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Many years ago, fellow mercenary ‘Wild Bill’ Corcoran had rescued Rainey from a grisly death in the African bush. Now it’s Rainey’s chance to repay the debt. Corcoran is being held prisoner in a jail in Namibia, sentenced to death for working with Namibian freedom fighters, if Rainey can’t break him out, Corcoran will hang. And Rainey’s not about to let that happen!
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Chapter One

	 

	THE AFRICAN SUN beat down like the hammers of hell. There wasn’t a cloud in the merciless blue sky. I took a sip from the canteen and passed it to the lean, handsome man lying beside me behind the rock. You could have fried an egg on the rock, it was that hot. The man beside me took a short drink, stoppered the canteen and tossed it to the next man. Before he could catch it, a bullet blew a hole in the canteen and it clattered to the ground, leaking fast. The man it was thrown to scrambled to get some water before it was gone. A rifle cracked and he pitched forward on his face, his outstretched hand still clawing at the shattered canteen.

	I sleeved sweat from my face and squinted along the barrel of the M-16. “Here they come,” somebody yelled, and they came pouring over the ridge, dozens of them, wild-eyed black men armed with automatic weapons. This was their last assault on our position. The fire they laid down was terrific. I squeezed the trigger and the M-16 bucked in my hands. The man beside me opened fire. So did the other mercenaries defending our position. There was no need to aim. Out in front of us the bodies were piling up, and still they kept coming.

	“Cut!” the director yelled through his bullhorn. He had to yell at the top of his lungs before the blacks stopped firing. Then they stood around grinning. The director smashed his bullhorn across a rock. An assistant director handed him another bullhorn.

	I stood up and so did the lanky man. He had a week’s growth of beard, a dead cigar gripped between his perfect white teeth. A snap of his fingers brought a black kid running with a scotch cooler filled with Coors beer. The tall man handed me a beer, then got one for himself.

	We were in the desert and there were blue mountains in the distance. A hot wind blew fine sand from the tops of the dunes. Everything shimmered under the fierce onslaught of the sun. I took a long drink of beer. It felt clean and cold going down.

	“What was the matter with it, Lester?” the tall man said to the director, who was red faced and petulant. “It looked all right to me.”

	“It was too busy, too confused,” Lester said. His full name was Lester Allen, and he was new in the picture business. He had an adoring mother who was worth a hundred million dollars, give or take a few mil, and there was more where that came from. Lester’s uncle owned a studio that cranked out immensely successful sitcoms. But TV and movies were just a sideline. The family’s main business was banking and Southwestern real estate. Lester had backing, so he could go overbudget any way he liked.

	I didn’t give a damn what he did as long as I got paid. Movie making is hardly my line of work—I’m a professional soldier, a mercenary—but when my old friend Cliff Hawken got me the job of technical adviser on the adventure flick he was starring in, the dough was too good to turn down. So there I was in South West Africa, part of a movie that was taking too long to get in the can.

	“What do you mean too confused?” Cliff said. “Rainey here told you the rebels never would attack like that. Not in this day and age. In the script they’re being led by Cuban officers, which means they’ve had some training.”

	“Yes, I know he did.” Lester looked at the “rebels,” black Namibians—native West Africans—and they grinned back at him. They were glad to be paid for playing soldier. It was more fun than mine work or farming. Everyone waited: actors, extras, cameramen, production crew.

	“Well anyway, it’s wrong,” Lester decided. He squinted at the sun. Hours of daylight were left. Time was money to any other director, but not to Lester. “I’ll have to work it out after I go over the script. We’ll knock off for today and get an early start in the morning. Take it easy, Cliff. It’s going to be a great picture. I’ll talk to you later, Rainey.”

	Trailed by assistants Lester went to his trailer while Cliff looked after him in disgust. “What an asshole,” he drawled. Cliff comes by his drawl honestly. It’s the real Texas article. We’re the same age and we grew up together in Beaumont, went into the army together. Hawk got a Viet Cong bullet through his left lung and got out early. After he recovered, a lady agent he shacked up with got him the lead in a new TV western series that made it big. A few years later he made the switch to movies and was hailed as a latter day Gary Cooper, a new Clint Eastwood. The flacks were wrong: Cliff was an original, but lately he’d been slipping.

	An assistant director talked to the “rebels” through an interpreter and they dispersed. A small tent city had been set up for them. At night they drank beer and sang and danced. Women came there though it was against the rules. Lester didn’t object too strenuously. He said it added realism to the situation. Lester was always saying things like that.

	“We’ll never get this picture finished with that asshole in charge,” Cliff said, still mad. “Aw what the hell! It’s better than not working at all. Let’s go and get a drink.”

	Drinking was one of the reasons Cliff was in a Lester Allen picture. In the old days you could cut up and the studios might carry you if you were big enough at the box-office. No more. These days the studios are owned by conglomerates and run by men who have no time for drinking or doping or displays of temperament. A few superstars can get away with it. Not many. Just a few. And even top stars will get the chill if they carry it too far. Cliff wasn’t that big and he had pissed off the wrong people. Though he still got work, he wasn’t “bankable.” For a while he directed and acted in pictures bankrolled by his own company, Beaumont Productions. It hadn’t worked out.

	We went into his trailer and he fixed two drinks of Jack Daniels and water. The trailer had been rented from a movie supply company in Cape Town. Everything had come by road from South Africa. There had been miles of red tape before the South Africans gave Lester a permit to make his picture in Namibia, to give the territory its most recent name. Namibia was controlled by the South Africans and had been since they took it away from the Germans at the start of the First World War. The United Nations wanted the South Africans to clear out and let the blacks have their own country. So far the South Africans had declined to do that. The UN, as usual, was left sucking its thumb.

	The air conditioning was going strong and it was good to get out of the sun. Cliff threw himself into a canvas chair and pulled on his drink. Booze flab had blurred his jawline and he looked tired. He was out of shape for action pictures, but refused to use a double. Another wrong decision.

	“Of all the places to end up in,” he said. “It doesn’t bother you, does it?”

	“Not a bit. But then I’m not in the picture business.”

	“Thanks a lot. I often think I should have stayed in East Texas.” He grinned. “I’d probably have my own Kentucky Fried Chicken franchise by now. You can get one for about twenty-five thousand.”

	“Hell son, even I can advance you that much. But they tell me the Colonel’s chicken isn’t so finger lickin’ good any more. Not since he sold out and the new owners stopped using his secret herbs and spices. The Colonel was a mighty disappointed man afore he up and died.”

	“Shame about that. Guess it’s best I open a quick chicken parlor of my own. You want to come in with me? Rainey & Hawken. Fowl Deeds, Incorporated.”

	“You ought to get first billing,” I said. “You’re the star.”

	Cliff chewed on a sliver of ice. “Some star.”

	“Sorry, buddy. I didn’t know you’d gone that sour on it. But hell, man, what are you bellyaching about? You’ve had a good run for your money. Longer than anybody I know.”

	“You don’t know any stars, Jimmy.”

	I shrugged. “All I’m saying is you’ve got no cause to bitch. How many guys grew up with us got as far as you did? Most guys we know are still stuck in the old hometown.”

	Cliff looked out the window at the desert. “Not me,” he said.

	“That’s the spirit,” I said. “You never go home, but I get there now and then. Remember Robby Lattimer everybody thought was going to be such a success story? Last time I saw Robby he was selling aluminum siding. Looked fifty, acted sixty-five.”

	“Yeah? Oh well. What’re you trying to do, cheer me up?”

	“Not specially.”

	Cliff grinned. “Funny thing running into you in Cape Town like that.”

	“Just passing through, m’boy.”

	Cliff said, “Old Lester hadn’t the foggiest how he was going to handle that bunch of old mercs he hired for the picture. I told him and I told him not to do it. But no. Lester went round every bar in Cape Town looking for guys who’d been there. Realism! Realism my ass! Okay, plucking non actors—amateurs—off the street may work for some pictures. Some directors can do it. Not this asshole.”

	I had run into Cliff in a Cape Town bar ten weeks before. There was the usual backslapping and we settled down to an evening of serious drinking. We reminisced about East Texas and Nam and other places, then he told me about the trouble Lester was having with the washed-up mercs. Waiting around for the company to move to the Namibia location they’d been drawing down wages and raising all kinds of hell. Minor rough stuff, but a headache to Lester who had to go bail and pay fines. Cliff told him to fire the bums and hire local actors. Lester wouldn’t listen. He wanted scruffy non actors. Cliff asked me if I wanted the job of keeping the bastards in line. I said sure.

	I knew some of the mercs from the old days. They hadn’t worn well. “You can’t blame them for putting the picture behind schedule,” I said now.

	“No, you can’t blame them for that,” Cliff said. “They’re a sorry looking bunch though. Imagine, guys pretending to be what they used to be. Course Audie Murphy did that pretty well.”

	“None of them is Audie Murphy. You have to admit they’re better behaved than they were in Cape Town.”

	Cliff laughed. “Thanks to you.” Maybe he wanted to needle me a little. “I heard some of them complaining that you’re too rough on them. Too much like a top kick. What’s the name of that guy looks like a 1943 Hollywood Nazi?”

	“Kruger. Ex French Foreign Legion.”

	“Whatever. I heard him complaining as how you oughtn’t come down so hard on old friends. Old comrades in arms, was what he said.”

	“That fucker is no friend of mine. He’s a mean bastard, but he was a good soldier in his time. Let them bitch all they want. They’ll toe the line or I’ll go back to kicking ass. I’m not getting paid to let them screw around.”

	“Rainey the iron man,” Cliff said. He was on his second drink and it was a lot bigger than mine.

	The sound of a wind-up phonograph came from the rebel tents. Over there they had plenty of beer, only one record. German marching songs were a big hit with the blacks. I think they found them amusing. Windhoek, far to the northeast of where we were, was the capital of Namibia. It had been the capital of German South West Africa before the South Africans invaded the territory during the First World War. Windhoek still looked like an old German colonial town in spite of the new high rises. More than a few things in Namibia have remained German.

	“Come on, drink up,” Cliff said. “Lester won’t mind. Realism, remember? We’re supposed to be a bunch of baggy eyed mercs going out in one last blaze of glory. We know the situation is hopeless, but we want to die like men. Like in The Wild Bunch when Bill Holden’s outlaws go out to be killed by the Mexican soldiers. Hey, I always liked that picture. Got a lot of truth in it.”

	“For the director, maybe.”

	“You don’t think your mercs would like to end it like that?”

	“They’re not my mercs, they’re Lester’s.”

	“They’re yours for now. Answer the question.”

	“Yeah sure. Maybe when they’re drunk they do.”

	“How about you?”

	“No sir, I hope to live to be a wise old man.”

	“Bullshit!” Cliff fixed himself another drink. “You know it’s hard to think there’s a guerrilla war going on up north and we’re fucking around making a movie. Like kids. Big fucking kids. While men are dying.”

	“Men are dying everywhere,” I said.

	“While we’re making a movie. Hey, you think the rebels will win in the end? There’s an awful lot of blacks in Africa, not so many South Africans. How come you’re not fighting for one side or the other, Jimmy?”

	“I’m a technical adviser and movie extra for now,” I said. “You think I should take up acting?” I didn’t like this cornball philosophizing of Cliff’s and I wanted to kid him out of it.

	Cliff said, “As an actor you’re a wooden Indian, Jimmy. Just the same, you’re a lucky guy. You know what you want to do and you do it. I know what I want to do, but I’ve made a mess of it.”

	“What do you want to do?”

	“Make good movies. Yeah, I’ve made a few pretty good pictures. Nothing like I want to make. The last of the great Hungarian directors once told me I hadn’t suffered enough. Screw him, what does he know? You think you’ve suffered enough?”

	“I’m suffering just listening to you.”

	Cliff frowned but he laughed it away. “You have no good advice for an old pal?”

	“I’m fresh out, old pal.”

	Cliff slopped more whisky into his glass. This time he didn’t add water. The poor bastard was well on his way to the alcoholic ward. It wasn’t my job to try and head him off at the pass.

	“People tell me I ought to make a new start,” he said. “Did you know I tried AA? Well, I did. Went to a whole month of meetings in Santa Monica. Tried my best but it didn’t take. Get rid of my aggression, they said. Learn to be humble, they said. How can you be humble when you’re a star?” Cliff’s laugh was as merry as a lynching. “Even a star that nobody wants to trust with a big picture. I shouldn’t complain though. Lester Allen wants me. A few guys like Lester will always want me. They kept Errol Flynn working right to the end, even when the pictures were so bad they couldn’t sell them for late night television. You aren’t falling asleep, are you, Jimmy?”

	“No, I was just thinking about driving into Hamelberg for a steak and a few beers.” Hamelberg, a German settlement, was the closest thing to a town in this part of the Namib Desert. It had one street and maybe a hundred people. A very old German and his son ran the only hotel and you could get something to eat there if you weren’t black. “You want to come along?”

	Cliff stretched out in his chair and yawned. “Too tired, old pal. I think I’ll just stay here by the telephone. You never know when an important call will come in.”

	There wasn’t a telephone within a hundred miles of where we were. Even Hamelberg didn’t have a phone line. Cliff mumbled something and closed his eyes. I think he said, “So fucking tired.”

	All I could do was cover him with a blanket before I went out.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	ON MY WAY to where the jeeps were I had to pass the tents where the mercs lived. Nine mercs in three big tents. Kruger and two guys named Lorentz and Foster were sitting in front of their tent, drinking beer and listening to Radio Springbok, the biggest South African station, on a transister radio. Kruger was a German, the other two Rhodesians.

	I didn’t like Kruger and he didn’t like me. We could get along if we had to. A squared off man in his early forties, he really did look like a movie Nazi. White-blond hair, pale eyes, sardonic manner. It was easy to see him in a Gestapo uniform, smoking cigarettes with his gloves on. I think he regretted being born too late to do his bit for the Third Reich.

	The Rhodesians nodded. I hadn’t seen them before Cape Town. “Want to join us in a beer, Rainey?” Kruger said. He had been away from Germany for twenty years and didn’t have much of an accent. It was his phrasing more than his accent that marked him for a kraut. “Beer cold on a hot day, what could be better?”

	I looked up the ridge to a high rock where two mercs stood guard with M-16’s. Most of the guerrilla activity was up north along the Angola border, but I wasn’t taking any chances on being surprised by a band of wandering marauders.

	“No thanks,” I said to Kruger. “Anything happening?”

	Kruger gestured. “Just what you see. Some of the men are playing cards. Some are sleeping. Some are whacking off.” The Rhodesians laughed at this. “Lester in his trailer is creating dramatic scenes for us to act in. About Cliff I cannot say at this very moment.”

	From the middle tent came the grumbling, ill willed conversation of men playing a card game they didn’t enjoy. Someone was snoring. Kruger was smiling at me, casually insolent, not quite daring me to do something about it. A lizard ran out from between the tents and Kruger stomped the tiny creature to death. It was the sort of thing he would do.

	“I’m going into Hamelberg,” I told him. “If there’s any trouble, you handle it. Make sure the guard don’t goof off after it gets dark.”

	Kruger gave me a mock salute. “They’ll never work in Hollywood again if they do. Just my little joke, Rainey. I’ll check the guards, I’ll check everything. With me the camp is in safe hands. Have a good time in Hamelberg.”

	I drove the jeep to Lester’s trailer and knocked on the door. One of the assistant directors opened it and I heard the drone of Lester’s voice. “Lester is sleeping,” the assistant director said, trying to suppress a yawn. “What you’re hearing is a tape. Lester wanted to get his thoughts down before he took his Seconal.”

	This assistant director was going bald in his late twenties. What hair he had left came down to his shoulders. He was wearing designer jeans and an old-fashioned undershirt with straps over the shoulders. His sunglasses were so dark they belonged on a blind man with empty eye sockets. These Hollywood characters!

	“Did he leave any instructions for me?” I said. “He said he might want to talk to me later today. The attack scene?”

	“In the morning, Mr. Rainey. Lester said he’ll go over it first thing in the morning. You too. Have a nice day.”

	Hamelberg was fifty miles away, on the very edge of the desert. Our picture was called Kalahari, but we were shooting in the Namib Desert because it was more accessible. Lester bought a script titled Kalahari Escape and shortened it because he thought it sounded more mysterious, more romantic. I hadn’t read it. Cliff said it was lousy and I trusted his judgment.

	The road was good and it wasn’t as hot as it had been. Little known to the outside world, the Namib is an awesome place that runs the length of the South West African coast. West of it is the Atlantic, east of it is the Kalahari, and between the two vast deserts lie the towns and settlements. I was going east, glad to get away from the movie location for four or five hours. Being on location in a remote place is like being on a desert island with too many people you don’t particularly like. Cliff was okay when he wasn’t in the bag and even then he was still a friend. The rest of them I could do without, but there was no particular dislike for anyone, not even Kruger. After the picture was finished, and even Lester couldn’t delay it forever, I would go my own way.

	The road ran along the edge of Black Water Canyon, one of the deepest in the world. It has a dark lake where pelicans fish and the sound of the jeep scared some of them into slow, stately flight. They circled like old fashioned flying boats and came back to land. That close to the road there were no elephants or black rhinos. At one point I stopped to let zebras cross the road. I like the desert when it’s like that, silent and natural, and with no people in sight.

	I didn’t see any people until I was close to Hamelberg. An old bearded farmer in a truck with a chain drive glared at me as I passed him at thirty-five miles an hour. In a truck that old he must have been barreling along at fifteen. People in that wild country aren’t friendly and I didn’t expect to get a wave from him. Up ahead was Hamelberg, sun cracked and shabby, and it couldn’t have changed much since the first Germans came there around the turn of the century. But to me it meant a change of faces, dull and sullen though they might be, a break in the irritable monotony of movie location life, an opportunity to eat a steak and drink a beer without having to talk to anybody. There is much to be said for people who don’t have the gift of gab.

	Hamelberg was as grey as the desert and the few palm trees there were as grey as the town. Most of the houses were tin roofed, giving the settlement the look of a 19th century penal colony. The sun was going down, giving off a red glare, and there were more people in the street than there would have been at noon. Tombstone must have looked like that after the silver mines gave out and most of the population moved away. I didn’t know if Hamelberg ever had been a rich town, but there must have been something to cause people to settle in this asshole of creation.

	A thin man with a big belly, dressed in khaki shorts, shirt and sun helmet, watched me from the door of the post office. Sagging from a Sam Browne belt was a big revolver that was probably a .455 caliber Webley. He didn’t wave either though he’d asked a few cop-like questions the first time I’d come to town. A few cars and trucks were parked in the street, none of them new and all coated with dust. Two listless children were pelting a dog with stones and didn’t stop until a storekeeper came out and chased them away. Hamelberg, in the desert, was no Las Vegas. But I was in a good mood and it suited me fine.

	I went into the hotel, the only two story building in town. It was called the Kaiserhof Hotel so you can see how old it was. Out front was a wide brick porch with cast iron poles holding up a second floor balcony. A sign said ICE COLD BEER in German, Afrikaans and English. The ancient German was behind the desk, his middle-aged son was sweeping out the lobby. I nodded to the old man and he grunted at me. His son, a little more outgoing, said, “Hello dere,” and followed me into the bar.

	“Beer,” I said, sitting down at a table. It was dark and cool in the bar and the only other drinkers there were two black suited farmers nursing steins of brew. The bar had the not unpleasant smell of generations of beer and pipe tobacco and the dark paneled walls had enough stuff on them to stock a Third Avenue antique shop. Sabers. Muskets. Mugs. Coach whips. Flags. Smoke stained paintings. Everything but the overalls in Mrs. Murphy’s chowder.

	The two German farmers looked at me and when they looked away they didn’t look back. An alien presence was in the room. But I didn’t mind that. Just as long as they didn’t get hostile. Only when people get hostile do I get hostile. But you can’t say they get hostile in German West Africa unless you really ask for it. What they do, and thank heaven for that, is ignore you.

	The landlord’s son brought me an ice cold stein, and while you may not like Germans, you can’t knock their beer. Not really wanting to talk to me but eager to do business just the same, he asked me how things were going out at the camp. “I trust you have not run low on your supply of canned beer,” he said.

	The Kaiserhof Hotel had the beer shipped from Windhoek and then it was sent on to us by truck. A lot of beer had been quaffed in ten weeks and Herr Shoemann & Son were doing all right by us. There would be tears as well as gladness when we left.

	“Beer seems to be holding up fine,” I said. “They’ll let you know when they run low.”

	“Oh ja,” he said with a stiff bow, “that’s goot to hear. You will be haffing your usual steak, Mr. Reiner? Such a nice steak you haff never eaten before.”

	I liked the way he called me Mr. “Reiner” and I hadn’t corrected him since the first time he started it. “Yes,” I said. “A nice thick steak, plenty of onions, no potatoes, and when it’s ready, another beer.”

	Shoemann Jr. went out back to cook the steak and I had the place to myself after the farmers left. I heard them talking to the old man at the front desk before they went out to the street. Everybody spoke German and maybe they were complaining about the way the neighborhood was going down.

	By the time the steak was ready the sun was gone. Shoemann Jr. switched on the lights, frosted globes with weak bulbs, and that was jake with me, because I hate bars that are all glitter and noise. Here the light was dim and the only noise was schmaltzy German music that came from a big old wooden radio on a shelf behind the bar. The steak wasn’t as good as promised, but it was all right. A second stein of beer went down as easily as the first and the outside world seemed very far away.

	People started to come in by the time I’d finished eating, farmers and miners, young guys, most of them. Not as set in their ways as their fathers, they nodded to me before they settled down with their beer. I was in no hurry to get back to camp, so I ordered another beer and sipped it, because this one was going to be my last. I looked up and so did everyone else when the two jeeps roared into town.

	“Vas is that?” one of the farmers said.

	A moment later, Kruger and four of my mercs came in with a man I hadn’t seen before. I knew the mercs from long before Cape Town. Kruger came over to my table and said, “We have to talk to you, Rainey. It’s important.”

	The mercs and the other man hung back waiting. “What’s so important that it can’t wait? Our deal is you guys don’t come into this town. All right, what happened?”

	“We have to talk in private,” Kruger said. He smelled of beer but he wasn’t drunk. Shoemann Jr. had come out from behind the bar, rubbing his hands, glad to see new customers.

	“Gentlemen! Gentlemen! Please be seated,” Shoemann Jr. said. “What is your pleasure, gentlemen? Beer, spirits, wine? Ve haff an excellent selection of South African wines.”

	Kruger turned and spoke to him in German, harsh and peremptory, demanding rather than requesting. My German is lousy, but I knew he wanted a private room where we could talk private business. This was the Nazi talking to the small businessman and Shoemann Jr. flinched as though struck by a whip. Some Germans like to be bullied by those they regard as superior to themselves.

	“Ja. Ja, mein Herr,” Shoemann Jr. said quickly, nodding so vigorously that his double chin shook. Even so, he looked questioningly at me and I nodded and said okay. I stood up and we all followed him into a room set back from the end of the bar. It looked like a back room in any saloon except that it had a fireplace. There was an old scarred table, enough chairs to go round, a sliding panel in the wall through which drinks could be ordered.

	Shoemann Jr. opened and closed the panel. “You knock, I come,” he said.

	“Beer for everybody,” Kruger said in English.

	“I want whiskey,” the stranger said in a British accent. “I need a real drink.”

	“This better be good,” I said to Kruger while Shoemann Jr. was getting the drinks. “Who is this guy and what’s he doing here? What’re you doing here? Did something bad happen at the camp?”

	Kruger raised his finger to his lips. “Wait. Wait till he goes away, okay?”

	The German brought the drinks and Kruger checked the sliding panel after he left. By the time he sat down the stranger had bolted his double whisky and was smoking nervously, biting the end of the cigarette until it was a soggy mess. His face and hands were badly sunburned. He looked as if he had come a long way over rough country. I knew he spelled trouble.

	Kruger was an icy character given to sudden manic rages. He was calm most of the time. He was calm now, but I saw the mad excitement in his colorless eyes.

	“Well?” I said.

	Kruger swallowed a mouthful of beer and said, “The South Africans have captured Wild Bill and he’s waiting to be hanged in the Windhoek jail.”

	They were all watching me. “That a fact?” was all I
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