someone better,
just say so and I’ll be on my way. I’m here to dig lead, not to be
macheted by disgruntled peasants.”

“We need time for to
consider your suggestion, Sir Basil,” said the small but much
larger president, and his fellow junta members seemed to feel the
same way, judging from their grunts.

So Sir Basil Hakim rose to
his full dwarfish height with a weary smile and said, “I
wasn’t suggesting bloody shit. I was telling
you there was only one bloody way to save your
behinds! But if you don’t want to do it my way, let’s forget the
whole bloody business. I imagine I have the better part of a week
to get my own people out of here before El Viejo del Montaña has
all the exits blocked. Oh, by the way, before I leave, I’d like to
discuss the money you lot owe me and mine. I’ll take cash, if you
don’t mind. I doubt if any of you will be alive by the time a check
would clear, eh what?”

The newspaperman, who hadn’t been told all
the recent news, shot El Presidente a thoughtful look and asked,
“La Republica owes money to this international cartel, Señor El
Presidente?”

Torrez paled and hastily assured him, “Not
exactly, but we did resupply our army, a few months ago, with arms
and equipment from Woodbine Arms Limited. It was my understanding
at the time we had several years to pay, at modest interest.”

Everyone in the room was
looking at Sir Basil now. So the arms merchant nodded pleasantly
and said, “That’s true. But it was my understanding there would
be a government here in
Ciudad Segovia to keep the payments up, modest or not. I’m sorry,
chaps, but I have no agreement at all with El Viejo del Montaña and
the rebels. So if you lot intend to go out of business in, oh,
let’s say a week or so at the most, I’d like to settle accounts
with you on my way out, eh what?”

El Presidente was too smart to say anything
before he knew what to say. But the big banana baron blustered,
“Don’t be ridiculous, Englishman! How do you intend to foreclose on
your credit to us if we simply refuse, eh? What if we simply told
you to go to hell?”

Sir Basil Hakim’s smile was not at all
pleasant as he replied softly, “I’m not ready to go to hell just
yet. But I suppose I could go to El Viejo del Montaña and see what
sort of a deal he’d like to make for, oh, let’s say a dozen machine
guns and a battery or two of field guns. I prefer to do business
with gentlemen, but on the other hand, gentlemen don’t tell people
they owe money to to go to hell!”

“That’s enough, all of
you!” shouted El Presidente, adding, in a voice of sweet reason,
“Nobody said anything about either Woodbine Arms or La Republica de
Segovia going out of business. Tell us some more about our new
general, Captain Gringo, Sir Basil.”

 


Three hundred miles to the south, the object
of Sir Basil’s enthusiasm would have probably been amused to hear
himself described in such glowing terms and certainly wouldn’t have
returned the compliments. Captain Gringo considered the slippery
arms merchant a murderous little shit, and Captain Gringo was a
fair-minded man.

But though he and Sir Basil Hakim had almost
managed to kill one another more than once in the past, Captain
Gringo wasn’t thinking about the ‘Merchant of Death’ or any other
little shits at the moment. He was much more worried about the dead
lady in bed with him.

Her name had been Ynez. At least that was
the name she’d given him when he’d picked her up the night before
at the paseo in the main plaza of San José. Ladies who picked
strangers up for cost-free one-night stands seldom told the whole
truth about themselves whether they picked them up in Costa Rica or
the Austro-Hungarian Empire. He hadn’t given her his right name,
either, and the names he’d written in the hotel register downstairs
had been intended as an inside joke since, under normal
circumstances, Mr. and Mrs. Grover Cleveland would have been
checking out about now. But in the cold gray light of a rainy
morning, not even Captain Gringo could recall why he’d found it
amusing to check in with a pretty but not too bright mestiza as the
president of the United States. The local cops weren’t likely to
find it amusing, either, and damn it to hell, he had signed the
book in his own handwriting, with no attempt to disguise it. For,
after all, how often did the damned dame die on you?

He felt the side of the Costa Rican girl’s
throat again and, yeah, she was still dead, and starting to get
stiff as well as cold to the touch. He’d whipped the top sheet off
the bed on waking up, reaching for a good morning feel, and feeling
a tit as cold as the clay. So he had a clear view of her stark
naked body and, Jesus H. Christ, what could have killed her?

Ynez lay flat on her back, still shapely
from head to toe without a mark on her tawny but now somewhat waxen
flesh. Her face was still pretty even though her big brown eyes
were open and glazed with death. Her lips were still lush, even
though she was starting to smile rather disturbingly up at the
cracked plaster ceiling. He tried closing her eyes. It didn’t work,
and he knew she’d be grinning like an idiot by the time the rigor
mortis set in all the way. So he sat up, swung his long naked legs
off the far side of the bed, and proceeded to get dressed,
fast.

It didn’t take long. As he put on his linen
jacket over the gun rig he’d strapped over his shirt he stared
thoughtfully down at the still attractive corpse, shook his head
wearily, and muttered, “Gee, Doc, I thought she was a nice
girl!”

Then he covered her with the sheet. The cops
would rip it off again as soon as they arrived, of course, but it
was the least he could do for an old friend. Ynez, if that had been
her name, had been a sweet little kisser and a hell of a lay. Could
that have been what killed her? She’d said when he’d first entered
her around midnight that she admired men who were unusually tall,
all over. But she hadn’t acted as if he’d been hurting her, damn
it. It had been her idea to lock her ankles around the nape of his
neck and take it as deep as it could go in her petite but muscular
torso.

Of course, they’d both been drinking pretty
good and acting sort of silly by the time he’d gotten her up here
and into the feathers and he was aware, in all modesty, he was a
bigger guy than most ladies were used to long-donging, whether in
Latin America or elsewhere. But even if he’d ruptured her, she
should have for God’s sake mentioned it before they fell asleep in
each other’s arms in such a friendly carefree way, right?

He bent over the bed as he remembered her
breath had smelled as if she’d been drinking pretty strong stuff
even before he’d picked her up. He removed the sheet from her face
and forced himself to take a deep sniff above her softly smiling
lips. Even though she obviously hadn’t been breathing for some
time, an unpleasantly sweet chemical odor was still detectable. He
grimaced, covered her face again, and straightened up with a
fatalistic sigh. Then he put on his wide-brimmed Panama hat and
went downstairs to face the music.

It got louder each time he tried to explain.
The desk clerk on morning duty had never seen him before, of
course, and called him all sorts of awful things before sending a
bellhop for La Policia. When the cops arrived, they tried to act
professional until they’d read the register, said it wasn’t funny
to forge Grover Cleveland’s name in a Costa Rican flophouse, and
really started yelling when they led him back upstairs to view the
mysterious female cadaver.

Her identity was no mystery to the brace of
cops who’d taken the squeal on what they’d assumed at first might
be just one of those things that happen. But once they’d recognized
her, apparently with no effort, the senior officer whipped out his
revolver, trained it on Captain Gringo, and asked soberly, “For why
did you murder the wife of Deputy Hurtado, señor?”

“Oboy, Ynez was the
cheating wife of a local big shot?”

“Pero no. Her name was
Maria, and I feel sure her husband will be the first to say she was
a woman of virtue who never would have hung horns on him, even if
it was not an election year!”

The cop cocked his .45, and Captain Gringo
stopped breathing as he tensed to go for his own smaller and
hopelessly-far-to-reach .38. But the other cop snapped, “Pedro, no!
It won’t work! Too many people outside know we have responded to a
death in this hotel and this scandal calls for delicacy, not an
even greater crowd!”

The one covering Captain Gringo said, “I’m
listening. But this Anglo who fucks society women to death must be
silenced before he can speak to even one reporter, no?”

“We can always have him
try for to escape from Police Headquarters. People are always
trying to escape from there and reporters are not allowed in the
back. Our job is to get both him and his victim out of here, poco
tiempo, and let our superiors worry about the fine print in the
final press release, no?”

So that’s how they worked it. Captain Gringo
never found out how they got the body to wherever they wanted it
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