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Flesh-eating demons wait for Gringo on the
Amazon!

On the nightmare rivers of Brazil where
piranhas and naked cannibals vie for the taste of human flesh,
there are now far worse predators. Border bandits have seized
control, raping and murdering the local populace. No sane man would
want to lead a gunboat into that slimy, snake-infested hell,
especially when a certain redhead with emerald eyes, and a slit up
the front of her skirt has been waiting for him to give her the
attention she needs.

But Captain Gringo’s got no choice. He’s got
a price on his head and if he refuses the assignment the shaky
Brazilian government has in mind, he’ll get a bullet between the
eyes. So he heads upstream, unaware and unprepared for the
international conspiracy waiting to blow him to kingdom come.
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Captain Gringo sat at a table on the
hotel balcony with a glass of gin and tonic and a good cigar while
he watched the town wake up as the sun went down. The Amazonian
sunset was as Opera-Baroque as everything else in Manaus. It looked
like God had set a flamingo’s ass on fire. The sky was a big
inverted magenta bowl with a black lace rim. For despite its
spectacular architecture, Manaus was not a large town, and from any
elevation one could see the soaring treetops of the surrounding
Amazon Selva.

The electric street lamps were
winking on the streets below and the natives were coming out to
prowl the garish pavement, apparently left over from the streets of Rio de
Janeiro, far to the south-east. By day the surrounding buildings
looked like wedding cakes, blindingly white in the tropic sun. In
the ruby light of the gloaming they looked like someone had covered
them with strawberry icing. All the shadows were royal purple. The
rich river port, dead center of the biggest jungle on Earth, looked
like a Fairy Land designed by a drunken Maxfield Parrish. But
Manaus had its disadvantages. Every street lamp below was blurred
with a halo of flying insects. A roach as big as a mouse was waving
its feelers at Captain Gringo from the balcony rail; a green
something with wings was doing the back stroke in his drink, and a
naked lady was creeping up on him along the line of balconies stuck
on his hotel’s side.

He took a drag on his cigar and
blew an orange and purple smoke ring as he pretended not to notice her. His
side-kick, Gaston, had told him to stay put while he explored the
possibilities of a safe passage down the Amazon. Manaus was a
deep-water port despite its location. Ocean-going ships put in to
load the riches of the selva and drop off the luxuries the brawling
barons of the rubber boom demanded and could well afford. Finding
an outward-bound ship was no big deal. Finding one that would be
safe for two wanted men to board was another matter. Between them,
Captain Gringo and his older comrade in arms, the former Sergeant
Gaston Verrier of the French Foreign Legion, had accumulated a
rather awesome number of wanted posters. They needed a skipper
crooked enough to take them aboard without a lot of silly questions
about passports, but honest enough not to turn them in for the
reward when the ship cleared for the open sea at Para, almost a
thousand miles downstream.

Now the naked lady was three balconies
down. She rolled over the rails between balconies and flattened out
to hide some more. The last time he’d had a better look at her out
the corner of his eye. She looked as if old Maxfield Parrish had
painted her, too. A slender blond nude in the sunset’s soft glow.
Highlighted dusky rose and shaded in lavender. Lots of shading. She
had a nicely modeled body. He wondered what the hell she was up
to.

Manaus had one of the highest homicide
rates in the world, and it was famous for its whores. But the naked
lady sneaking up on him obviously carried no concealed weapons and
the whores of Manaus didn’t sneak up on a man. They would walk
right up to him on the street and offer to go three ways for three
cruzeiros.

If she thought she as a cat
burglar she was blind. She had to have noticed him sitting here as
she played hide and seek along the front of the damned building. He
wondered where she’d come from. The baroque plaster curls down the
facade might be possible to climb from street level, but even
in Manaus a stark
naked blond strolling along the black and white sidewalks would
attract some attention. They were in the center of town. The somewhat casual local police tried
to keep things neat around the cathedral and opera
house.

He knew he could go inside and lock
the French doors, he thought as he reached for his glass, rescued
the swimming bug, and sipped some gin and tonic. As he put his
drink back on the metal table the naked lady slid over another rail
and dropped to the deserted deck of the balcony next door. The
sunset sure looked nice on her bare ass.

He shifted his weight in the chair and
cleared his .38 for action just in case. She was smaller than he
and didn’t seem to be armed, but had to be some sort of lunatic;
her next move was going to drop her almost in his lap. He could
hear her breathing, the silly thing, and she sounded like she’d
just run a mile and was scared skinny, too.

A couple of men came out on a
balcony down the line wearing white suits, pink in the light. One
was tall and thin, the other, short and fat. Looking around as if
they’d lost something, the skinny one spotted Captain Gringo and
waved, calling out in Portuguese. Captain Gringo understood it.
Portuguese wasn’t all that different, but he bought some time by
calling back
in Spanish, “No comprendo, señor!”

The other guy switched to the
polyglot Creole used, in these parts as the Lingua Franca. It was
too close to Spanish to play dumb. He yelled, “Have you seen a
woman out here, friend?” and Captain Gringo yelled back, “Lots of them. The
paseo is starting down there in the plaza.”

“No, no, I meant up here
on the balcony: A blond. She, uh, might not have had any clothes
on.”

Captain Gringo laughed
incredulously and yelled back, “Hey, I’d had noticed something like
that! What’s going on?”

The two men muttered to each other.
Then the tall one waved and called, “Nothing. Just a little joke.
We’re having a party and one of our, uh, guests is
missing.”

“Sounds like a swell
party. Is it private or can anyone join in?”

“Ah, meaning
no disrespect, senhor, it is a private affair. Good
evening.”

They went back inside.

Captain Gringo rose and
stretched casually, then moved closer to the rail that the blond
was hiding behind, and said in a conversational tone, “Just stay where you are
for now. They may pop back out to surprise you.”

There was an audible gasp from
the invisible naked lady. Then she held her breath, trying to
remain quiet as a mouse. Captain Gringo hooked a rump over the edge
of the balcony and now he could see her bare bottom. Her head was
pressed against the rail between them. He said, “Oh, for God’s
sake, breathe. They can’t hear us from the rooms you
whatevered
from. What’s this all about, doll?”

The girl sort of whimpered and
murmured, “Por favor, no hablo Espanol.”

Captain Gringo realized he’d been
speaking Spanish and that the girl’s very bad Spanish had an
English accent. He laughed and asked, in English, “For God’s sake,
you are an American?”

“I’m Welsh, look you! And
are you not one of these terrible Dago Dons then?”

He said, “I’m a Yank. My name’s Dick
Walker. What the hell’s a Welsh girl doing in Manaus and ... never
mind, I can see it would take all night, and we’d better get you
inside.”

“Oh, and will
you save me from them terrible Dago Dons, kind
sir?”

“Somebody’d better. You
were doing a lousy job of saving yourself. What happened to your
clothes?”

“Oh, it’s terrible. I was
brought here to meet a famous Brazilian gentleman who could help me
with my career, but while I waited for him they gave me a drink. It
tasted too strongly of the creature, so I poured most of it in the
pot of a fern I now feel sorry for. I must have been overcome by
the little I did drink, for the next I knew I was naked on a
bed.”

“Alone?”

“Oh, yes, Praise the Lord.
But when I got up to peek out I heard Carlos discussing the price
of my poor body with that other old fat thing. The rest you know,
for it all happened only moments ago.”

Captain Gringo muttered,
“Quiet,” as he saw the tall one come back out on the distant
balcony. When the Brazilian looked his way he raised the half-filled glass in
his hand and motioned the pimp to crawl over and join him. Carlos
looked disgusted, and went back inside. Captain Gringo spotted the
shorter one stomping off downstairs, heading out across the plaza.
He glanced at the sky and said, “Okay, I’ll cover you. Roll over
this rail and crawl inside, fast.”

“I have no clothing on,
look you.”

“I noticed. Didn’t you see
me sitting out here while you were steeple-chasing naked across the
front of the damned building?”

“I did. I hoped you were
not looking, you see. I tried each French door as I came to each
balcony. But they all seem to be locked. Back in The Valley people
saw no need to lock their doors after them, look you.”

“Yeah, well,
Wales is probably a little more prim than Manaus.
You
want to duck inside, or wait ’til the folks next door come home and
ask you what the hell you’re doing on their balcony in your
birthday suit?”

The blond gasped and slithered
over the rail on her belly, exposing only her shapely back and
derrière,
which was enough to give Captain Gringo a desire to see more. She landed at his feet
on her hands and knees and crawled for the open doorway as he
watched, bemused. He let her get inside before he finished his
drink, rose, and followed casually.

The only light inside the suite
was the ruby glow from the doorway. It got a little darker and
redder when he shut the French glass doors. They had lace curtains.
But he could see she’d helped herself to the chenille counterpane
of his rented four poster. She had it wrapped about her like a
toga. She licked her lips and gave him a timid smile before she
said, “I am Glynnis Radnor from Cardiff Town, Glamorganshire. Is
this not a bedroom I find myself in, good sir?”

“It ain’t a
Methodist chapel. We booked a two room suite in case one of us got
lucky. So there’s a bed in the other room, too. But relax, sit
down. You didn’t jump from the frying pan into the fire. I only
shoot people for a living. I’ve never sold one yet.”

Glynnis sank to the edge of his
mattress as he crossed to fix himself another drink at the sideboard against the far
wall.

He asked her if she could use
one, too. She said she could, but not too strong. So he made her a
Collins sans ice and cherries. You could buy ice in Manaus. You
could buy anything in Manaus at a price, but ice cost more by the
pound than ass in this tropic port, and on their last adventure
Captain Gringo and Gaston had made little more than enemies. He
took the disgusting drink to her and said, “Here
– the gin is real,
and when you get right down to it, that’s all that
matters.”

“Can I trust you?” she
asked, eyeing her drink dubiously. He said, “Hey, pour it over your
head if you want. Do I look like a sissy who has to knock his women
out?”

Glynnis laughed and took a sip,
smacking her lips. He’d made it sweet because she looked the type
who would. She said, “I think you are a kind brave man. I heard the
way you tricked those villains for me. Many a man might have given
me away, look you.”

“Yeah, many a man has more
sense. I don’t know why I keep getting into these things. But here
we are. I guess the first thing we have to do is find you some
clothes to wear. Where are you staying, Glynnis?”

She grimaced and said, “Oh, I
can’t go back there, now. I was staying with Carlos at the Mirador.
But that was before I knew what sort of man he was. I am beginning
to think he lied to me about an operatic career in Brazil, too!”

Captain Gringo frowned at her
and said, “Let me get this straight: the pimp, Carlos, brought you all the way
from Wales with a dumb story about making an opera singer out of
you?”

“He did
indeed. We met at the Cardiff Singing Championships. I was most
beside myself to come in fourth, but Carlos said I had too
good a
voice for those ignorant Taffs to understand and—”

“Gotcha,” he cut in. “You
ran away with the daring young man on the flying trapeze to become
an opera star here in Brazil. Did he have to marry you or are you
one of those sophisticated milkmaids?”

Glynnis looked up and said,
“Well, he said we were married in the eyes of the Lord or
something. In truth I’m a bit confused as well as disappointed in Carlos. He
didn’t speak very good English. But I’m sure he never said anything
about selling me to fat old men.”

“So you have
been sleeping with Carlos but now you don’t like him
anymore, huh? I
can’t say I blame you. But this leaves you in sort of a pickle,
doesn’t it? How are we to get you back to Wales?”

She looked up at him with a puzzled
frown and asked, “Why on Earth would I wish to return to The
Valley? Did I not come here to sing in the opera?”

“I wish you wouldn’t frown like that when you’re trying to
think, kid. You’re awfully pretty when you’re not thinking, and I
can see it’s a waste of effort.”

“I don’t
understand, kind sir. There is an opera house here in Manaus, for
I’ve seen it, look you!”

“So have I.
It looks like the Paris Opera built to half scale out of marzipan
and vanilla icing. Can’t you see what Carlos is? He’s a white
slaver, doll. These Brazilian rubber barons have money to burn and
they buy nothing but the best. I heard about one who imported a
Japanese girl, just for the hell of it, just for one night. He
wanted to hear if it was true what they said about Oriental
women.”

“But what was Carlos doing
in Cardiff if he sells girls to the awful Dago Dons here in
Manaus?”

“Buying trip.
The local talent tends to be a little darker and, what the hell,
they send all the way to Russia for their caviar. Don’t try to
figure out how you got here, Honey. Let’s figure out how we get
you out.”

“Don’t you know anyone
here connected with the opera? One can see you are a
gentleman.”

He smiled crookedly and said, “I
used to be. I’m not in the music business, Glynnis. I’m a soldier
of fortune. The instrument I’m best on is a Maxim
machine gun. I doubt
if they’d want me sitting in over there at the opera even if they
were playing the 1812 Overture.”

He checked the time and said, “I can’t
go outside until I know for sure the coast is clear. If my friend
gets back before the shops close, we might be able to pick you up
some kind of dress. Then we’ll start figuring out where you can
stay.”

“Can’t I stay
here with you, kind sir?”

He blinked in surprise,
considered, and said, “If you do, you’ll have to start calling me
Dick. I’m not that kind a sir, Kid. I’m as willing as the next guy
to help a maiden in distress, buy my nobility has its limits.”

She finished her drink, put the empty
glass on the bed table, and said, “Oh, I see, you mean that if I am
to stay with you I’ll have to be your wife in the eyes of the
Lord?”

“That’s a
pretty grotesque way of putting it, but you’re getting warm, and so
am I. Look, Glynnis, this isn’t going to work. We’re both on the
run, albeit not running from the same kinds of people. I’m not the
Sir Galahad you’re looking for. I’m a roughneck with a lot of
enemies. I play a rough and ready game for high stakes. Maybe if
you went to the British Consulate and told them your story they’d
work something out for you.”

“Do you think they could
get me an audition at the opera?”

“No, and
neither can I, and I doubt like hell that any other bozo you meet
up with in this rough little town is going to even try. Don’t you
know where you are, girl? This is Manaus, the toughest town between Singapore and Port Said! They’ll
kill a man for his shoes in this town. You were just about to be
sold like any other imported luxury, for cold cash on the barrel
head.”

She let the wrappings fall partly away
as she dimpled prettily and said, “I know, Dick, but you saved me
from that fate and now everything will be all right, you
see.”

He saw one tit. It was getting too
dark to see her expression clearly but, Jesus H. Christ, could
anything that pretty be that dumb?

There was a knock on the door.
It didn’t sound like Gaston’s knock. But his French confederate had
said he’d send word if he was tied up along the waterfront after
dark. Captain Gringo moved over to the door and asked,
“Quíen es?” a
voice from the other side of the panels answered, brightly,
“Mensaje por Señor Walker,” So he opened the door.

The tall man in the white suit,
he’d seen earlier, stepped in, smiling and holding a six-inch blade
near Captain Gringo’s middle. He was good looking and obviously self-confident.
He shut the door behind him and said, “I got your name from the
hotel register, my most clever friend.” Then he nodded at the blond
cowering on the bed across the room and added, “I am perhaps more
suspicious than most, but I see I was right. That
was
my little Glynnis I
heard through the door panels just now, eh?”

Captain Gringo
balanced on the
balls of his feet as he said, flatly, “She’s not your little
anything anymore, pimp. The lady is with me.”

Carlos kept smiling, but he didn’t
look at all friendly as he replied, “Listen, I am not an
unreasonable man. I will let you have her for a price, if she means
that much to you. But you must understand my position. I have a
great investment here.”

“Yeah, she told me you
were interested in music. You’d better take a hike, Carlos. No
offense, but I don’t like guys like you.”

The procurer’s eyes narrowed and he
waved the knife between them, back and forth for emphasis as he
purred, “You are not my cup of tea, either. Since we can’t do
business, I’ll just take my woman and go.”

“With
a knife? You
can’t be serious.”

Carlos dropped into a street fighter’s
crouch with his back to the door as he stared hard at his target
above Captain Gringo’s belt buckle and hissed, “I warn you, I am a
very serious person.”

“Bullshit, you’re a lousy
two-bit pimp. If you had the balls to cut a grown man you wouldn’t
have to work so hard preying on green country girls.”

The Brazilian’s tone bordered on
hysteria as he shrilled, “Glynnis, get up and follow me. If this maniac wants to die I
see no reason to continue this discussion!”

The Welsh girl started to get
up, meekly. Captain Gringo snapped, “Down, girl. That’s an order. Can’t
you see this punk’s about to wet his pants?”

Carlos said, “Nobody calls me a punk
and lives. This is your last chance, Yanqui. Are you going to be
reasonable, or do I have to put this blade in you?”

Captain Gringo laughed and said, “You
can try. If you so much as make me move a step you’re in big
trouble.”

Carlos slashed the blade through the
space between them as the tall American stepped back into his own
boxing stance and said, “Like I said, now you’re in big
trouble.”

He moved in on the balls of his feet
as the pimp backed away, waving the blade like a magic wand that
didn’t seem to be working tonight for some reason. His eyes were
glazed with fear as he reached for the knob behind him with his
free hand. Then, as Captain Gringo feinted with his left, Carlos
opened the door with a strangled gasp and ducked out to slam the
door shut between them.

Captain Gringo chuckled and
locked the door as the little blond sprang off the bed,
running over
to him, sobbing, “Oh, my God, I have never seen anything as brave
as that!”

She’d left the cover behind in her
eagerness to comfort her rescuer. He took her in his arms and
kissed her without comment. He figured she was entitled to her
illusions. So he didn’t say he’d never seen anyone who waved a
knife and talked about it really use it. He noticed her kiss was
not as innocent as her childish words. Glynnis was a mature,
instinctive woman with a little girl’s brain. But, what the hell,
that wasn’t so bad when you considered how it would be the other
way.

He picked her up and carried her over
to the bed. As he lowered her to the mattress she sighed and said,
“Oh, I do feel as if the Lord intended us to meet like this, for I
see we are fated lovers.”

He undressed without comment as
she prattled on. As he dropped his clothes on the floor and turned
around he saw she’d reclined across the bed in childlike acceptance
of this latest relationship with a total stranger She was a sweet
little slut, too dumb to be allowed out of the house without a
leash. As he mounted her, she co-operated with the folk wisdom of
her primitive body. As he entered her, she rose to meet his
thrust and clamped
down expertly. Yet her eyes smiled up at him in innocent wonder as
she said, bitter sweetly, “Oh, my, you have ever so nice a thing
down there, Dick. You’re a much better lover than Carlos or those
other boys.”

The last thing he felt like at a
time like this was a conversation with a dim-wit, but he had to
ask. He moved in and out experimentally as he got in time with her and
asked, “What other boys?”

“Oh, you know, back in The
Valley. I’ve always liked to do this almost as much as I enjoy
singing.”

He kissed her to shut her up as
he started pumping faster. She responded eagerly and wrapped her
legs around his waist with her nails gently running all over his
back, and that felt great, too. He tried to hold back, but in truth
it had been some time since he’d said farewell to that missionary
gal they’d rescued in the jungle, and while she’d been grateful, too, she’d favored the
missionary position more than most. He knew he was coming too fast,
but what the hell, Glynnis was beautiful and tighter than she had
any right to be. So he knew there’d be more where that was coming
from as he ejaculated in her, hard, and felt her clamp even tighter
in her own healthy uncomplicated orgasm.

As they came up for air, she said,
“Oh, that was lovely. I never got there so fast before. Do you like
the way I do it, Dick?”

“Honey, if
you sing half as good as you screw you’ll
have
to wind up an opera
star!”

She laughed and started moving
again. It was as good as if they’d just started. He could see how
old Carlos had expected to make money off his “investment,”
although no real man would have been willing to share a thing this
good for lousy money. If the son-of-a-bitch had been getting this
regular, he figured to miss it later tonight. The son-of-a-bitch
deserved to. Captain Gringo had lost most of the Victorian
inhibitions he’d been raised to have. But thinking of another man
in this saddle annoyed him a bit. Glynnis apparently had no inhibitions at all.
So she only giggled when he suggested a change in position. She
willingly rolled over and presented her pale white rump to him with
her knees on the edge of the bed. He mounted her from behind,
standing on the rug, and yes, he could go deeper and it was less
effort. Their mingled sweat on his chest and belly felt cool as he
held a hip bone in either hand and pounded her dog style. She
started rolling her blond head from side to side as she moaned that
she was coming. And he was almost there himself when some silly
bastard knocked on the door again.

Glynnis gasped and shot off his
shaft to grope herself under the top sheet as Captain Gringo
dropped to one knee and scooped up the .38 from its holster near
his mosquito boots. He was pretty sure he recognized the knock,
this time, but now that he’d dulled the edge of his desire he was
getting a little tired of tricky pimps. If it were that asshole, Carlos,
again, it was time to scare him good.

He moved in the gloom to the door and
growled, “Gaston?” and a familiar voice from the other side
replied, “Mais non, My Old and Rare, it is your President Cleveland
bearing a full pardon for your unfortunate misunderstanding with
the U.S. Army.”

Captain Gringo grinned and opened the
door. Gaston came in and said, “Merde alors, why is it so dark in
here?” Then he sniffed and added, “Never mind, is the lady still
here?”

In Spanish, Captain Gringo said,
“Watch the mouth. She speaks English.”

As Gaston followed, he moved
over to the bed table and switched on the small tiffany lamp. He
put the gun on the table beside it and sat on the bed between Glynnis and the
standing Frenchman, saying, “Glynnis Radnor. Meet Gaston Verrier.
Don’t trust him. Just meet him.”

Glynnis dimpled demurely,
holding the sheet over her breasts as Gaston said,
“Enchanté,
m’selle. All right, Dick, where have you been hiding
it?”

“Hiding what?”

“Alladin’s
Lamp, of course. I leave you safely locked up in a town you’ve
never visited before and when I return, I find you with a
trés
beautiful – ah?”

“She’s not
and she doesn’t want to be,” Captain Gringo cut in, adding, “Grab a
chair. I’m more interested in what you’ve been doing. Did you book us
passage down the river or what?”

Gaston found a small chair near
the dresser and hauled it over by the pool of light to sit it
backward, resting his elbows on the back as he grinned knowingly at
them. Gaston did that a lot. He was a small dapper man a generation
older than Captain Gringo. Louis Napoleon had sent him with the
French Foreign Legion to fight Juarez in Mexico over twenty years
before. Gaston had survived the Siege of Camerone as a
legionnaire and
then, as a natural survivor, he’d joined the other side. He and
Captain Gringo had met on the wrong end of a Mexican firing squad,
and things had been sort of noisy ever since. The years on the
dodge were catching up with old Gaston, but he was still nice
looking in a gray satanic way. Older experienced women went for
Gaston, even before they heard he was French. His goat-like smile
hinted at total depravity, and oral sex was hard to come by in a
world presided over by the aging Queen Victoria. Gaston probably
would have drawn the line at cannibalism, but he was game for just
about anything else a lady might want to do in bed.

He said, “My story is obviously less
interesting than yours, Dick. I have, as I promised, been scouting
the waterfront for old comrades in The Life. Alas, we are much
farther south than usual, and while this rubber boom would seem to
be attracting common criminals from the four corners of the Earth,
the thrice accursed Brazilian government is too stable for anyone
to seriously consider toppling. Hence there seem to be no soldiers
of fortune I know in Manaus at the moment.”

“What about smugglers? I
don’t want to join a revolution. I want to get the hell out of
here.”

“I, too, find
this jungle life fatiguing. Alas, the liberal import laws make it
pointless to smuggle anything up the Amazon these days. I saw some
three island freighters moored offshore just now. It is hard to
believe it, even when you know the river this far inland is deep
and wide as Lake Champlaign. Finding a ship is no problem. Finding
cheap passage is no problem. Getting past Para or any other port at the mouth
of the Amazon is the problem.”

Captain Gringo frowned and
asked, “How come? You just said the Brazilians didn’t
give
a damn who sails or
steams up here to Manaus.”

Gaston nodded and said, “True. They allow
anything to be imported. I just saw them unloading another street car, and a rubber
baron just imported an Indian elephant for reasons best known to
himself. But while Brazil welcomes anything coming
in
it casts a jaundiced
eye on things going out. They are still most upset by that Englishman who smuggled
out a shipment of rubber tree seeds. Brazil felt it was rude for
the British to start rival rubber plantations in their own
colonies. A sailor I just spoke to says the Brazilian authorities
board every outbound vessel to make a distressingly thorough search
for rubber seeds, diamonds, and gold dust.”

“Ouch, we’re both bigger
than any of the three.”

“Exactly.
They even search the bilge and lifeboats. Our only chance would be
to ‘mingle with the crew. Passengers are expected to have passports
if they are going anywhere innocent. Signing on as crew members is
trés
simple, if one can trust the crew. But how one is to trust a band
of wharf rats one has never seen before eludes me.”

Glynnis had been trying to follow the
conversation She asked, “What about me?” and Gaston raised an
eyebrow and asked, “Oui, what about her, Dick?”

Captain Gringo sighed and said,
“Glynnis was lured down here by a white slaver. She’s from
Wales.”

“I don’t wish to go back
to Cardiff, look you,” the girl protested.

Gaston said, “No problem. I have no
idea how to get as far as Surinam.”

“What’s in Surinam, M’Sieu
Gaston?”

“Nothing. The Dutch are
about the only people who have as yet failed to post a reward on
either Dick or my weary self.”

“Do they have an opera
house in Surinam?”

Gaston looked at her as if she’d just
started frothing at the mouth.

Captain Gringo explained, “She sings,
too. They told her she was coming here to be a star.”

“Ah, the
story is familiar as well as trés banal. I feel certain M’selle would
be a star at anything she put her mind to. But I cannot swear to an
opera house in Surinam. I remember none from my last visit, years
ago. But it is a trés pleasant little country. The trade winds
sweep the heat and insects inland, the living is easy, and the
women, ooh la la! But, of course, m’selle is less interested in
that part.”

Before Glynnis could protest she
didn’t want to go to Surinam, Captain Gringo said it for her. He
said, “We’ve got to get back up to Central America, damn it. Our
money will run out soon and the Dutch don’t hire mercenaries, do
they?”

“Mais non, a
most fatiguing race, the Dutch. One suspects they prefer the quiet
life. They don’t even fight enough with the natives to matter. But
on the other hand, we both could use a vacation. Surinam would make
a good base to quietly plot our next move. I have been thinking
about all the troubles we’ve had with our employers of late. The
best way to make sure one is to be paid off at the end of a
revolution is to start the revolution oneself. There must be some
country a pair of enterprising adventurers could take over with a
machine gun. That way, the new presidente could not double-cross
us, see?”

Captain Gringo grimaced and
said, “Look, let’s just eat this apple a bite at a time. We’ve got
to get out of Manaus before the local police find out about those
fun and games we just had up in the Montana country. Some of the shooting was
on this side of the border.”

Gaston said, “Relax, my old and
anxious. While you have been holed up here, in more ways than one,
I have been out on the street. The local police have enough to worry about
without checking hotel registers. This place is like your Dodge
City in the seventies, without your more formidable marshals to
attempt some minimal control. They have shootouts and stabbings on
the hour in Manaus and the underpaid police see few reasons to get
involved.”

“I noticed the knives.
It’s dark out, now. Maybe if we went prowling we’d run into some of
the wild bunch we know.”

Gaston stood and said, “I shall
do the prowling. You stay here and keep m’selle company. A big blond moose
like you attracts attention in this part of the world even when one
has not seen the reward posters, hein?”

Captain Gringo knew he was
right, and it wasn’t as if he’d be stuck with nothing to read.
Gaston’s English was thickly accented, because he’d spent most of
his days since deserting the legion speaking Spanish. His
Spanish was
good enough for the Latin-featured Gaston to pass as a native. His
short stature and nondescript middle-aged features drew few curious
glances in any crowd. Captain Gringo said, “Okay, see if you can
find some guys you know.”

Gaston spoke in Spanish as he replied,
“Are you insane? I’m going out to find a woman. I know your views
on sharing and I’ll be damned if I’m going to spend the rest of the
night next door playing with myself.”

~*~

Gaston Verrier was as cynical as
he talked, and ten times tougher than he looked. He’d been raised
in the festering slums of Rive Gauche before Louis Napoleon cleaned
up Paris for the tourists. He’d killed his first sewer rat about
the time he learned to walk and kick. He’d killed his first man when he was eleven.
Boys of the left bank learned early to protect their virtue from
the degenerates prowling the narrow streets and alleyways of the
poorer quarters. Another more publicized killing in the Red Mill
had led to an early enlistment in the Legion. That in turn had led
to further education in the casbahs of North Africa, the sweltering
stews of Indo China, and in the end, the brutal occupation of
Mexico.

So Gaston was shocked at being
shocked when he took a seat in an alcove of the Porta d’Ouro and
turned to catch the floor show. A large black man was playing a
piano, stark naked. That seemed reasonable. A large white dog was
mating with a girl
atop the piano. That seemed reasonable. The girl was about six
years old. That didn’t seem reasonable.

The naked child was an almost white
mestiza and she looked embarrassed, as well she might, to be on her
hands and knees in a crowded smoke filled cantina as the dog humped
away at her with its shaggy forelegs locked around her skinny
little waist. The Negro playing the piano was keeping time with the
dog’s thrusts as he tinkled a mocking ragtime tune. He had a hard
on, too. A big one.

A stark naked waitress came over to
Gaston and asked if he wanted a drink or a blow job. He said he’d
settle for a cerveza for now. So she brought him a beer. He put a
coin on the table. The waitress moved it to the corner of the table
with a bored expression, then thrust her pelvis forward to pick the
coin up with her vaginal lips, asking, “You like?”

Gaston had seen the trick before, but
he laughed anyway, and said he’d think about that, too. So the
waitress wiggled off to look for more sporting
customers.

Gaston lit a smoke and tried to fade
into the stucco wall behind him as he studied the crowd for
familiar faces. He didn’t touch the beer. He wasn’t crazy. He’d
just ordered it because they didn’t let you sit there for free. If
the cerveza wasn’t laced with sleeping powders or Spanish Fly it
would probably give him the jungle trots. He could see it was half
water and a man had to be careful about drinking water in the
tropics.

The little mestiza didn’t look like
she was enjoying her performance much, but the dog sure was. Gaston
grimaced. He knew better than to feel sorry for the kid. Feeling
sorry was for boobs and idiots like his Quixotic friend back at the
hotel. He was glad he hadn’t brought Captain Gringo. By now they’d
be trying to rescue the little love slave, and they had enough to
worry about. He knew Dick wouldn’t just desert that stranded Welsh
girl. So if he made contact, he’d have to book three passages, and
of course, the blond couldn’t pass for an able-bodied seaman. She’d
been trying to cover her rather heroic tits, but Gaston had
twenty-twenty vision and a good imagination.

A stranger in a white suit slid in
beside Gaston, uninvited. Gaston sized up the pomaded hair and
violet perfume and said, dryly, “I hate to disappoint you, but I
feel it’s only fair to warn you that I am queer for
women.”

The foppish man said, “I know. A woman
is what I wish to discuss with you, Senhor Gaston.”

“You know me? In that
case, you know I seldom need the services of a procurer,
either.”

“I have not joined you to
sell you another woman. I wish to discuss the business losses your
friend at the hotel has already cost me. I am willing to forget the
customer I had lined up for the blond, although in God’s truth he
was willing to pay an enormous sum when I was able to assure him
she was a virgin as well as blond. I am even willing to forgo my
finder’s fee for the fun he’s been having with her since, but
enough is enough. I will not stand being robbed of my very bread
and butter. I must have her back. Do you understand?”

Gaston chuckled and said, “I do
now. But why are you approaching me on the subject? As you can see, I have no woman
here, belonging to you or any other slaver. You really should be
having this conversation with my friend.”

“I tried to. He was very
rude. I was in hopes you would be more reasonable. Senhor
Verrier.”

Gaston didn’t answer as he ran that
through for rough edges. He’d signed the hotel register with his
right name because it went with the tattered identification he
carried in the first place and the police never expected one’s
right name in the second. So, hopefully, that was how the pimp knew
his name, and with a little more luck, that was all he really
knew.

Across the room, the dog was running
out of steam after ejaculating in the little girl again. It
withdrew to drop to the floor and lick it’s long red penis as the
crowd laughed. The child tried to climb down from the piano but the
big Negro snapped at her and stood up, his own shaft turgid in the
gas light. Gaston shrugged and said, “There’s nothing I can do for
you. The last I saw of your blond and my friend they seemed intent
on her other career as an opera singer.”

Carlos laughed cruelly, and said,
“Bah. Glynnis could not carry a tune in a bucket. But she’s a very
good lay. I want her back. You are going to explain this to your
friend, the notorious
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