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CAPTAIN GRINGO dodges bullets in Belize!

Leading a handful of raiders on a stolen
schooner, Captain Gringo sails up the Mosquito Coast in British
Honduras toward a remote, thickly guarded jungle fortress. His job:
to bag a fearsome butcher who hunts human prey for sport. And he
must play with ladies, too – a shrinking Victorian violet in
distress and a sensual señorita who holds the secret to his
happiness.
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Roaming in the gloaming could
get spooky in the tropics. As Captain Gringo strode along the
nearly deserted cobbled quay, the harbor waters of Corozal lay
quiet as a mill pond, reflecting the ugly sunset sky above. The
setting sun to the west was a dull pumpkin pie and the sullen sky
had a bad case of gangrene. Purple clouds edged with greenish
mustard were moving seaward against the usual trade winds. At sea
level, the air was heavy, humid, still, and smelled like the
breech block
of an overheated machinegun. Captain Gringo hadn’t fired a
machinegun in recent memory, so he knew the only other answer was a
pending visit from the Great Carib Sky God, Hurikan.

He squinted out across the
harbor, cursing under his breath. The native fishing boats had been
hauled up on the quay as the native fishermen headed for higher
ground. So where in the hell was that effing Greystoke’s yacht and,
more important, where was his effing money? Captain Gringo and his sidekick, Gaston,
hadn’t hacked their way all the way down to the coast through all
that spinach to admire the ugly little town of Corozal under an
even uglier sunset. They’d done the job British Intelligence had
hired them to do up in the highlands, and Greystoke had said he’d
be waiting here with the pay-off. Unless the sardonic Englishman
enjoyed putting out to sea in hurricane weather, it looked like a
kiss-off instead of a pay-off!

As he moved along the quay, Captain Gringo
noticed an out-of-place feminine figure seated pensively on a
mooring stanchion, gazing out to sea. Even a native girl would have
seemed out of place there with a hurricane about to blow over the
horizon any minute. This particular addition to an otherwise dull
landscape looked like she’d been drawn by Charles Dana Gibson. But
Captain Gringo didn’t stop to ask her what a blond Gibson girl was
doing in Corozal. It seemed logical enough to see a girl with
Anglo-Saxon dress and features in a British Honduran port, once you
thought about it. Her sporty middy and simple skirt indicated she
was as modem a miss as the other Gibson Girls and he wasn’t up to
explaining the facts of Latin American life to her right now. With
the quay deserted, it hardly seemed likely any local Lothario would
take her lack of an escort as an invitation and, what the hell, if
she didn’t have enough sense to head back to her hotel or whatever
before those storm clouds up there burst, she deserved to get
wet.

He was more interested in another figure
coming down the quay to meet him: Gaston. The dapper little
Frenchman had obviously completed his own sweep from the far end of
the harbor when Captain Gringo stopped and took out a Havana Claro.
He noticed how damp the air was when he had to thumb the match head
more than once to light it.

Gaston Verrier, late of the
French Foreign Legion, joined Captain Gringo to say,
“Merde
alors, we
have been crossed double, Dick. I just spoke to a certain rogue I
know, up at the chandler’s shop near the far end of the quay. That
species of an Englishman weighed anchor two days ago, while we were
toiling our way through the thrice-accursed jungle!”

Captain Gringo snorted smoke out his
nostrils like a bull looking for someone to gore before he replied,
“So Greystoke hasn’t put out to sea because of the storm warnings.
Goddamn it, I knew he was going to cross us when we took the
fucking job. Why do I do things like that, Gaston?”

Gaston shrugged and said, “Perhaps you
have a glandular problem. To be just, Greystoke may have thought we
were not coming back, hein? We were in the highlands quite some
time. I warned you those extra weeks you spent with the trés
grateful Spanish widow might discourage our British business
associates from waiting about for us, non?”

Captain Gringo grinned sheepishly and
answered, “What can I tell you? She wasn’t just grateful, she was
great. Besides, we needed the vacation to steady our nerves after
smoking up those chocolate soldiers, right?”

“I enjoyed the native girls I
shacked up with, too. But enough of this ancient history, my old
and horny. Obviously we are not about to be paid for the more
fatiguing parts of our mission and, just as obviously, we can’t
linger here in British Honduras too long before some trés fatigue
official asks annoying questions. It’s one thing to be working
under the wing of an understanding British Intelligence but if s
another to explain all those tedious reward posters to the colonial
constabulary, non?”

Captain Gringo nodded, blew a thoughtful
smoke ring, and watched it hang in the breathless brassy air as he
said, “When you’re right, you’re right. We don’t know where in hell
Greystoke’s gone with our money, and we probably don’t have enough
ready cash to follow him if we did. Do you think we have enough
between us to make it back to Costa Rica?”

Gaston looked wistful and
replied, “Ordinary passage to Limon, oui. The undivided loyalty of a purser who doubtless
has our reward posters on his cabin bulkhead, non. We are going to
have to pick up more work, somewhere closer, Dick.”

Captain Gringo glanced landward with a
thoughtful frown. The sun was down behind the tile roofing of
Corozal now, so it would soon be dark. “The British colonial cops
are a pain in the ass about guys they don’t know on the streets at
night,” he volunteered. “The first thing we’d better think about is
a place to hole up.”

“Oui, what about the hotel we stayed in the
last time we were here?”

“No good. I made some
enemies at the hotel and our only friend in high places seems to
have skipped out on us. Don’t you know anyone in town we can trust
for a night or two?”

Gaston shrugged and answered,
“I know lots of people along the Mosquito Coast, Dick. As
for trusting any of them, don’t be silly. I know a semi-retired lady of
the evening in Belize who would doubtless shelter us for old times’
sake. She admires the way I make love and she must have a friend
for you. Alas, Belize is over sixty of your Yankee miles down the
coast.”

Captain Gringo looked the other way: the
seaward horizon was greenish black and the overhead green and
purple clouds were moving faster to meet it. He said, “I don’t know
about you, but a sixty-mile stroll along the beach in a hurricane
doesn’t sound like much fun!”

“I agree. It won’t be safe here
in an hour or less. But regard that trés strange English type, back there. What on earth
could she have in mind?”

Captain Gringo turned and regarded the
Gibson Girl as she stood poised on the edge of the stone quay, eyes
closed.

Gaston murmured, “She’s going to jump.”

And Captain Gringo agreed with him, but
didn’t answer. There wasn’t time to as he dashed back along the
quay and hooked her slim waist like an express train picking up a
mail bag on the fly!

“Let me go!” she sobbed as
his momentum carried them both to safer ground and he steadied her
on her feet. Her eyes were still closed and tears ran down her
cheeks in the dim light as she weakly struggled in his
arms.

He shook her gently and said, “Tell me about
it. I’ve a .38 to lend you if you have a really good reason to die.
I’m not about to let any lady drown herself in that filthy water.
We’re just downstream from a sewer outlet.”

The incongruity of his remarks opened her
eyes, but she still looked unhappy as hell and insisted, “Let me
go. It’s my life that’s been ruined. It’s my right to end it any
way I see fit.”

“Hey, I said I’d lend you
a gun. But let’s talk about it first, okay?”

By this time
Gaston had
joined them. The girl sobbed, tried to pull away again and then,
realizing the struggle was useless, buried her face against Captain
Gringo’s linen-clad chest and began to bawl like a baby.

He held her, patting her trembling
shoulder reassuringly as he waited for her to get it all out.
Gaston asked if she was pregnant or just broke. Captain Gringo
shook his head warningly and muttered, “Don’t pester her. She’ll
tell us what’s eating her when she’s good and ready.”

“I can’t,” the girl
sobbed. “You’re sweet to try, but I’m in enough trouble as it is.
They’d kill me if I told anyone else about it!”

Captain Gringo laughed gently, and asked,
“Back up and think about what you just said, honey. You’re not
making a hell of a lot of sense.”

Gaston said,
“Oui,
one who is in fear
of her life has no business leaping into the Caribbean,
hein?”

The pretty would-be suicide didn’t think
it was funny. She shuddered in Captain Gringo’s arms and insisted,
“There’s no hope left for me. I am done for. I may still hope for a
cleaner death than the one El Cazador plans for me. I have no right
to involve others in my doom!”

Captain Gringo frowned over her
shoulder at Gaston, who nodded and said, “Oui, that means The Hunter. One gathers this El
Cazador, whoever he may be, takes a dramatic view of
life.”

“I’m Dick Walker,” Captain
Gringo informed the girl, “and this is Gaston Verrier and we’re on
your side, Miss ...?”

“Harlow, Morgana Harlow.
Originally from Mayfair.”

“I didn’t take you for a
señorita. Look, it’s going to start raining and blowing pretty good
any minute, Miss Harlow. What say we all get to high ground before
we talk it over, eh?”

“I’m tired of running.
I’ve run so far, and so far he’s always caught up with
me.”

“Yeah. Meanwhile we’re
about to get blown away in a hurricane. Do you have a place of your
own here in Corozal?”

She nodded and answered, “I’ve rented a
private house, but we can’t go there. I think El Cazador knows
where I’ve been staying!”

“You think? Hell, things are looking up. I know for
sure this quay’s about to get hit with at least a twenty-foot tide
any minute. We’ll take our chances on a jerk-off with a
gun!”

~*~

Morgana Harlow kept insisting it wasn’t
safe for them to take her home but they did it anyway. By the time
they reached her one-story, rented house, wrapped around a small
patio, the sky was black and the wind was howling like hungry
wolves. At ground level the air was going the other way, picking up
trash and dust and spitting big gobs of warm rain ahead of it. The
house was on a hillside Captain Gringo hoped was high enough. The
stout oaken gate was barred on the inside and they had to pound a
while before a frightened looking housekeeper opened up for them.
As they ducked in and locked the gate behind them, again the chica
sobbed, “Oh, señorita, I was so worried about you. I fear we are
about to have a most terrible storm!”

The English girl was still confused. So
Captain Gringo asked the native girl if there were any other
servants and if anyone had come calling on La Señorita while she
was out. The chica shook her head and said, “No to both questions,
señor. I was so frightened at the thought of spending the night
here all alone! Forgive me, I am trying to be brave, but when I was
little, a hurricane swept through my home village and many of my
people died. Do you think we shall die, here, tonight?”

It was a good question. Captain Gringo
smiled reassuringly and said, “We’re behind stout walls on high
ground. But we could all wind up with the ague if we don’t see
about drying things out a bit. Which way is the room with the
biggest fireplace? I don’t usually take charge this way, but you
can see your señorita is not herself this evening.”

The chica nodded and led them around the
patio arcade to a drawing room whose walls were thick stucco, and
the furnishings were spartan. But the room was cozy, for the little
housekeeper had already kindled a blaze in the baronial baroque
plaster fireplace. There was no other illumination and the flames
were acting funny as the wind above whipped across the flue. As he
sat the lady of the house down on a leather sofa near the fire,
Captain Gringo noticed the native girl wasn’t bad, either. She was
maybe half Indian with various white and Negro genes making up the
difference to give her that oddly raceless, exotic look you saw
down here in bananaland. She was a little plump for Captain
Gringo’s taste. Gaston took her arm as he asked her if she’d
started fires in the other rooms and, if she hadn’t, offered to
help. Captain Gringo didn’t comment as the sly old dog left with
the pretty little wench. Morgana Harlow seemed not to notice or, if
she noticed, not to care. She sat upright, tensely staring into the
flickering flames as if she saw something there that made her
nervous as hell.

Captain Gringo sat beside her, placing his
planter’s hat on the end table and opening his jacket to leave the
grip of his shoulder holstered .38 free for any action that might
arise. He asked, “Is it all right for me to smoke, ma’am?” and the
English girl nodded but said, “You must leave as soon as you finish
one cigar. You and Gaston are in terrible danger here.”

He struck a light and got his
Claro going
before he answered calmly, “You’re wrong. Aside from a hurricane
blowing outside, Gaston and I have guys hunting for us, too. If I
tell you my story, will you tell me yours?”

She didn’t answer. He blew a cloud of
smoke at the fire, nodded, and said, “I’ll make it short and sweet.
I used to be a U.S. Army officer until I got in trouble. They court
martialed me and sentenced me to hang – up in the States. I didn’t
like the idea too much. I had to kill a good-for-nothing fellow
officer as I escaped from the guardhouse. I jumped the border and
met up with Gaston in a Mexican jail. The Mexicans wanted to
execute us both although we’ve never quite figured out why. We
smoked up a mess of guys as we escaped from there, too. Since then
we’ve been knocking around Latin America, doing odd jobs for
people. We’re what that reporter, Richard Harding Davis, likes to
call ‘soldiers of fortune.’ In other words, we fight people for a
living or, sometimes, just to keep on living. I’m a trained machine
gunner and a fairly good all-around gunfighter. Gaston’s older and
shorter, but he's fairly good in a scrap, too. We’re on your side
because, frankly, it’s the only offer we’ve had all day. We need a
place to hole up and you obviously need somebody to protect you. Do
we have a deal?”

She sighed and: answered, “I don’t seem to
have much choice. I told you not to meddle in my affairs. But you
insisted, and if El Cazador’s men have spotted you two gallant
fools in my company – and they probably have – he has you and
Gaston on his death list too, now!”

“Okay, I’ll just put the
son-of-a-bitch on my list, as soon as you tell me who on earth we’re talking
about. Who, or what, is El Cazador?”

She grimaced and replied,
“Among other things, he’s my husband. At least, he’s my
legal
husband. I don’t
suppose you’d believe me if I told you the marriage was never
consummated?”

He leaned back and stared thoughtfully at
her. Morgana’s cameo profile was turned to him, so he could examine
her at leisure: she looked pretty good. Aside from having a
beautiful face, her modem attitude about corsetage and her thin
damp middy blouse revealed a figure that made one doubt the sanity
of any man married to such a dish in name only. That twenty-two or
three inch waistline was real, not whalebone, and he made her about
thirty-six, firm, around the chest.

She apparently took his polite silence for
disbelief, for she said, “It wasn’t my idea. I’ll confess I didn’t
come to my marriage quite a virgin. I didn’t love Roderico when I
married him in London a few months ago. But I married him in good
faith and I would have been willing to play my part as the wife of
a reasonably attractive man with, well, a lot of money.”

“Is that why you married
the guy?”

“Yes. I told him so from the
beginning. You see, he started paying court to me as I was breaking
up with a former lover who hadn’t treated me very nicely, either.”
She suddenly blushed and said, “Oh, dear, all this raking over old
embers does make me look a bit low, doesn’t it?”

He shrugged and said, “If you
were really low, you wouldn’t feel low. I just got through telling
you I’m wanted in the States for murder and I feel fine
about my conscience. But leaving value judgment aside, you’re
confusing me pretty good. Why don’t you just start at the
beginning? I’ll shoot anybody who busts in to interrupt your
tale.”

Morgana turned to him with a sad little
smile and said, “I think you would but El Cazador is very dangerous
and—”

“Let me be the judge of
that,” he interrupted, adding, “First of all, you have to tell me
who the hell he is and why you call him some macho nickname when
he’s still your darling hubby, Roderico, on paper.”

She nodded and explained, “I didn’t know he
was El Cazador when we met in London. Now that I do know, I can’t
think of him as anything else.”

“The beginning,
babe. Start
at the beginning.”

She looked away, cheeks flushed, as she said
softly, “That’s the hard part. My story is all too familiar. It
starts with an innocent Essex country girl who’d been told, too
often, she was the prettiest young thing in a sleepy English
village. She could have had her pick of the honest rustic lads she
met at the grange dances, but she thought she was too pretty.”

“Gotcha. Let me guess at
the next chapter. She went to London to be an actress, a model, or
something, right?”

“Close enough. I wound up the
mistress of a handsome playboy with a grand house in Mayfair, a
title and, well, a wife. I know that sounds dreadfully sordid,
Dick, but I was in love with him and he did make certain promises and—”

“And you were a country
girl. You don’t have to explain how you got into the fix. How did
you get out?”

“I walked out. I lived in
luxurious sin for about a year before I realized my lover had no
intention of keeping his promises to me. I’d made friends in
Mayfair. I told you he had a title. I thought I could be accepted
socially without him. I suppose, in a way, I was. There were ever
so many men who wanted to be my friend, on the same terms. None of
them offered more honorable terms, until Roderico Montalban met me
at a posh party. He was introduced to me as a wealthy Central
American planter who’d just been to Africa, on safari, with some
English friends. He seemed to be smitten with me at first sight. He
proposed a few days later. I told him I didn’t love him but he said
it didn’t matter, that he’d attended college in England and had
always meant to have an English wife. Some rot about Hispanic women
being too possessive, I think. Frankly, I wasn’t paying much
attention at first. Then, with both my married ex-lover and bill
collectors badgering me …”

“Gotcha. You jumped out of the
frying pan into the fire. You married this weird Latin and came
down here with him to, where?”

“Quintana Roo. That’s his
headquarters. Actually he says he has land holdings all over
Central America, but his home hacienda is on the coast of Quintana
Roo. There’s hardly another living soul for miles all around.”
Captain Gringo nodded and agreed, “You can say that again. I know
that part of Mexico, the hard way. It’s a territory, not a state,
because it’s just about empty unless you count the monkeys and the
parrots in the jungle up that way. Is that why you ran away,
because it was so lonely?”

She shook her head and said,
“No. The hacienda itself was quite luxurious, as a matter of fact,
and my husband didn’t mistreat me. He didn’t even seem to want
to sleep with me when he was home, and he was … away a
lot.”

Captain Gringo thought he was getting the
picture, now. He nodded and said, “Okay, so you got bored and sort
of horny. So you wanted out. Only, old Roderico was one of those
old-fashioned Spanish Grandees who look on a wife as property and
when you ditched him for somebody younger and prettier—”

“I swear no other man was
involved!” she cut in, adding, “I haven't been with any man since I
left my English lover, and that was nearly a year ago! I left on my
own, while El Cazador was out – hunting. That was why I left him,
Dick. I just couldn’t live with a man who lived for
hunting,
as he called
it.”

Captain Gringo frowned and said, “Well, it
sounds kind of picky, since you knew when you met the guy that he
liked to hunt. Lots of aristocratic types enjoy hunting to the
point of boredom for their wives but—”

“You don’t understand, Dick,”
she cut in, “my husband doesn’t hunt the way other men hunt. He
says he finds it banal to track down mere beasts, since a crack
shot with a human brain has too much of an advantage over any
animal … except one.”

Captain Gringo frowned at her and said,
“You’re kidding!”

But she sobbed, “I wish to God
I were, Dick, but it’s true. They call him El Cazador because he
lives only to hunt, and he only hunts people!”

Captain Gringo didn’t answer. Outside, the
wind was really picking up. The flames in the grate danced like
Hell fires and, come to think of it, the dame he was sitting with
was pretty spooky, too!

Her voice was bleak as she went on: “He
didn’t go to Africa to shoot lions, Dick. He was with a British
colonial expedition into cannibal country. They sent him home,
under a cloud. I later learned why. It seems even our rougher
colonials have certain sporting rules, and one is not supposed to
shoot even a cannibal unless the chap makes some sort of
threatening gesture. It gets worse. When he left me to go hunting
in the Mexican lowland jungles, he naturally didn’t find any
cannibals but he found simple Indians and peasants. He shot them.
He calls that hunting, you see.”

Captain Gringo whistled softly and said,
“Wow, that’s a bit rich, even for Mexico under Diaz! Does the
Mexican government know about El Cazador’s odd hobby, Morgana?”

“I don’t know about the
central government. We frequently entertained the chief of the
local Rurales who seemed to feel he was a fine fellow. I know for a
fact that some of his Mexican friends have joined him on his little
hunting expeditions. Don’t ask me why.”

“I don’t have to: most
Hispanics enjoy blood sports more than we do, and you have to be a
real bastard to work for El Presidente Diaz. Okay, I get the
picture. You married a maniac. Now you’ve run away from him and you
think he’s after you. Get to the good part. Why do you think he’s
still tracking you, Morgana?”

“Two reasons. We’re not
that far from the Mexican border and this afternoon, when I went to
see about a steamer ticket home, I saw one of my husband’s trackers
loitering around the steamship office.”

“Ouch! Okay, you had enough
sense to take some money along. These walls are almost a yard
thick, even if they know you rented this house. So, next question,
what are the odds they know about this place?”

She shrugged and said, “If El Cazador
doesn’t know this address at the moment, he soon will. I’m sure the
servant at the steamship office spotted me this afternoon. This is
a small town. How many Anglo-Saxon women could have rented a room
or anything else here in Corozal?”

Captain Gringo nodded and said,
“Yeah, they’ve been known to gossip about me in the market place, too. Sit tight. I’ve
got to check a few details before we make any plans.”

She asked where he was going as he rose and
walked to the door. It was too dumb a question to answer, so he
didn’t. It was black as pitch and howling like a banshee outside.
Striking a light was out of the question as the wind whipped around
the patio like God was using it for a police whistle. But
fortunately the layout of the house was simple. The rooms were
strung like beads on a string around the patio. All doors and
windows opened on the wrap-around arcade. So the tall American just
groped his way toward the main entrance, feeling his way from one
post to the next. Though he was under the arcade’s overhang, he was
quickly soaked from the waist down by the wind-whipped rain. He
yelled for Gaston a couple of times before the Frenchman’s voice
called back, “Over here, my rude and noisy youth. One hopes you had
a good reason for putting me in this most ridiculous upright
posture, hein?”

As Captain Gringo got close
enough to see Gaston dimly outlined by the lamp light from the open
doorway behind him, he saw what the Frenchman meant. Gaston was
naked as a jay, save for the .38 in his fist. As the taller
American became more visible Gaston snorted in disgust and
said, “Merde
alors, why
are you still dressed? Did not I leave you with the best-looking
woman in the place?”

“We haven’t had a chance
to talk about that, yet,” Captain Gringo replied, then quickly
filled Gaston in on El Cazador’s odd hobby and asked if Gaston had
any suggestions.

Gaston waved his free hand out
at the whirling gale taking up most of the patio space as he said,
“We will drown if we go out in that hurricane. Morgana’s tedious
husband will drown if he goes out in it, too.”

“Maybe, but she says he’s
nuts,
and I believe her.
We have to check out the security here, Gaston.”

“Merde alors,
do you take me for
a fool, my worried youth? I, Gaston, never remove my pants without
taking certain precautions. As I was, ah, getting to know the
housekeeper I had her show me about the premises. Pepita’s room, as
you can see, is right next to the only entrance to the street and
the gate is barred on the inside. Perhaps a battering ram would
serve to open it, but one imagines Pepita and I would hear it, no
matter who was on top at the moment. There are no windows facing
the outside – only one wall faces the street. The other three are
well secured by other houses.”

“Okay, what if some
son-of-a-bitch decides to crawl over the roofs at us?”

“In a hurricane? Aside from
having the wind literally up his ass, he would make
le crunch
crunch on
the fragile roof tiles, non?”

Captain Gringo nodded. This house and the
ones around it were single story and crudely built with the tiles
laid over exposed ceiling beams and rafters. He said, “Okay, we
seem to be forted up good for the moment. Even a maniac would be
nuts to charge in blind against two armed men in the dark. If
neither of us heard him coming over the roof he has no way of even
guessing which room either of us are in.”

“Do you think we should,
ah, hole up closer together, Dick?”

“No. Aside from
embarrassing Morgana, I just said it was better for us to be spread
out so that he can’t crash in on one of us without the other
shooting him in the ass. You know the sound of my .38 and I won’t
be smashing any wood. So if you hear anybody else doing it, aim low
and roll away from your flash.”

Gaston snorted in disgust and said, “I was
gunfighting in the dark before you were born. I grasp our simple
plan of operations, Dick. Now, if you will forgive me, I must
return to the French lesson I was giving Pepita. I am pleased to
say she seems a willing pupil, despite her lack of
experience.”

“Kiss it once for me,” Captain
Gringo laughed, and headed back to where he’d left Morgana. The
English girl was crouched behind a chest in a far corner as he came
in.

“Oh,” she gasped, “I was
so frightened, Dick! Why did you rush out like that? Did you hear
something?”

“No,” he said. “I was
making sure I would. Where’s your bedroom, Morgana?”

“I beg your
pardon?”

“Relax. We’re not going
there. Anybody planning to invade this house would be likely to ask
whoever told them you were here the layout. At this hour they’d
naturally expect you to be in bed, see?”

She nodded and said, “The master bedroom
is up at the corner. The door faces the patio at right angles to
the one behind you.”

“Good. It’s even better than I’d
hoped. Hang on, I’ll be right back.”

He went out again and groped his way to the
door she’d mentioned. The wind was really getting wild now and he
had a struggle closing the door after him once he was in Morgana’s
room. He struck a match, found an oil lamp near her four poster,
and lit the wick. He trimmed the lamp to a barely visible glow,
cast a wistful glance at the cushy-looking feather mattress nobody
was going to get to use tonight, and closed the jalousies across
the glass of the closed window facing the patio. Then he hauled a
chair over by the door and, with some juggling, managed to work his
way outside in a way that left the chair perched upside down and
ready to crash to the tile floor should anyone open said door
uninvited.

He went back to Morgana in the drawing
room and told her, “Okay, we have a decoy light in your room and
it's booby-trapped for noise. I’ll bar this door, here, and then
we’d better put out the fire.”

“Won’t that leave us in
the dark?”

“That’s the idea. It’s
warm enough in here and I don’t want anybody even thinking about
this window facing the patio. Frankly, I don’t think anyone’s
likely to hit us tonight. But let’s make ’em work at it if they
do!”

After locking the door and bracing a chair
under the knob, he knelt to scatter the fire coals as he explained
how Gaston had the main entrance covered, leaving out the more
intimate details. But as the dying embers plunged them into total
darkness Morgana asked, “Are you saying Gaston means to spend the
night in Pepita’s room across the way?”

He allowed himself an invisible grin as he
answered, “Don’t worry. Gaston won’t do anything to a lady she
doesn’t want him to.”

“I’m not sure Pepita
doesn’t want him to. She seems a rather forward little
thing.”

“Yeah, well, that’s their
problem,” said Captain Gringo, re-joining her on the big sofa as he
struck another light to get his damp Claro going again. She could
see him well enough by the flickering match light to say, “Good
Lord, you’re soaking wet and we have no fire, now.”

“I noticed but it can’t be
helped. I’ll risk a head cold before a bullet in the head any
night. Forget my wet duds. We’ve got to do some serious planning
between now and morning. How much money do you have on
you?”

“About six hundred pounds,
why?”

“That’s over a thousand
U.S. dollars. Gaston and me have nearly another thousand between
us. Okay, we have the wherewithal to make it down the coast to
Belize, if and when this storm lets up. I’ll warn you up front that
it’s a long soggy hike, even in the dry season. Do you walk
well?”

She shuddered and answered, “I’d walk
barefoot through a hundred miles of broken glass before I’d let my
husband take me alive, Dick. He won’t just kill me if he gets his
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