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It’s all-out war for Captain Gringo in
Venezuela!

Captain Gringo and his sidekick Gaston have
left Brazil, and into Venezuela with a load of weapons, seeking a
buyer.

Instead they become involved in a brewing war
between the British Empire and The U.S. Gringo must find out who is
involved in order to prevent a war... and get out alive!
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The trade winds hit the north-east shoulder
of Venezuela cool and scented with the clean iodine tang of tropic
seawater. But as they blew inland across sixty miles of the fetid
swamplands of the Orinoco Delta the trades grew sluggish and began
to smell like a crocodile’s fart. The noonday sun glared down
through a malarial haze as the river port of Tucupita dozed by the
sluggish coffee brown waters. It was Siesta Time. The shops and
cantinas were shuttered and the streets and boardwalks were
deserted. Even the stray dogs and chickens had taken shelter from
the merciless sun. Tucupita had a police force. A pretty good one,
since it was the provincial capital as well as a major Venezuelan
port. But like everyone else with a lick of sense, the cops of
Tucupita were home taking La Siesta. For who, by the beard of
Christ, would be out in the noonday sun?

Men with serious business, of
course. Professional killers tend to ignore discomforts, and La
Siesta was the one time they could move a tripod mounted
Browning machine gun in broad daylight without having to answer a
lot of embarrassing questions. They had to set up their ambush in
broad daylight because that was when Captain Gringo’s steamboat
would arrive. It was hot sweaty work getting themselves and the
machine gun up to the flat roof of a warehouse overlooking the
steamboat landing, but when one’s been sent to assassinate the most
dangerous man in Latin America, one does not worry about a little
sweat. As they hauled the machine gun up on the gravel-topped roof,
one of the killers grimaced and said, “Jesus, it’s like a frying
pan up here!” But another shrugged and soothed, “Hey, better the
frying pan than the fire, eh? He’ll never expect us to be up here
on this hot roof.”

The leader told them to shut up as he
directed them to a spot overlooking the steamboat landing. There
was a gap in the brick parapet of the roof. The machine gunner and
his loader-sidekick carefully positioned the pads of the tripod
before lowering the heavy weapon on to it. The gunner sighted down
the water jacketed barrel, traversed to cover the probable target
area better, and grunted, “Okay, let’s load and lock.” The leader
said, “Load but don’t put that gun on safe. The people who are
paying us say Captain Gringo and that little Frenchman he hangs
about with can both move like spit on a hot stove. I don’t want to
give him any possible break. They say he has an annoying habit of
taking advantage of any breaks you give him.”

Another member of the team asked, “Is it
true he once turned the tables on a Mexican firing squad, after
they had him against the fucking wall?”

The leader shrugged, trying to ignore the
furnace heat against his shoulders as he said, “They say a lot of
things about Captain Gringo. After today, they’re going to say he’s
dead, if you boys don’t blow a good thing.”

But despite his words, and the heat, the
leader felt goose bumps as he swept his eyes over his ambush,
wondering if he’d covered every bet, and remembering what they’d
told him about the man he’d been hired to kill.

There were seven of them up there waiting to
ambush Captain Gringo and his sidekick, Gaston Verrier. None were
Venezuelan and the leader wasn’t sure the people who’d hired him
were, either. The leader was a one-eyed ex-officer of the Hungarian
Cavalry who’d learned private parties paid more for his killing
skills than the Emperor Franz Josef. The one-eyed Hungarian was
backed by his personal pistol-packing bodyguards. The machine
gunner and his assistant, along with the rifle-carrying back-up
team were expendable. This gave some comfort to the Hungarian,
although he was damned if he could see how two men walking into a
seven man ambush had a chance in hell.

One of his bodyguards wiped a sweaty face
and said, “That steamboat is late, Chief. Maybe they tied up,
somewhere up the river, to wait out La Siesta, huh?”

The Hungarian fixed his one good eye on the
sluggish upstream waters and said, “That’s ridiculous!”

“This is a ridiculous country,
Chief.”

The leader shook his head and said, “You
don’t stop a steamboat to cool off, damn it. The only decent breeze
for miles would be the air flowing over the decks as the boat moved
through it. I know these greasers all take to the shade from eleven
to three, but they have shade on that boat and the paddle wheel
does all the work. They do seem to be running a bit late. That’s to
be expected in such an uncivilized country. But sooner or later the
boat will get here. Thanks to the wonderful new invention of
Professor Bell, we know they passed San Felix early this morning,
moving downstream with the river high. They’re coming this way, and
fast, even if the paddle wheel falls off.”

As they spoke, a mass of tangled timber from
the flooded lands up the river came around the bend they were
covering and as it drifted toward the landing the Hungarian smiled
thinly and added, “See what I mean? The greasers crewing the boat
don’t have to lift a finger to get here. Just sit tight and it’ll
soon be over.”

The machine gunner wiped his
own face and pulled the brim of his straw hat lower to shade his
eyes as he chimed in, “It’s a good thing this gun is water cooled. I haven’t fired a
round and I’ll bet you could brew tea in the jacket right now. I’ve
got the muzzle trained between those two mooring poles they’ll drop
the gangplank between, Chief. But it’s likely to be a little messy,
from this angle. The guys we’re after will be coming down the
gangplank with a lot of other people, no?”

The one-eyed Hungarian shrugged
and said, “That’s their problem. The people we work for don’t care
one way or the other about innocent bystanders.” He chuckled and
added, “It’s too
bad we’re not being paid by the head. But our clients want Captain
Gringo bad and we’ll just throw the other killings in for good
measure.”

One of the riflemen, picked for having keen
eyes, said, “Smoke plume up around the bend, Chief.” And the leader
said, “I see it. Get ready, boys.”

The machine gunner said, “I’ve been ready
long enough to die of sunstroke. One question, though. Didn’t you
say this Captain Gringo’s with a dame?”

“Yes, they call her Bubbles and she’s
supposed to be great in bed. How did you think the people we work
for knew Captain Gringo was aboard that steamboat? Bubbles phoned
from Soledad right after she picked him up in the main
salon.”

The machine gunner squinted down his sights
with a frown and observed, “Okay, so the dame fingered him for us,
and now she’s with him, and he’s coming down the plank into my
sights. Has anybody warned her to stay the hell clear of him? This
Captain Gringo guy’s supposed to be good and you only get to miss
him once if you want to go on breathing.”

The one-eyed Hungarian shrugged again and
said, “Don’t miss. I told you nobody cared about the others who
might be in the line of fire.”

“Including the dame?”

“Of course. Who needs her, now that
she’s done her job?”

The machine gunner didn’t
answer. Like his assistant, he’d been recruited for the job from
among the drifters and adventurers haunting the Banana Lands in the
wake of the
Great Depression of the ’90s. He knew the one-eyed Hungarian by
rep. He had no idea who he, and they, were working for. He’d been
promised a fast five hundred for this job, to be split with his
partner after they were paid off. He had no idea who this dame,
Bubbles, might be, but he could see how she was getting paid off,
and it was making him nervous.

The steamboat came around the bend as the
raft of timber proceeding it passed the landing to lose itself
downstream in the sweltering jungles of the delta. Below the
killers on the rooftop, a couple of cotton-clad dockhands came
wearily out on the landing to wait for the steamboat’s shorelines.
The one-eyed Hungarian said, “This is it. Remember what I said
about doing the job right. The people we’re working for don’t
tolerate mistakes and if Captain Gringo gets by us, we’re all
dead.”

~*~

Thirty odd miles up the braided Orinoco,
Gaston Verrier swore softly and asked, “Well, my old and rare, do
you know any other short cuts?”

Captain Gringo stared morosely at the
quarter-mile-wide channel of muddy water they faced to their north
and reached for a cigar in his damp shirt as he muttered, “This
wasn’t supposed to happen. I looked at the map when we slipped
ashore at Barrancas. We’re supposed to be on the fucking north
shore of the fucking Orinoco. That’s the main channel back there
behind us, right?”

“If you say so, my
mundane explorer. But regardez, we would seem to be lost in a maze of floodwater
channels and as I speak my boots are filling with ooze!”

Captain Gringo lit his smoke, tipped the
brim of his panama hat back to ease his sweaty brow, and wiggled
his own toes inside their water-filled mosquito boots as he
muttered, “Yeah, we’d better backtrack to higher ground and find
some shade while we dope this out.”

His smaller and older comrade gave a
startled, goat like laugh and replied, “Higher ground, in the
Orinoco Delta? Surely you jest! Damn it, Dick, I told you we had no
business getting off that steamboat this far down the river. It’s a
maze of islands even in the dry season. Why do you suppose the
early Spanish explorers named the country after Venice?”

Captain Gringo shrugged and led
the way through the reedy saw-grass to a tree-covered hammock
they’d passed getting this far north. Gaston followed, grousing,
“No doubt we’ll meet at least a crocodile and a barrel of snakes
amid that thrice accursed brush, but anything is better than this
sun. It’s so bright it blinds me just to look around at all
this grass!”

Captain Gringo said, “They don’t have
crocodiles down here. They call them caymans, and they eat snakes,
so what the hell.”

“Merde
alors, is
there any important difference between a crocodile, or a cayman,
once it grabs your leg?”

“No. But we’re both
packing guns.” Captain Gringo grinned, as, suiting actions to
words, he drew his double action .38 and kept going. Privately, he was
more worried about snakes, but he knew his small French sidekick
was still moody about that bushmaster who’d bitten him a while
back, so he didn’t mention snakes as they approached the shady glen
of moss-hung trees ahead. They had to have shade. He was an old
enough tropic hand to know it would be getting hotter before it
started getting cooler, and it was obvious they weren’t going any
farther north until they’d had time to build a raft. Building a
raft without machetes was possible, but trying to do it under an
afternoon sun down here was suicidal. As he moved up on the low
hammock to higher ground and scouted the sandy surface under the
trees he saw no obvious reptiles and said so, adding, “We can hole
up here until it cools off.”

Gaston made an unpleasant
remark about the tall American’s mother and said,
“Sacré Goddam, it never cools off in these lowland swamps. Why do you suppose all
the white people dwell in the highlands, Dick?”

“Look, we don’t have to stay here in
Venezuela long enough to raise a family, damn it! I told you we
just have to get to Cunama or some other seaport on the north coast
and haul ass out of here!”

Gaston spotted a fallen log,
looked over the far side to make sure nothing important was hiding
there, and sat down wearily before he snapped, “Species of idiot,
we were on our way to a seaport when you took it into your thick
blond head to leave the steamboat and flounder through these
swamps! You’re crazy, Dick. I have said this many times in the
past, but never with such sincerity! They told us on board the
river steamer that ocean going ships put in at Tucupita. Tucupita
was just downstream and you had a stateroom with hot and cold
running Bubbles. But were you content to glide swanlike into
Tucupita holding hands with, or shall we say, blowing
Bubbles? Mais non, like a madman you grabbed me away from the lady I was
working on in the salon and the next thing I knew, here we are, wherever are
is! I thought we were going into that river port to buy a drink, or
even more ammo. But this is all too fatigue!”

Captain Gringo found his own log and said,
“Shut up, I’m trying to think.”

“You mean you
really think, Dick? At times I have suspected you of being the natural
son of Jack in the Box! Don’t you see that by this time the
steamboat, and M’selle Bubbles, have arrived in Tucupita, while we, in turn, face
an evening with the mosquitoes out here in the middle of
nowhere?”

Captain Gringo blew a smoke ring, stared
morosely after it as it drifted in the still hot air, and said,
flatly, “Bubbles was a plant. She was waiting for us aboard that
steamboat.”

“Eh
bien, that
was to be expected. We made a certain amount of noise adventuring
through Brazil with its various factions shooting at us. But when
we first met the mystery woman you told me she’d said something
about wanting to meet you. She was recruiting soldiers of fortune
for some action here in Venezuela, non?”

“Yeah, that’s what she told me while I
was kissing her. She said the people she works for wanted to meet
me, in Tucupita.”

“And so we abandoned ship at Barrancas
to squish our way to points unknown? I seem to be missing
something, Dick. We are soldiers of fortune. We get paid to meet
people in places like Tucupita.”

Captain Gringo took a drag on
his cigar, decided it was shitty tasting, and snubbed the cigar out
as he explained, “I didn’t like her story. She kept trying to suck
me off every time I wanted to get down to the brass tacks.”

“If you don’t want that
Havana Claro, I’ll take it, Dick. I wish you’d told me how tiresome
you found the poor child’s oral efforts. I’d have been willing to
sacrifice myself for you. She wasn’t a bad looking diversion. A
trifle cheap and stupid, perhaps, but—”

“She wasn’t all that
dumb. Nobody could have been. She was setting us up for something,
Gaston. The last time I met a gal who screwed with
eyes that calculating, she was an Apache squaw Geronimo had sent to
lull what he hoped to be a green cavalry officer.”

Gaston shrugged and said, “I
know your habit of reading minds at the most peculiar times, Dick.
But what if she was working on you for her boss? If she wanted you
to join some outfit down here, she might have simply been trying to
offer you some fringe inducements, hein?”

Captain Gringo shook his head
and said, “Take more than she had between her legs to sell me on a
revolution down here! I can’t explain how I knew there was more to it than that,
but even if she was on the level, we’re still better off out here
than mixed up with her and her whatever. I was talking to that guy
we met on board who works for the Venezuelan government,
remember?”

“Ah,
oui,
the man in the white suit.”

“Bubbles was trying to keep me away
from him. That’s when I began to wonder. Anyway, I did get to chat
with some of the other passengers, when she wasn’t screwing me
silly, and the mess they’re about to have down here is not one any
soldier of fortune with half a brain cell would touch with a ten
foot pole. It’s not the usual fight between the guys who won the
last election and the guys who didn’t. It’s big stuff with the
Major Powers involved.”

“Merde, what major power wishes to overthrow the Venezuelan
government? What would anyone important do with this bog if they grabbed
it?”

“Nobody wants Venezuela. But Queen
Victoria wants a strategic chunk of it. You know the British own
Trinidad, and Trinidad lies just off the mouth of the Orinoco,
right?”

“Oui, but what of it? We can’t go to Trinidad. The British have
this distressing extradition treaty with our old countries, and a
couple of others who may still be looking for us.”

“Screw Trinidad—I don’t want it.
Venezuela doesn’t want it. But Her Majesty likes neat maps. The
Venezuelan delta country lies between her offshore Trinidad and
British Guiana, here on the mainland to the south.”

“You call this mainland? But I see the
madness in Queen Vickie’s method. The British do have this odd
desire to paint the map of the world pink. I take it they are
moving north-west from British Guiana to include the delta in their
empire?”

“That’s what the
Venezuelans are afraid of. The Royal Navy seems to think
controlling the mouth of the Orinoco makes strategic sense or
something. They say the local His-panics aren’t strong enough to
hold the delta lands if some other Great Power decided to grab it.
So, to save everybody a lot of worry, Britain’s going to grab
it first, see?”

“Trés
fatigue. But
let us be practique. Who is about to stop the Royal Navy if they decide they’d like control of
the Orinoco, Dick?”

“Uncle Sam. El Presidente Cleveland
has just told the Royal Navy to keep its royal mitts off the little
kids on his block. The Venezuelans I talked to sure hope he means
it.”

Gaston laughed incredulously
and replied, “Trés fantastique, Dick! We all know how tiresome your country can be
about its Monroe Doctrine, but surely, this time, you Yanks are
bluffing, hein?”

Captain Gringo sighed and said, “The Brits
seem to think so. They’ve moved some muscle into Guiana and sent a
couple of diplomatic battle cruisers into Trinidad. So we’ll all
know, any minute, who’s bluffing whom.”

Gaston whistled softly under his breath and
said, “Ah, running away from this fight no longer strikes me as
such a bad move, my old and rare!”

Captain Gringo nodded grimly,
and said, “Yeah. I’m a machine gunner, when I have a machine gun. I
can’t think of a fucking thing anyone down here would want with our
usual services. If the Brits invade Venezuela nobody’s about to stop ’em
with anything I’ve ever fired! If The States back down, the Brits will win in
a walk.”

“And if your truculent Grover
Cleveland is not bluffing, Dick?”

“The U.S. goes to war
with the British Empire and it gets noisy as hell down here. Uncle
Sam’s navy is smaller but his army is better. I ought to know, since I used to
be in it. The Yanks won’t be dumb enough to run a smaller fleet
between two British colonies, but they’ll land a full sized army
somewhere near Caracas and march south across the
llanos. I
mean, with infantry
and cavalry and the best damned field artillery on earth. The
Delta, here, will be the battleground. Do you really figure on
being here when those two major forces smash head on into one
another?”

Gaston grimaced and said,
“You’re right. Bubbles was either fibbing or insane. Neither side
would hire soldiers of fortune. Both will swat any armed irregulars they
meet like flies. You’ll hang if the American Army captures you.
Maybe the British would hire us as scouts?”

“Hey, Gaston, I’m
an American, damn it!”

“Ah,
oui,
one forgets idealism as one gets older. I confess I would not enjoy
shooting Frenchmen, even though they put a very rude reward on my
head when I deserted the Legion years ago. Fortunately, we are too
far from French Guiana to worry about that, but for your own peace
of mind, I agree we should, how you say, get the hell out of
here?”

Captain
Gringo
nodded and said, “We’ll wait ’til it cools off a bit and then we’ll
raft ourselves across that channel. The grassy llano on the far
side should offer easy walking after, dark. There’ll be a full moon
and the land’s dead flat.”

“Dead flat where it is not water, you
mean! What if we run into yet another triple-titted stream that has
a mind of its own, Dick?”

Captain Gringo shrugged and
said, “Shit, we’ll cross it when and if. I told you I looked at the
map, Gaston. Once we get away from the flood lands it’s open llano
almost to the north coast.”

“Perhaps. I look at maps, too. Forgive
me if I seem less active, but I make it over a hundred of your
miles to the Caribbean, Dick.”

“So?”

“So,
merde alors,
that is one
trés
formidable walk, even with nothing in the way, and you just told me
this triple-titted country was about to explode in a most alarming
major war!”

~*~

At the steamboat landing in
Tucupita the one-eyed Hungarian was tight-lipped as the last of the
passengers left the area, and the deck hands prepared to cast off
again. The machine gunner wiped his face with the back of his hand
and muttered, “That dame in the big picture hat was Bubbles,
right? I didn’t see
anybody get in that hotel hack with her, boss.”

The leader of the hired killers swore softly
in Magyar and said, “Be still, I’m thinking. She looked nervous,
even if she didn’t spot us up here. Something’s gone wrong.”

He turned as he heard movement behind him.
The team member he’d sent down to check things out came across the
flat roof to say, with a shrug, “He’s not aboard, Chief. I checked
with a deckhand at the cantina over there. Soon as they finish
unloading, they’re going back up to Barrancas. That’s their home
port. Deckhand said everybody got off here.”

The one-eyed Hungarian shook his head and
said, “Impossible. There’s no way we could have missed Walker and
Verrier in that small crowd. They disembarked on one narrow
gangplank. Everyone who left that vessel walked right through our
gunsights!”

The man who’d scouted shrugged and insisted,
“He got off somewhere else, then. Neither Captain Gringo nor the
Frenchman are on board now. We’ll just have to tell the big boss
this set-up didn’t work.”

The one-eyed Hungarian repressed a shudder
as he considered that. At least, he tried to repress a shudder, but
the man he’d hired to man the Browning was an old pro, and he’d
been thinking. He glanced at his sidekick, the only man in the team
he knew enough to trust. The sidekick was an old pro, too. He
nodded and said, softly, “Yeah, that’s the way I see it, too.”

As the hired gunner glanced around .below to
see the waterfront starting to clear, another pick-up member of the
team asked the one-eyed Hungarian, “Hey, we’re still going to be
paid off, aren’t we? I mean, it ain’t our fault the guys we were
after slickered us, right?”

The Hungarian snorted, “Are you crazy? The
people I work for don’t allow for failure!”

The semi-pro who’d asked didn’t notice
the signal the Hungarian gave one of his bodyguards. But the
machine gunner had been expecting such a kiss-off ever since he’d
heard how casual they were about ladies who fingered people for
them. His belt-feeding partner had, too, so they moved as one when
he crabbed around to the far side of the tripod mount, swinging the
muzzle just as the body guards were going for their own guns. The
results were spectacular.

The one-eyed Hungarian went
down, torn to bloody shreds in the cross fire as the
quicker-thinking hired gunslicks drew down on the machine
gun crew without
waiting for an order. The machine gunner opened up with his
clumsier but far deadlier weapon at the same time and proceeded to
make hash out of everyone on the rooftop even as he died in a hail
of pistol rounds! The Browning fell silent as the gunner died with
his hands on the grips and his wounded partner started crawling
away, sobbing and trailing blood. A bullet-riddled rifleman,
totally confused but still upright on his knees, fired
instinctively at the only moving target left and blew the beltman’s
head to bloody froth before he, in turn, fell forward on his
smoking rifle to die with a defeated little sigh.

There are certain limits to La Siesta, even
in the tropics, so after a time a couple of Tucupita police
officers got around to investigating the most astounding noise
coming from the waterfront. A deckhand from the still standing
steamboat pointed up at the smoke haze hanging above the
flat-topped warehouse, and so the cops went up a side ladder,
gasped, and hurried back to headquarters to report the
massacre.

As is the case in most police departments,
most of the men on the Tucupita force were just doing their job and
were as confused about the bloody mess on the roof as anyone else
might have been. But the people who’d hired the one-eyed Hungarian
hired lots of people, and so, as soon as he had a chance, a certain
police sergeant made a phone call.

In a luxurious plantation house
outside of town the man who took the call listened bleakly,
interjecting a question now and then as the other rather sleek men
in the fan-cooled room tried to follow the one way conversation
with worried glances at one another. The conversation didn’t take
long. The plantation owner cradled the telephone, sighed, and said,
“Well, señores, I told you this Captain Gringo was good. You’ll remember
it was my suggestion we try a gentler approach. But I was outvoted,
eh?”

A fatter, oiler man brushed a
fly from his face and asked, “Get to what happened, damn it!” and
the man by the phone said, “They got our executioners. Don’t ask me
how. No witnesses report even seeing a tall blond gringo and a
small dapper Frenchman. Nobody remembers them even
coming ashore from
the damned boat. But they most obviously did! Don’t ask me how.”

Another man in the room frowned
and asked, “Madre de Dios, you say they got past the Hungarian?”

The man who’d taken the call
smiled thinly and said, “You weren’t listening. They didn’t
get by the Hungarian. They got the Hungarian! He and his whole damned
team. Seven of them, señores! Seven picked killers, waiting in ambush and well hidden.
The policeman I have on the payroll says it looked like a
slaughterhouse up there, and the people who reported the shootout
say it was over in one short furious burst. Our own machine gunner
seems to have gotten off a few rounds, but if he hit that big blond
or the Frenchman he didn’t slow them down very much, since they are
nowhere to be seen and there wasn’t so much as a drop of blood
anywhere but atop the roof of my warehouse. I warned you something like this might happen,
remember?”

The fat greasy man stuck out
his lower lip and said, “It must have been a double cross. They had
friends here in the delta, or maybe the killers you hired had a
falling out and—”

“Damn it,” the planter
exploded, “nobody but us had any way of knowing he was in the
damned country! Our female agent met him aboard that steamboat and
contacted us at the next landing. You voted liquidating him as the
safest way to deal with a wild card and I reluctantly agreed. I
agree he must be heading this way to get in on the war we seem to
be about to have. I sent my best man to kill him before he could
contact anyone else in Venezuela, and we know he didn’t use the
phone, once, upstream. So forget about confederates here in the
delta. The big bastard most obviously didn’t
need
them! As for our
men having a disagreement, I can count. I sent seven to assassinate
Captain Gringo and all seven are dead. Santa Maria, do I have to
draw you a picture? The big Yanqui is on to us and he plays just as
rough as everyone told us he did!”

A cooler man in a corner
regarded the tip of his cigar, thoughtfully, and asked,
“Es
verdad, we
underestimated this Captain Gringo, or perhaps we overestimated the
Hungarian. But what’s done is done. What’s our next
move?”

The man who’d taken the call
grimaced and said, “I was hoping nobody would ask that. I don’t
know about the rest of you, but I’m about to pay a visit to my hacienda
on the llanos, far upstream.”

“Your cattle spread is rather far from
here where the action promises, no?”

“That’s what I just said.”

~*~

There was more than one
telephone in the delta area and more than one Venezuelan public
servant taking money on the side, so on the far side of Tucupita
another man was hanging up with a puzzled frown. His name was
Greystoke and he worked for British Intelligence, although he
didn’t announce this very often. The cool blond buffing her nails
in Greystoke’s study looked up and asked, “Trouble,
darling? You look
like you just met a ghost in the loo.”

Greystoke smiled fondly down at her, running
wistful eyes over her nude curves, as he said, “I think I know who
the ghost is. Pity, I was rather looking forward to the rest of
this siesta, but duty calls and all that rot.”

Greystoke was one of those Oxford types who
managed to look dignified stark naked, but as he reached for his
pants the blond looked startled and asked, “You’re not going out in
this heat?”

“Have to,
old
girl. No phone line to Her Majesty’s flagship off the coast and
even if there were, the perishing Yanks would have it tapped. I’ll
try to get back by midnight. But I might be tied up with this
bloody little war business, so, if I don’t make it, start without
me.”

The blond ran a hand over her
own flesh, teasingly, and laughed. Then she said, “Honestly, I wish
you weren’t so eternally secretive, darling. You know I work for Whitehall,
too.”

Greystoke smiled and added,
“Quite. Never do for me to talk in my sleep with anyone
else,
eh what? I’m not
being sneaky, Pamela. It’s that damned Yank, Captain Gringo,
again.”

The cool-looking blond, who
wasn’t as cool as she looked, raised an eyebrow and said, “Oh,
is he
going to
play the
Great Game with us again? I didn’t know he was anywhere near this
soggy place.”

Greystoke started dressing as
he replied, “I didn’t, either. But I just got a report that’s
changed my mind. Dick Walker apparently ran into a rather good
hired killer called The Hungarian and I must say he did a lovely job on the
bugger.”

“Really? How do you know it was your
old chum, Walker?”

“My informants tell
me The Hungarian had been sent to kill Captain Gringo, and
now The Hungarian is in the morgue full of machine-gun bullets.
Simple deduction, my dear Watson.”

“You had Captain Gringo
working for you one time, didn’t you, darling?”

“I suppose one might say that. Walker
tends to be a free thinker and one just never knows how things will
turn out. But what’s all this sudden interest in a wandering gun
thug, Pam? You don’t know him, do you?”

The cool-looking blond rubbed herself hotter
than Greystoke thought she should as she replied, “Can’t say I
have, but I did meet another spy who spent a night with him. She’s
still rather awed by the experience.”

Greystoke grimaced, reached for
a tie, and said, “No doubt. But I fear I’m sending you on another
mission, dear girl. Try to think of it as a sacrifice for Queen and
country, eh what?”

He chuckled as he knotted the
tie and added, “I say, that would be something for the books, eh what? You seem to
be insatiable and Dick Walker’s said to be a sex maniac. Pity
you’ll never meet, eh what?”

“Don’t be bitchy,
darling. A girl can’t help her appetite and I told you you
were quite nice. I’m not sure I’d enjoy this renegade American in
any case. He sounds a bit uncouth and I do like manners in a lover,
even if what that other girl told me about his anatomy could be
true.”

Mollified, Greystoke said, “Oh,
Walker’s as much a gentleman as those bloody yanks ever manage to
produce. I rather like the chap—when we’re not trying to kill one another. Have to
go now, Pet. The admiral will have a fit when he hears Captain
Gringo’s in this game.”

He was in a hurry, but Pamela
was a curious professional as well as a nymphomaniac, so she
insisted. “Wait, there’s something I don’t understand about this
business, darling. You did say Dick Walker is a deserter from the
American army, right?”

“Of course. It’s in his
dossier. He was a white cavalry officer with the colored U.S.
Tenth, fighting Apache and all that rot, when he got in trouble
with his superiors and had to leave the States one jump ahead of an
army hangman. Some say he was brought up on a false charge by
enemies, but that’s neither here nor there now. He killed a fellow
officer as he was escaping and so the fat’s in the jolly fire if
and when they ever catch him. Listen, Pam, this is all terribly
interesting, but I have a bloody admiral waiting to fight a bloody
war and—”

“Stop and
think
a moment, Darling.
No matter how interesting this Captain Gringo may be in or out of
bed, he can’t be here to work for the other side, this time, can he?”

Greystoke started to object,
frowned, and spoke: “I say, you’re right. The other side, here in
Venezuela, is the bloody perishing Yanks! And the bloody perishing Yanks have a
rather large reward on Captain Gringo’s bloody head!”

Pamela laughed, “There, you
see? He has to be on our side if he’s on any side at all. Who was this
Hungarian person, and why was he trying to kill Captain
Gringo?”

Greystoke frowned. “The Hungarian was
working for certain Venezuelan rebels against the established
government who happen to feel they’d get a better shake living
under the Union Jack.”

“The Hungarian was trying to kill
Walker for the Queen?”

“Not exactly, but close
enough. Strictly between us, Venezuelan traitors, to give them
their right name, heard Walker was coming and thought that all in
all it might be best to eliminate him from the game no matter who
he may be working for, see?”

“No, I don’t see. I think it was
rather rude as well as foolish. I think we might have been able to
make a deal with him, since he’s a soldier of fortune who’d worked
for Britain in the past.”

Greystoke shrugged and added,
“I doubt he’d fight his own countrymen, bitter as he may be. But
it’s too late, now, in any case. Walker has a bit of a temper. He’ll never join
the side that just tried to kill him. If he finds out they were
tied in with British Intelligence, he’ll no doubt be most annoyed
with us, as well, and you can see how unsettling it can be to have
Captain Gringo mad at you.”

“Oh, dear, what do you
intend to do about it, darling?”

Greystoke shrugged. “Only thing I can do, I
fear. We’ll have to kill him ourselves.”

“I hope you’re not
serious, darling. It sounds rather beastly, if you ask
me.”

Sighing, Greystoke said, “Nobody’s asking
you, Pam. Nobody’s even asking me. The lad’s a wild card in a very
serious game of power politics and you know very well that
Whitehall would kill you or me, if it meant winning the Great
Game.”

~*~

As the capybara approached the
tree-shaded hammock, Gaston reached for his pistol and
observed, “Regardez, here comes the biggest rat on the face of the Earth, but
it’s our supper, anyway.”

Captain Gringo grabbed Gaston’s arm and
said, “Hold your fire, damn it. It’s not a rat, it’s a capybara,
and they’re harmless vegetarians.”

Gaston smiled and insisted, “But I am not,
my old and rare. The overgrown rodent looks plump and juicy and I
intend to have it for supper, as I said.”

“It’s early, yet. I don’t
want to build a fire out here on the open llano
’til we have a
better idea who might be watching.”

“Merde
alors, I am
hungry, Dick!”

“Oh, for Chrissake, it’s not even
three yet. Don’t you ever think about anything but your Goddamn
stomach?”

“Mais
oui, I have
other appetites as well, but that creature does not appeal to me as
a sex partner, even if it was a bit larger. One must draw the
line somewhere, hein?”

He started to raise the pistol as Captain
Gringo shook his own head and Gaston’s arm as he said, “I mean it,
Gaston. No shooting, no smoke, no nothing in this exposed
position.”

Gaston stared morosely around
as he tucked his gun away, but observed, “You are becoming
trés
wary, even for a
man on the run, Dick. Regardez, we are in the middle of nowhere. There is nothing
to be seen between us and- the horizon on all sides. How far could
the sound of a discreet shot carry across all this sawgrass,
hein?”

Captain Gringo said, “Look again. It’s not
all open llano. There are other islands of trees, like this one,
and your friendly neighborhood capybara just came out of that
tangle of high reed, over to our left along the river bank. Isn’t
that more interesting than what the critter might taste like?”

Gaston’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully as he
traced an imaginary line from the stray rodent out in the open to
the acre or so of twelve foot reeds it had come from. At about the
same time the capybara became aware of the two men on the hammock
and veered away, grunting like a suckling pig. Gaston shrugged and
replied, “Perhaps it hoped for more shade here among our trees.”
But Captain Gringo shook his head and said, “It’s an aquatic
animal, Gaston. Capybara cool off in the river, not under a tree.
Besides, there’d be plenty of shade among those reeds to anyone
that short. Something spooked it out in the open.”

The capybara had picked up
their voices and was trotting toward another hammock a quarter mile
away on its oddly deer-like legs. Gaston said, “Those reeds are not moving.
Maybe a cayman wanted capybara for supper, too? How do you feel
about roast cayman tail, Dick? Remember the time we had some in
that Indian camp? It tasted quite acceptable, considering the
source and crude preparation.”

Captain Gringo shook his head with a weary
smile. “Let’s worry about supper when it’s supper time. I want to
get away from this damned river country before we build any fires.”
Then, before Gaston could reply, the tall American added, “Oh, oh,
look at that spooked river rat.”

Gaston did so, and said,
“Oui, it does not seem to find that hammock over there to its
liking, either. It’s cutting back to the river bank. Perhaps it’s
just trotting about for exercise?”

“In this heat? It liked this hammock
fine until it spotted us here. It was making a beeline for that
other one until it spotted something it didn’t like over there,
either!”

Gaston stared at the other tree clump, a
rifle shot away, as he frowned and said, “I do not think so, Dick.
Have you forgotten we were out
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