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Professional soldier Jim Rainey went to Argentina because that’s where the action was. Communist terrorists were forcing the Government to hire mercenaries—but only the toughest fighting men needed to apply. With six wars under his belt, Rainey signed on—at $2000 a month—as the leader of a special seek and destroy squad. His orders: take no prisoners.

	It was dirty, dangerous work … but Rainey loved it.
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Chapter One

	 

	IT WAS HELLISH hot in Buenos Aires.

	Along the Avenida 9 Julio the pavement burned the feet of pedestrians through the soles of their shoes, and ceiling fans in the mestizo bars and cafes only made the bake-oven air more oppressive with its movement against flushed faces, and any porteno with two pesos to rub together had already left for a long weekend in the back country. The paraiso and jacaranda trees inflamed the boulevards around the Casa Rosada, but there was no one about to admire them in the heat. Further out, in the shanty towns hugging the perimeter of the city, desperate peones roasted alive in their corrugated-iron huts, unemployed and hungry, trying to rationalize a way to blame the government for the inferno summer, while black vultures squatted hulking on the metal roofs and waited for the sun and the poverty to kill something.

	At the War Ministry annex in La Boca, though, not far from the Teatro Caminito on the closed street called Vuetta de Rocha, a slow fuse of intrigue was burning that had considerably more potential for trauma to the siesta-lulled civil servants there than the sun’s fiery violence. It was when I first arrived at that small and innocuous building at around 3.30 p.m., to meet an old comrade in arms there, that I first noticed the subtle signs that something explosive was brewing that as yet had not come to the attention of the Ministry employees in their hot offices.

	I had come to the annex to lure Burt ‘Gringo’ Quinlan away from his siesta for an hour or two of serious drinking at a nearby cantina before the afternoon was gone. Quinlan was employed in the annex by a sub-department of the Ministry to advise on matters of intelligence—he had been with the American Army’s CIC in early days—and to encode private missives that shuttled back and forth between various offices of the War Ministry. Quinlan and I had had some close calls together in a recent military dispute in Asia, where we were on the same side of a confrontation between two well-armed military units of mercenary soldiers. The fact is, I wage war for other people and fight their fights for a living and Quinlan gets into that kind of thing occasionally, too. Neither of us have ever cared much which side of a political squabble we are on, just so long as the pay is right.

	On that hot afternoon in Buenos Aires, though, I was between wars, so to speak, and the last thing I was looking for was trouble. But it seems that quite often that is the time it finds you.

	My first hint that something was wrong at the annex was the presence of a grim-faced, dark-suited young man standing just inside the entrance of the building as I entered. He was a swarthy fellow with coal-black eyes and a small scar on his chin, and he kept his right hand underneath his long suit jacket, where he was holding on to something bulky. But it was the way he watched me pass him that aroused my curiosity the most. He was very defensive. Further along the corridor, down towards the rear end of it, another man stood, also trying to look inconspicuous but not succeeding. This one was mumbling something as I approached, even though there was no one near him, and he quit when he saw me coming.

	It was then that I recalled the recent violent outbreaks of terrorism in Buenos Aires and Cordoba, most of which was attributed to a political group of extremists called the Cordoba Committee, and it dawned on me that Buenos Aires could be as dangerous as a battlefield, if you got caught at the wrong place at the wrong time. I remembered then that this annex employed almost no military personnel as such, but mostly civilian Ministry office workers, and that there were no guards here, and no guns.

	I moved past the second man, and he eyed me darkly, and then I was at the end of the corridor, where Gringo Quinlan worked. I had been there on the previous day, when we had got all the greetings and back-slapping over with, and I had suggested the follow-up meeting, that afternoon. I entered the large room that was crowded with desks and file cabinets and saw that most of the employees had vacated it during siesta in preference for an employee lounge on the second floor of the building. Such, I guessed, would also be the case with the other offices along the main floor. Only two people, a young shirt-sleeved man and a middle-aged woman, had stayed at their desks; and the young man was asleep on his chair. I found Quinlan in his cubicle office on an end wall, with his feet on his desk and nursing a tin cup with tequila in it.

	Quinlan grinned widely when he saw me. He was not quite as tall as me, but he was thick-shouldered under the sport shirt with a tie pulled down at the neck. He had balding hair and lines around his eyes and was perhaps ten years my senior, but he was in great shape, and I knew he hated desk work.

	‘Hey, Rainey!’ he greeted me. ‘Pull up a chair and we’ll have an appetizer before heading out into that blazing sun.’

	I returned the grin, pulled a dilapidated chair up to the corner of the desk, and leaned across a pile of code papers. ‘Is there anything special going on at the annex today?’

	Quinlan regarded me quizzically. ‘Special? Hell, nothing we can’t improve on at the El Caballito Blanco down the street. It’s the best place in town for—’

	I held my hand up easily. ‘I don’t mean that. You having any special conferences here today, or special visitors?’

	His brow furrowed. ‘Well, yeah, Rainey. As a matter of fact, a Ministry of Interior official named Padron is here for a while this afternoon. Talking about some joint facility somewhere out in the boondocks, I hear. Why?’ He got another tin cup out of a desk drawer and poured out some tequila for me.

	It was hot in the cubicle. I wiped at my forehead, and ignored the tin cup. ‘Is this Padron of any importance politically?’

	Quinlan narrowed his dark blue eyes on me. ‘God, I don’t know. He made a public stand recently against the Commie Cordobists, that’s all I know about him.’

	I felt my face settling into straight lines, and I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Inside my light-weight worsted suit jacket, I noticed the sudden weight of the Star .45 automatic pistol resting in its leather holster. I had learned to carry it with me almost always, in the parts of the world I had chosen to move about in, like some people go to church every Sunday no matter what the weather or how they feel. It was a kind of insurance policy against the unknown.

	‘Do you know when he’ll be leaving the building?’ I now asked.

	Quinlan was beginning to be bored. ‘What the hell, Rainey, you taken to spying for the extremists?’

	I leaned further over the pile of papers. ‘Do you know, Quinlan?’

	He made a face. ‘I suppose the meeting would be over with just about any time now. The biggies don’t honor siesta. What the hell does all this have to do with our going out and getting drunk?’

	‘Do you have a gun?’ I asked somberly.

	Now he really gave me a look. ‘Sure, in the desk. But what do I want a gun for? We going to shoot our way into the El Caballito Blanco?’

	I ignored the joke and replied quickly and quietly. ‘There are two men in the building. Maybe more. I don’t think they have legitimate business here.’

	‘So …?’ Quinlan said.

	‘So one of them is hiding what could be an automatic rifle under his coat.’ Quinlan set the tin cup down carefully, and his face changed. ‘The other one was using a walkie-talkie of some kind.’

	Quinlan just stared at me for a moment. I could feel the sweat creeping down my side, under my suit, and a fly buzzed around my head. Somewhere outside the big office, a radio played some Spanish music. Quinlan rose carefully from the chair behind the desk, and I stood with him. Then he was suddenly galvanized into action. He grabbed a Colt Cobra .38 Special revolver out of the desk. ‘Where are they?’ he asked tensely.

	I drew the Star automatic, a scaled-down Army .45. I had used it in Asia, where Quinlan and I had fought together. ‘The dude with the automatic rifle is at the front entrance. The other one is not far from your office door.’

	Quinlan left the cubicle and ran to a window on an outside wall. The woman across the room saw the gun in his hand, and her mouth fell open. Quinlan stuck his head out the open window and looked towards the front of the building. When he ducked back in, there was new excitement in his square face. ‘Two more out on the corner! One looking at a watch. The other guarding something under a raincoat on his arm. The sky is cloudless.’

	‘That’s what I thought,’ I said.

	‘Let’s get out there,’ Quinlan said, brushing past me.

	‘No, the phone. Call and warn Padron back. Where is he, in one of the private offices upstairs?’

	Quinlan nodded, and stopped at a desk and grabbed a phone, putting the Colt down a moment. The woman had risen and was staring towards us. ‘Que pase?’ she muttered. The young man had opened his eyes and was yawning widely. Quinlan punched an inter-office number while I strode to the door to the corridor. The fellow who had been speaking into a hidden mic was no longer there. I went out into the corridor and looked down towards the front entrance. There was a small crowd of employees down there now. I turned back to Quinlan, and he was heading towards me with the Colt.

	‘We missed him. He’s on his way down.’

	We started down the corridor at a run. Now I could see the fellow with the hidden gun, on the near side of the knot of people. No one had noticed him. And down the front stairs came a group of three men.

	‘That’s him!’ Quinlan said. ‘Padron and the department head!’

	I was ahead of Quinlan, the Star automatic in my hand. The fellow with the hidden gun was now unbuttoning the loose-fitting suit coat, and now I could see several dark-suited men on the small portico outside the front entrance. There was no doubt in my mind now. There was going to be a shooting. I could smell it in the air.

	‘Get back!’ I yelled towards the descending officials. ‘Get to hell back!’ Then I remembered my Spanish. ‘Pare! Alto!’

	The group of three on the stairs—Padron, the annex chief and an assistant—glanced towards me, then stopped on the last step to the corridor. The fellow who had been unbuttoning his coat now whirled towards Quinlan and me with an AK-47 automatic rifle magically in his hands. But he did not waste any ammo on us. He quickly whirled back towards the officials, aiming the big gun towards them and the group of employees at the bottom of the stairs. The men who had been on the portico, three of them, now blustered into the big wide doorway, one carrying another AK-47 Kalashnikov rifle and the others with sidearms. The one with the AK-47 was in the fore, and he now also zeroed in on Padron and his party and the group between them and him.

	‘Hold it!’ I yelled towards them. I stopped and knelt, holding the automatic pistol out at arm’s length before me. Quinlan came up on the other side of the corridor, leaning on it now to steady his aim. The annex chief had now seen the guns, and he grabbed at Padron and pulled him off his feet and they both went falling to the corridor floor among the annex employees, just as the fellow on our side of the group let loose with the AK-47.

	There was an ear-ringing banging in the corridor then, as the rifle clattered off its rounds. The slugs punched across the group at the bottom of the stairs and ripped into legs, hips and torsos. One girl was hit in the side of the head in front of the left ear and part of her face was blown away as she pirouetted off her feet into the knot of people beside her. There was a lot of screaming and yelling suddenly, and the smell of acrid gun smoke. I squeezed off two rounds at the side of the nearby gunman, and hit him in the low ribs and then under the arm. While he was still reacting to that trauma, his arms flying outwards, the AK-47 flung awkwardly from his grasp, a slug from Quinlan’s Colt punched him hard in the chest, over the heart. He hit the floor on his side and slid heavily into the small crowd of injured and fallen employees there at the stairs.

	Padron had not been hit, but one of the AK-47’s slugs had smashed the annex chief’s right shin, and he was yelling loudly, rolling on the floor. As I sprinted down towards the front entrance, leaping the fallen figures of several of the wounded and the dead gunman, the other AK-47 went off, and one from the pistols of the two backup men. There was more of the loud banging in the corridor, and flashes of fire from the muzzle of the deadly AK-47, as the terrorists tried to shoot past the panicky knot of employees to get to Padron and the annex chief. There was more yelling as three more annex employees went down, at least one dead with a hole in the side of his head you could stick your fist into. There was shrill screaming from the women present, and an attempt to get out of the line of fire by scrambling, away in any direction. Padron started to get up, in panic, and I yelled towards him, over the sound of the clamorous gunfire.

	‘Get down, damn it!’

	There was another burst of automatic fire, and the slugs were flying everywhere. Padron was hit in the thigh, and the grey-haired annex chief was struck in the belly, and I figured it would be fatal. I leaned against the wall, aimed at the chest of the man with the AK-47, and fired off one round very carefully. The gun banged loudly in my hand, kicking upwards, and the fellow with the big gun jumped backwards as if someone had pulled a rag out from under him. He fell heavily against his nearest companion, and they both went down, the AK-47’s barrel smashing into the face of the other man as they went.

	There was a lot of yelling now.

	‘Pare!’

	‘Madre de Dios!’

	‘They will kill us all! Oh, God!’

	‘Please, don’t do it!’

	‘The gun is silenced!’ when the AK-47-man went down.

	The fellow with the big gun tried to get to his feet, despite the mortal hit, and I put another slug in him, just beside the heart where it would explode the aorta. He hit the floor on his back, lying in his own blood. The fellow he had knocked down swore loudly, fired a shot off at me that just missed my head, and then started running after the third man towards the street, jumping down the portico steps. Quinlan had been hit in the arm by a stray bullet, and was off his feet. The Interior official Padron huddled against the dying annex chief, his light-colored suit trousers crimson-smeared, watching me wide-eyed as I moved quickly to the big doorway, knocking a still-standing white-shirted criollo aside as I went. The first terrorist had reached the street and was piling into a waiting military-type vehicle there, but the one who had fired at me was only halfway there. I laid the Star .45 on my left forearm for balance, found his back in my sights, and fired.

	The dark-suited figure took a swan dive on to its face, sliding first along the concrete walk and then tumbling head over heels to a thumping stop. A leg jerked hard at the pavement and then he was dead.

	The car did not wait to recover the fallen man. With a squealing of rubber, it roared away, a last single shot banging out towards me as it went. A moment later it swerved around a corner and was out of sight.

	I turned back to the interior, and it was ugly. The three office workers who were unhurt were now all standing and just staring at the fallen, but the girl of the three looked as if she might pass out at any minute. In addition to Padron and the annex chief on the floor, there were five others down, including the chief’s assistant, who was hit in the right hand. His boss was now dead, fatally gut-shot. Padron held his wounded leg and regarded those around him balefully. Besides the young woman with her face blown away, there was a middle-aged man with about twenty slugs in him. He had been raked twice across the chest and abdomen, and his blood stained the tiled floor in a wide area. Two other younger men had been hit in the legs and hips but were alive.

	Padron looked to me from the dead department head beside him. ‘He is dead,’ he said numbly. ‘They killed him.’

	‘It’s all over now,’ I told him. I turned to the most composed of the young men near me, the uninjured ones, ‘Call an ambulance.’

	‘What?’ he said, staring at me with opaque eyes.

	‘I said, call an ambulance. Now.’

	He nodded blankly. ‘Yes. An ambulance.’ He turned limply and disappeared into a nearby office to make the call.

	I went over to Padron, stuffing the Star back into its holster. ‘Are you okay?’ I said.

	He gritted through the pain now. ‘Yes.’

	‘Help is coming,’ I said.

	‘You are American.’

	‘Yes.’

	‘Did you see any evidence of who they might have been?’ he asked me quietly.

	‘Just the black scrawl on the building outside the doorway,’ I told him.

	‘And what did it say?’

	‘Viva Cordoba,’ I said.

	‘Ah.’

	‘The Cordoba Committee?’

	He nodded somberly.

	I turned to see Gringo Quinlan coming over to us. He had stuffed the Colt into his belt, and was holding his left arm. Crimson wet stuff stickied his fingers and his face looked a trifle flushed, but otherwise he seemed all right.

	‘Nice shooting, Rainey,’ he grinned sourly.

	‘Hell, I didn’t stop anything, did I?’

	‘Padron lived through it. They came for him.’

	‘I fear that is correct,’ Padron said, from his sitting position at the base of the stairs. He was a squarish, dark man with soulful eyes and a sensuous mouth, with just a touch of grey in his sideburns. His face now wore an ashen color.

	‘Oh,’ the unwounded girl now said, leaning against a wall. ‘Oh!’

	The remaining unwounded young man went to her to comfort her, and she was suddenly sick on the floor, and he got it all over him. He did not seem to notice. On the floor, the wounded were moaning and making ugly noises in their throats. I had seen and heard it all many times before, but it must have been unnerving to most of the others, except for Quinlan. He had seen his share, too.

	Quinlan went over to the annex chief’s assistant, who had got to his feet. His right hand was destroyed, white bone protruding from mangled flesh. It looked like something you would find on a butcher’s block after the prime cuts were made. He looked green in the face, and very weak.

	‘Do we want the police?’ Quinlan asked him.

	The fellow looked at him as if he had not noticed his presence until that moment. ‘Police?’ the fellow asked.

	‘Yes, police,’ Quinlan repeated. ‘Do you want them in here? Going through the place with its coded documents and so forth? Or shall I get a detachment of troops here from the Headquarters Battalion?’

	I grinned inside. It was the first question I would have asked. Quinlan had learned his trade well. It was too bad he had to settle for desk work now. I had been going to ask him why when we had those drinks together.

	‘Yes,’ the assistant finally replied. ‘The battalion.’

	Quinlan grunted, and turned to me. Out on the street, we could hear the klaxons of ambulances. In an hour or so the wounded would be in a hospital somewhere and the corpses gone and the blood all cleaned up, and all that would be left would be a summary in the newspaper that neatened it all up and reduced it to statistics and polemics.

	‘I’ll make a quick call, get this arm bandaged, and we’ll still have those drinks,’ Quinlan told me.

	I glanced at Quinlan’s wound, and knew he was having some pain. Quinlan had guts. He needed it, in our chosen profession.

	‘You twisted my arm,’ I said.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	THE DAY AFTER the assault on the War Ministry annex, I got a surprise visit to my hotel room. I had just got off the phone to Ezeiza Airport, and intended to leave Buenos Aires early that evening. Quinlan and I had got our drinking done, and he was healing well, and I was ready to look at some different scenery. But it was not to turn out that way.

	My visitor was General Salvador Torre, a man I had met on a previous visit to the city at an embassy cocktail party. We had found a lot in common to talk about on that occasion, but I had figured I would never see the general again.

	He came with two uniformed and armed soldiers, apparently as personal bodyguards, and when I invited him into the room, they stayed in the corridor.

	‘How good to see you again, Rainey!’ Torre said when I had closed the door behind him. ‘Have you been keeping well?’

	‘I’ve been shot at a few times since we last met, General,’ I told him. ‘But so far I’ve survived.’

	‘And you survive so very well,’ Torre said.

	I grinned.

	‘I secretly envy you, Rainey,’ he confided. ‘A professional soldier who has always work to do. I mean real work. Fighting. A soldier’s work. Here in Argentina, I will never get into a real war.’

	‘Can I offer you a drink?’ I said. I had half a bottle of good scotch in the room.

	He shook his head. ‘Not on this visit, Rainey.’

	‘You say you don’t have any battles to fight in Argentina. That’s hard to believe after what I saw yesterday at the War Ministry annex.’

	‘I apologize for your involvement in something that was not your affair,’ Torre offered. ‘You saved Padron’s life, though, and we are grateful for that. You are a hero today in Buenos Aires. You will be in the evening papers, I’m afraid.’

	‘Oh, God.’ I went and poured myself a shot of scotch and downed half of it.

	Torre grinned. ‘As for the Cordoba Committee, they are not an army, nor are their members soldiers in any sense. But they are capable of destructive guerrilla actions, and terror tactics. They have given us fits, Rainey. It is difficult for an army to fight this kind of thing. Our men are trained to fight openly, and not skulk about hoping to find the enemy. It is not in our nature.’

	‘Sometimes we have to skulk,’ I suggested acidly.

	Torre sighed. He was a bullish man with an almost bald head which was very tanned from his many fine days on beaches and patios. His brown uniform, with its black leather fittings was filled a bit too corpulently, I figured. Torre was not lean enough or hard enough, and I guessed that he liked to talk about fighting a lot more than he liked to actually fight. But he was a pleasant man to talk with, very cultured and educated, and he knew military tactics.

	‘Yes, sometimes,’ Torre agreed. ‘But I have had little success with it, Rainey. The terrorists strike in one place, and we go to fight them there, and they have disappeared off the face of the earth, it would seem. They reappear somewhere else then, across the country, and we chase them there, and they are gone again, and so it goes.’

	‘Exactly what is the Cordoba Committee?’ I asked Torre.

	Torre grunted. His face had a primarily Spanish look to it, but there was other blood in Torre, maybe German or French. Argentines were a mixture of old Europe, with a dash of native Indian, and Torre seemed typical, if there was a typical Argentine.

	‘Exactly we do not know,’ he replied. ‘But we do know that it is led by a fellow named Jorge Avila who has spent time in Moscow and is a secret Communist. The Committee was formed in Cordoba two or three years ago and is dedicated to the overthrow of our Perez government and the establishment of a leftist regime. They believe any means is justified by that end.’

	‘Seems I’ve heard that before,’ I commented, swigging the rest of the scotch.

	The general nodded. ‘President Perez is very upset by the army’s frustration in locating and destroying this black fungus on the face of Argentina, this ugly Cordoba Committee,’ he said somberly. ‘I have not been personally involved in the campaign against this enemy of the state, but when Dr Perez learned of yesterday’s atrocity right here in the heart of the capital, he called me in late last evening and gave me full responsibility for ridding his world of the Cordobists.’

	I regarded the general wryly. ‘And you’re concerned you won’t have any more success than your predecessors.’

	‘That is correct, Rainey,’ Torre admitted. ‘That is, I was concerned until I heard of your involvement with the assault yesterday, and got a rather brilliant idea.’

	I smiled. ‘Brilliant ideas win wars, General.’

	He returned the smile. ‘We know little of guerrilla-type fighting here in our military, Rainey. Also, it is not politically discreet to move regular army units around the country, rattling our sabers. The people fear the army. We don’t want to take on the role of a Goliath against a Cordobist David.’

	‘I’ve also heard that before,’ I remarked sourly.

	Torre ignored the cynicism. ‘To get to the heart of the matter, Rainey, I suggested to the President that we form a special strike force of guerrillas to go after the Cordobists, a small unit of perhaps two squads only, to be trained and led by a specialist in this kind of fighting: you, Rainey.’

	I absorbed that invitation silently. I had been going to take some time off from guns and fighting—do some drinking and sit in the sun and get a tan like Torre’s.

	He saw my hesitation. ‘The pay would be good,’ he added. ‘I know your services come high. You would receive three thousand dollars in American currency per month, and there would be a bonus of ten thousand dollars if you are successful against the Cordoba Committee.’

	I raised my eyebrows slightly. That was a lot of money in my line of work. ‘Ernesto Perez must really want the Cordobists pretty badly.’

	‘We see this organization as a real threat to the government,’ Torre said. ‘They have mustered some popular support in certain areas. They began by bombing public buildings and taking pot-shots at politicians they disliked. Now they are broadcasting their venom from a short-wave radio that they move from place to place. We must silence that radio, and also find the headquarters of the Committee—the head of the octopus—wherever it is hidden.’

	‘Don’t you have any idea where the headquarters may be located?’ I asked him.

	‘Ideas, yes. A couple of general areas are highly suspect. We will brief you, if you take on this important job for us. But you will have to find the exact site yourself. It has thus far eluded us.’

	‘Would I have complete autonomy in my methods?’ I asked cautiously.

	Torre shrugged. ‘Within limits, Rainey. Nobody has complete autonomy in our army, any more than in yours. The President wants regular army men under you, and I persuaded him they should be soldiers with some kind of intelligence experience.’

	‘CIC types?’ I said.

	‘That is right. Perez wants the unit to maintain the tradition and discipline of the regular army, and he has suggested a liaison officer, on an equal rank with you, to keep us advised of progress and to guide you in our army procedures.’

	I thought all that over. It sounded like a lot of interference and supervision and advice, to me. It sounded like I might not be free to run things the way they had to be, to get the job done. But the pay was great, and this was the way I made my living.

	‘Who is this liaison officer, and what would my rank be?’ I said.

	‘You would work with Colonel Hans Richter, and your rank would be the same as his. Richter is a German immigrant, but has been here for thirty years. He was in the Nazi army as a very young man, just before Hitler was defeated. Would that bother you?’

	I shrugged. ‘I make no distinction between Nazis and. Socialists and Commies,’ I told him. ‘I keep out of politics, and let people who like to try to run the world keep track of who are the good guys and villains.’

	Torre eyed me narrowly. ‘I hope that philosophy does not cause you to forget which side you are fighting on at any given moment,’ he said with a hard grin.

	I did not return it. ‘My loyalties are just as good as the paychecks I get for my work,’ I said evenly, ‘When I hire out to help get a job done, I bind myself morally to my employer. So long as he keeps his bargain with me.’

	The general nodded. ‘That is what I have been told about you. That is good enough for me, Rainey.’ He held out his tanned hand with its manicured nails. ‘What do you say? Will you make such a bargain with the Argentine government? And me?’

	I hesitated just a moment. It was not a perfect deal, with the involvement of the colonel called Richter. But the rank was respectable, and the pay was good, especially with the possibility of a large bonus. Also, in this kind of para-military action, I would not have any tanks shooting at me, or mortars dumping their explosives on my head. I hoped.

	I stuck out my hand and shook the general’s. ‘You just hired yourself a new colonel,’ I said.

	Torre grinned broadly, showing a gold tooth at the corner of his mouth. ‘You please me very much, Rainey. I will tell the President immediately, and we will meet with Colonel Richter as soon as I can set it up.’

	I thought the general’s handshake was a bit flaccid and limp, and I wondered if I knew what I was getting into. ‘You know where to find me when you’re ready,’ I said.

	That same evening, I talked Gringo Quinlan into a drinking bout at his favorite El Caballito Blanco bar. His wound was just through the fleshy part of his biceps, and was not deep, and was doing well. It ached a lot, but Quinlan was not one to baby himself and would not wear a sling. With his tropical worsted suit on, you would not know he was wounded. That was the way he wanted it.

	We arrived at the El Caballito Blanco at mid-evening, and there appeared to be a rowdy crowd there, but we stayed anyway. We found a small table at the back of the place and tried to ignore the noise and drank our liquor quietly. I told Quinlan about General Torre’s visit to my hotel room and my new employment with the Argentine Army.

	‘How about that?’ Quinlan grinned at me with his tough, intelligent eyes. ‘The locals are moving up in quality.’

	I grunted a short laugh. A juke box in another corner started up on a flamenco piece, and there was some shouting and whooping at the bar. A ceiling fan moved at an incredibly slow speed overhead, doing nothing to the heat. ‘I don’t know about that. But at least they’re beginning to take the Cordobists seriously, it seems.’

	‘Is the pay good?’ Quinlan asked.

	‘Damned good,’ I said, watching his eyes. They revealed a slow-growing jealousy and excitement deep inside Quinlan. He was not happy with his desk job, despite the fact that he seldom got shot at on it. ‘You want in on it?’ I added.

	Quinlan grinned. He was from Oklahoma, next door to my native Texas, and I felt a small bond between us because of that. ‘Are you hiring?’ he said.

	I nodded. ‘I’m recruiting my own officers. I told Torre I wouldn’t hire on under any other circumstances. I expect to take on three or four men. You were my first thought. I need people I can trust to fight and not run when the going gets tough, and who aren’t afraid to fire a gun and kill a man.’

	Quinlan grinned again. ‘And I fit all those qualifications?’

	The question was rhetorical. ‘What do you think about it?’ I asked him.

	He asked the pay and I told him. He swigged a brandy and studied the empty glass. ‘Encoding messages is a nice soft job,’ he said slowly, as if to himself. ‘I might not get shot at again all year.’

	‘Or ever,’ I told him.

	He nodded. ‘Or ever.’

	‘On the other hand, you might die of boredom.’

	His gaze met mine, and I saw the extra lines in his face that had not been there even two years ago, in Asia. Quinlan did not have all that many years left to do what he really enjoyed for a living. Unlike me, he did enjoy it. I did it because it was what I could make the most money at, it was that simple. But Quinlan saw it all as a game, like chess.

	‘Yes,’ he agreed finally. ‘Boredom kills more men than bullets. The trouble is, most of them just don’t know enough to lay down and get buried.’

	I started to reply to him, but a large man came up to the table, dressed in the formal clothing of a ranchero, with the silver brocade on the pants and vest, and a fancy shirt. He was somewhere between Quinlan’s and my age, and he looked tough as fence wire.

	‘Excuse me, señores,’ he interrupted arrogantly. ‘But I believe you are sitting at my table.’

	I glanced up at him, looked him over, and turned back to Quinlan. ‘You can always get a desk job,’ I told him, ignoring the big vaquero.

	Quinlan ignored the fellow, too. ‘I know,’ he said.

	‘You see,’ the vaquero persisted, ‘I am a regular patron. I use this very table each and every time I come to this bar.’

	I looked up at him again. ‘Señor,’ I said quietly, ‘we are having a drink at your table. Come back later, and we will probably be finished.’

	I turned back to Quinlan. ‘Well?’ I said.

	Quinlan nodded. ‘Why not?’

	I grinned. ‘Good.’

	‘Perhaps you did not understand, gringos?’ the vaquero now suggested acidly.

	Quinlan had accepted the nickname of Gringo from his friends, but he hated to be called by the generic term by a stranger. He glared at the big man.

	‘Go screw yourself, peon. Do you understand that?’

	The vaquero’s face darkened. A few other patrones nearby had stopped talking to hear the new argument. But the fellow merely gave Quinlan a blistering look, and turned and left.

	‘What an infuriating bastard,’ Quinlan said.

	‘Forget him.’ I poured us two drinks from a bottle on the table. ‘Let’s have one for the new job.’

	‘The new job,’ Quinlan said, clinking his glass against mine.

	It was less than a half-hour later when we paid the bill and left the noisy place. I had not seen the big vaquero again, and figured he had given it up and left. But when we got outside, I found out how wrong I was. We turned a corner on to a narrow side street, to go to Quinlan’s car, and there were four men there, leaning against the building and a utility pole. One of them was the big vaquero.

	‘Oh, Jesus,’ I muttered.

	Quinlan said something obscene under his breath, as the four moved in such a position that they surrounded us very quickly.

	‘Now,’ the big man said in English. ‘We teach the gringos some Spanish, yes?’

	He was carrying a big leather-and-wood riding crop now, a weapon that looked as if it might fell a man with one blow, if well delivered.

	Quinlan glanced at me and asked me with his eyes if they might be Cordobists. I shook my head sideways. I figured them for just what they appeared to be: cattle men in town for the weekend looking for trouble. They were going to enjoy working over the unwelcome Norteamericanos.

	I looked around the circle of men. The others were not so big as the first one, and not so well dressed, and were probably his subordinates on some nearby ranch. There was a slim fellow carrying a short length of iron pipe, a shorter brawny man with a thick wooden club, and a scar faced fellow who wielded a stubby knife. With those weapons I figured they did not intend to kill us, but merely make us wish we were dead.

	Quinlan, I knew, was unarmed. I still carried the Star .45 under my jacket, though, and I figured I had better make use of it as a threat at least, if I wanted to save us a skull-bashing. Just as I reached for it, however, the big man swung the riding crop at my head.

	I saw the weapon come just in time, and threw my arm up to block the blow, giving up on the pistol for the moment. The weapon cracked hard against my forearm and head, and I lost my balance and fell to the pavement at Quinlan’s feet. That blow by the big man served as a signal, and everything seemed to explode around us. The brawny fellow with the wooden club came at Quinlan swinging, and the scar-faced one moved in with the knife, and the fellow with the iron pipe came and stood over me and swung the pipe towards my face. There was a lot of yelling and guttural obscenity in those few seconds.

	Quinlan had to protect his wounded left arm. He spun away from the brawny vaquero, and the club just grazed his shoulder, and the brawny man lost his balance and tripped on Quinlan’s leg and fell headlong to the pavement. The knife man then thrust at Quinlan’s side; his aim was bad and he just put a shallow cut there, ripping Quinlan’s jacket and shirt.

	The fellow with the iron pipe was insistent on mashing my face with it, but I rolled away and it clanged heavily on to the pavement beside my head, and he yelled from the pain he felt when the iron impacted with the concrete. I kicked out at his left knee, and connected hard, and could hear bone crack there. He yelled loudly, dropping the pipe and falling on to his side, grabbing at his shattered knee.

	‘Adelante! De Prisa!’ the big man was yelling at the top of his voice, urging them on.

	Quinlan was wounded and off-balance as the big vaquero now swung the thick riding crop at his head and connected. Quinlan grunted and went down, blood running from his hair. He hit the sidewalk at the curb, under the yellow glare of light at the utility pole, and I could see raw pain in his face as I rolled over on to my back, reaching for the Star .45.

	The brawny fellow Quinlan had tripped was scrambling back to his feet and heading at me with the club, while his companion with the pipe rolled and yelled on the pavement nearby, holding his busted knee. The big man who had started everything was also closing in on me, and the knife man was kneeling over Quinlan to thrust the knife into him. It occurred to me that the thing had got out of control with them, and that the knife man might make an attempt to kill Quinlan. Quinlan was dazed and did not see the scar-faced man with the knife.

	The Star came out of my jacket fast, and the big vaquero stopped in his tracks, staring at it. The brawny one also halted in mid-stride, the wooden club held over his head, ready to swing down on to me. Beyond them, the knife man was ready to stab Quinlan.

	‘Hold it!’ I yelled out at him.

	He swung his face towards me, and the scar along his cheek shone in the dull light from the street lamp.

	‘Use that and I’ll blow your head off,’ I now said quietly. I meant it, and he knew I meant it.

	He slowly moved away from Quinlan, who now focused on him. The one with the wooden club, who was nearest me, uttered a profanity between his teeth. The gun was going to spoil a lot of fun.

	I got to my feet. Over at the utility pole, Quinlan rose and leaned against it groggily.

	‘Hmmph,’ the big man said, eyeing the gun arrogantly.

	I moved closer to him, and swung the Star’s muzzle up against the side of his head. He yelled loudly and fell hard on to his side, near the building wall. He was gasping harshly now, and blood inched down across his broad face.

	‘You got anything more to say?’ I growled at him.

	He made no reply. The fellow with the busted knee was still making noise, but not so loudly. I swung the gun towards the brawny man, who had dropped the club in deference to the automatic I held in my right hand. I grabbed him by his shirt front, pulled him past me and slammed him into the building wall beside the big fellow. He hit hard there, cracking his head against the stucco, and then sliding to a sitting position, dazed.

	Quinlan had recovered somewhat. There was a small amount of blood on his shirt, above his belt, and some on his head. He turned to the scarred man who still held the knife he had cut Quinlan with, and threw his good right fist into his face. The knife went flying, and the fellow hit the street pavement on his back, groaning and spitting bloody teeth. Quinlan went over to him and kicked him savagely in the side, bursting ribs. There was a muffled yell from the knife man. Quinlan kicked him again, in the thigh, and there was another groan from the fellow. He would have a hell of a time walking away from there. Quinlan, finally satisfied, turned from him to me.

	‘Thanks,’ he said.

	I nodded, and turned to the big vaquero. ‘Whose table is that in the Caballito Blanco?’ I asked meaningfully.

	He shook his head sideways. He had a cracked skull, I figured, and a bad concussion. He was lucky I was in a good mood. I kicked him hard in the shin and he yelled out in new pain. ‘Whose?’ I repeated.

	He was gasping like a fish on a plank dock. He finally pointed a crooked finger at me.

	‘Yes,’ I said. ‘It’s ours. And don’t ever let us see you sitting at it when we’re patronizing the bar. Comprende, peon?’

	The big fellow nodded desperately. The arrogance was long gone. Maybe it would never return.

	I turned to Quinlan. ‘Let’s get to hell out of here before more of their friends show up.’

	Quinlan nodded and we went on down to his rented car, got in, and drove off. A couple of pedestrians had already stopped to stare at the downed locals on the sidewalk as we turned a corner. As we drove back to the hotel on a side street, I turned to Quinlan.

	‘You sure you still want to go to work with me in this psychotic country?’

	Quinlan grinned his tough grin. ‘Hell, Rainey. I’ve seen worse crazies on a Saturday night in Tulsa.’

	I grinned and nodded. I could not argue with that. I had, too.

	But we both knew one thing for certain, without having to voice it to each other. If we ever caught up with the Cordobists, they would make this street fight look like a Sunday school picnic.

	And they would do it in spades.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	JIM RAINEY IS asking for a back-load of trouble, I thought to myself as I glanced at Colonel Hans Richter across the wide table.

	We were in General Torre’s private office at the War Ministry. There were only four persons in the room—Torre, myself, Richter, and a specially-picked secretary who took down everything that was said in this supersecret meeting and was sworn to close confidentiality herself. We were having the first top conference of Operation Jaguar, the code name for our cloak-and-dagger military campaign. I was not satisfied with the security measures that had been taken to keep Jaguar quiet, nor with the idea of working with the man who sat so arrogantly across the table from me.

	Richter was a ramrod-straight, blondish man in his early fifties who looked younger. He was square-jawed, blue-eyed, and the very archetype of a Nazi SS officer. He spoke English with an accent between Spanish and German, and he was very definite in his opinions. He had already voiced the opinion that our small unit should adhere to all the regulations that made the army a military organization, and that all our moves should be okayed by General Torre. This last suggestion flattered Torre and he was won over to it immediately.

	My idea was that my Jaguar unit should operate in the same way the Cordobists did, and that that was the only way to beat them—at their own game. But when I mentioned this, Torre passed over it lightly.

	‘—and Colonel Rainey will make use of officers of his own choosing,’ Torre was telling Richter, as the darkhaired secretary transcribed in shorthand, ‘I believe you already have recruited one, haven’t you, Rainey?’

	‘Yes, and I have two others in mind,’ I told him. Richter seemed to scowl at that information. ‘I’ve stolen one of your annex employees for my captain, and I hope to have a couple of lieutenants under him, each with responsibility for half the men.’

	‘You are welcome to any Ministry personnel you may find qualified,’ Torre said.

	‘He’s an American named Quinlan,’ I said.

	‘Then this Quinlan is not a soldier?’ Richter asked in his stiff, formal manner. He was considered one of Argentina’s best field officers, and he was always aware of his standing as such.

	‘Not at the moment,’ I replied to him. ‘But he has plenty of experience in various armies, including the American one. He’s a hell of a lot better fighter than he is a code clerk.’

	Richter grunted. ‘And these other men you expect to recruit, what kind of men are they, if I may ask?’

	Richter’s tone and manner made it clear that he resented my appointment as commander of the Jaguar guerrilla force. I had overheard a clerk say that he had asked for the job himself. I did not see how he would ever be satisfied with the position of advisory liaison officer between me and Torre.

	‘They’re civilians, too,’ I said. ‘A fellow named Ruiz that helped me track down a man here once. And one called Che Guerrero, to whom I owe a sum of money for some work he did for me in Chile, which is still confidential.’

	‘I have never heard of either of them,’ Richter said. ‘But now I seem to recall Quinlan’s name. The fellow has a bad reputation, doesn’t he?’

	I held his gaze. ‘He’s wanted for murder in Brazil, if that’s what you mean.’

	Richter glanced at Torre. ‘I see,’ he said.

	‘I don’t believe the Ministry knew that,’ Torre commented somberly.

	‘Ruiz would sell his sister for a few pesos,’ I went on, ‘and Guerrero is a cut-throat smuggler who used to run emeralds from Colombia.’

	There was a silence in the room.

	‘Of course,’ I added, ‘I don’t know whether either of them is available, at this point. I’m going to try to locate them in the next day or two.’

	Torre cleared his throat. Richter was wearing a very slight but sardonic smile, as if he had made a successful attack on an enemy position, which he probably had.

	‘Rainey,’ Torre said, looking very decadent in his be-medalled uniform, at the end of the table. ‘Are you certain that regular army officers would not be better suited for this operation than the men you propose?’

	I turned to the general. ‘Look, General. You told me I could choose my own officers. That was part of our deal. You and the colonel here may have very different ideas about what kind of a man makes a good guerrilla. But I’m the guy who will have to count on them to keep me from getting killed, when it gets down to shooting. So they’re going to be people I know can do that job. If you want it some other way, count me out.’

	Torre held up his hand defensively, and smiled blandly at me. ‘Please, Rainey. No melodramatics. I gave you my word that you can pick your own officers, and you shall. Just try to make it people who will be able to keep out of jail until the operation is completed.’

	The smile had crawled off Richter’s face.

	‘I’ll keep that in mind,’ I said to Torre.

	Torre took a deep breath and let it out slowly. ‘I have spoken to the President again, just this morning. He wants this operation to get under way immediately, and he wants a vigorous hunt for the Cordobists. We are fairly certain now that their base of operations is somewhere in the San Luis or Cordoba districts, and we believe you should begin your search in and around Rio Cuarto.’

	‘Who is ‘we’?’ I asked.

	Torre shrugged. ‘The colonel and I.’

	‘Then you met on this prior to this meeting,’ I suggested.

	Torre pursed his lips. ‘Rainey, let us not have petty jealousies stand between us and our best performance in this important matter. There was no intent to exclude you. We just happened to meet at our officers’ club last evening.’

	‘I’m not jealous of the colonel’s authority as advisor,’ I said deliberately. ‘But I am in charge of this operation, in the field, and I think it’s in my best interests and those of the project, if I know what’s going on at every moment, right up to the top.’

	‘But of course you shall,’ Torre said, a bit condescendingly, I thought. ‘There was never any question of that, Rainey.’

	I turned my gaze on Richter, who was smug again. ‘I understand you’re getting my men together, Colonel,’ I said. ‘When will they be ready for a briefing by me before we move out?’

	‘The unit will be assembled by tomorrow evening at seven o’clock,’ Richter told me, ‘when the last two men arrive from the La Plata Barracks. We will rendezvous at the Libertador Armory and you will meet the men there. I’m arranging for two personnel carriers and three jeeps. One of the jeeps will be outfitted with a mounted machine-gun of the latest type, and we will have two mortars.’ He smiled harshly. ‘I will make certain our little unit is supplied with all the weaponry it needs to get the job done.’

	I nodded. I did not want any goddamn machine-gun mounted on a jeep, so we would look like a May Day parade whenever we had to roll. But I could see that Richter had Torre’s support. I would bide my time.

	‘As for small arms—’

	Richter was interrupted by a ringing phone on the end of the table. Torre picked it up and spoke into it. ‘Yes?’ he said. A small pause. ‘Where? I’ll be damned! All right, we’ll get right over there.’

	He banged the receiver down, and stared somberly at it for a moment. ‘The Cordobists,’ he said. ‘They have bombed the National Bank.’

	‘Donnerwetter!’ Richter cursed.

	Torre rose and we all followed, including the secretary. ‘Gentlemen, let’s get over there. There may be something we can learn that will help us.’

	It took only ten minutes to get to the bombed National Bank from the War Ministry. The area was already roped off by police, and we had to show Torre’s credentials to get through. It was just the three of us and a military driver. When we got up to the building, we saw the bodies lying in the street, where they had been carried from inside. There was a small fire inside that was being successfully handled by a fire unit from a side entrance. The ambulances had not got there yet, and there was a lot of blood. We climbed out of the military car and looked around.

	The glass was all out of the front of the building, and crunched under our feet as we walked. I went and looked at the bank employees and patrons who had been caught in the blast, and it was ugly. One man’s arm was gone, and a woman had been nearly decapitated. There was a lot of mangled flesh. A teller who had received only minor injuries had wet his trousers badly, and kept trying to hide it.

	Torre finally found the bank manager, and the fellow was almost incoherent. He did a lot of arm waving and gesturing. The bomb had been thrown through the biggest plate glass window, in the middle of the busiest part of the morning. There were still wounded inside. The bank itself was pretty badly damaged inside.

	I noticed that there was a scrawl on the bank building wall, near the main entrance, as there had been at the War Ministry annex. It had been done hurriedly, with a paint-spray can, and it said, Viva Cordoba Committee. That was the way it was with terror groups nowadays. They did not want any guess-work about their culpability. They wanted the credit, or it meant nothing.

	‘But you mean you saw nothing?’ Hans Richter yelled at the bank manager, as klaxons blared down the street.

	‘What can be seen,’ the fat fellow replied hysterically, ‘when a bomb goes off in a man’s face? I saw an explosion! It is the worst thing that has happened to me, ever! Look on the pavement here!’ He gestured towards the dead and wounded.

	Richter gave up on him and went over to speak with a policeman, one of many who had arrived to investigate. Torre went on questioning the manager, while I went into the bank. A policeman tried to stop me there, and I told him I was with Torre, and he let me pass.

	It was chaos inside. Plaster lay on the floor, teller’s windows were twisted off their mountings, tables were thrown against walls. A dead body still lay in a corner, partially covered with debris. Policemen were trying to get answers from badly frightened survivors.

	I went over to where I figured the bomb must have hit the floor, inside the window. There was a shallow depression or crater in the floor there, with the tiles gone and the concrete beneath it torn up. I saw no evidence of bomb fragments. A policeman came up to me.

	‘Perdoneme, señor. Would you please step over here with the others?’

	‘I’m not a witness,’ I said. ‘I came with General Torre.’

	He gave me a close look. ‘You are not an army man.’

	‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I’m on special duty for the army. Ask Torre or Colonel Richter.’

	He studied my face closely again. ‘Very well,’ he said, and turned away.

	I went on with my inspection of the floor. There was so much rubble from ceiling and walls that it was difficult to see anything else. I went to the window where the bomb came in. Part of the masonry was gone there, in addition to the glass and sash. I spotted a small object in the rubble and bent and picked it up. It was dust-covered and I cleaned it up and examined it. It was part of a timing switch, metal and burned plastic. It had been part of the bomb, there was no doubt of it. I looked around and the fellow who had interrogated me was talking with a subordinate and glancing towards me from time to time. Probably telling the man to check on me. He had not seen me pick up the small piece of debris. I stuck it into my pocket and went back outside.

	Richter was questioning a fellow who had been passing by the bank outside, across the street, when the bomb went off. His ears still were ringing from the explosion, he said, but he was uninjured. Richter was trying to find out what he saw. I came up and stood with them and Richter glanced at me darkly.

	‘I recall a car driving away, after I heard the window break,’ the fellow was saying.

	‘What kind of car?’ Richter asked.

	Over across the walk, the subordinate policeman from inside was checking me out with Torre. It occurred to me that they should be spending more time on the incident itself.

	‘A black car,’ the witness responded to Richter.

	Richter appeared pained by this reply. ‘What make?’ he asked loudly. ‘What was the license number? What did the occupants look like?’

	The witness did not know.

	‘Which way did he turn off the boulevard?’ I asked.

	Both the witness and Richter turned to me. The witness thought a moment. ‘Left,’ he said. ‘West.’

	‘Thanks,’ I replied.

	Richter gave me a look and went on questioning the

	fellow as if I had not interrupted. I went over to Torre, who was now conferring with the Commissioner of Police. Torre turned to me when I arrived there.

	‘Ah, Colonel Rainey,’ he said. ‘It seems we are not finding out much for you.’

	‘I didn’t expect much,’ I said. ‘I’m going to be on my way, General. I want to catch Ruiz today. I’ll be in touch.’

	Torre nodded. ‘Take care, Rainey. With this new rash of Cordobist atrocities, you are even more important to us than ever.’

	I grinned slightly. ‘I’ll keep that in mind,’ I said.

	 

	It took me about an hour to track Ruiz down, and it was just past noon when I entered the Pampas Bar in a sleazy section of the city, where he was supposed to hang out. He had moved three times since I last contacted him. I had no address. Ruiz was the kind of fellow who would sell his soul for a few crisp pesos, but he was one of the toughest men I had ever met. He could not be put down in a hand combat, and he was very good with small weapons.

	When I asked the bartender about Ruiz, he gave me an odd look, and then said, ‘Why don’t you ask that fellow at the other end of the bar?’

	I glanced at the big, ragged-looking fellow down the bar, and back at the bartender. He now had a hard grin on his face. ‘Okay,’ I shrugged, and got up with my drink and went down and sat next to the big fellow.

	It was close in the small room, and dark despite the bright sun outside. There was a tiny table fan sitting down by the bartender, but it did not move any air down at the end where I now sat. I looked over at the big man, and saw that he was put together like a wire cable. He had a three-day growth of beard, wore dungaree pants and shirt. He turned to appraise me coolly, then stared at his drink again.

	‘The bartender tells me you know where I can find Pedro Ruiz,’ I said, taking a sip of my drink.

	The fellow turned to me again, shot the bartender a hard look, and then went back to his drink. He swigged it in one gulp. ‘The bartender has one fine sense of humor,’ he said.

	‘Did he tell me wrong?’ I asked in Spanish.

	He looked at me, and I saw how hard his eyes were. ‘No, he is not wrong. I know where you may find Ruiz.’

	‘And that would be?’ I said.

	‘Six feet under at the Telsen Cemetery,’ he replied, giving me a hard look.

	I was stunned. I could not imagine Ruiz dead. He had seemed unkillable. ‘I see,’ I said. ‘Was it the police?’

	He stared across the bar, not looking at me. ‘I killed Ruiz.’

	I was impressed. And surprised. ‘And you’re not in jail?’ I said.

	‘It was justifiable homicide,’ he said, his dark eyes flashing at me. ‘The court agreed. Ruiz raped my sister and I killed him with these.’ He clenched his big fists.

	‘You killed Pedro Ruiz with your hands?’ I said incredulously.

	‘Yes, because he was a swine—an insect, and if you are his friend, then you must be, too.’ He turned and glared at me, and most men would have bled white under that look.

	‘He was not a friend,’ I said slowly. ‘Just a business acquaintance. I was going to offer him a job. But if you killed Ruiz without a weapon, I think I’d rather offer it to you.’

	‘A job?’ he said.

	‘One where you might have to kill men even tougher than Ruiz,’ I said somberly. ‘And use more than your hands to do it.’ I noticed that his nose was broken and that he had a small scar on his left ear.

	‘I fought with my fists professionally for a while,’ he said. ‘But I can also use a gun, if I have to.’ He had dark brown eyes and slicked-down black hair and his forearms were corded with muscle. ‘I was in the secret police for a while, in Brazil.’

	I suppressed a laugh. ‘Then you ought to know a friend of mine, a fellow who is still wanted by the Brazilian authorities. His name is Quinlan.’

	The big man turned to me. ‘Ah. The Gringo, yes. He is a murderer.’

	‘So are you,’ I said.

	His eyes flashed anger at me, and I thought for a moment he might punch me in the face. ‘What I did to Ruiz is not called murder. It is the mashing of an insect.’

	‘What would you think of mashing some Cordobist insects?’ I said. ‘Wearing the Argentine Army uniform for a while?’

	‘A soldier?’ he said.

	‘A very special one. And for a brief duration. The Cordobists, too, are rapists. And arsonists, and murderers.’

	‘That is what I read in the newspapers,’ he said. ‘But these stories are printed by politicians. And I am not political.’

	‘Neither am I,’ I told him. ‘Like you, I’m just a foreigner here trying to make a buck. And the pay is terrific.’

	He thought a moment, then turned to me. ‘Who would I work for?’ he said.

	‘Me.’

	He studied my face for a long, tense moment. ‘All right,’ he said at last. ‘I will hunt Cordobists with you. It is better than unemployment.’

	I grunted in my throat. I wished I could guarantee him it would turn out that way.

	 

	Finding Che Guerrero was not quite so difficult, but it was interesting, to say the least. He, too, had moved and left no forwarding address, but was believed to be still in Buenos Aires. He had been seen with a girl dancer from the Jockey Club, so I went to her first. She kept an apartment in one of the better neighborhoods near La Boca, and I found her at home in late afternoon. When she came to the door, she was dressed in a negligee only, and I could see a lot of her through the flimsy cloth that hugged full curves.

	‘Che?’ she said. ‘Si. I know that dirty gigolo. Did he send you to borrow money from me?’

	I grinned. ‘No, as a matter of fact, he’ll get some money from me if I can find him. I owe him some. Where is he living now?’

	We were standing just inside her door. She looked me over more closely, and then closed the door behind us. ‘Not far from here. You are Che’s friend?’

	‘An associate,’ I said.

	Suddenly she was flirting. I must have caught her on a lonely afternoon. She took the lapel of my jacket between her thumb and forefinger, and moved them along it. ‘You wear expensive clothing, Señor—’

	‘Rainey,’ I said. ‘Call me Jim.’

	‘I am pleased to meet you, Jim,’ she said with a broad smile. She was an olive-skinned girl with a full mouth and long, dark hair and deep brown eyes, and her cheekbones were high, showing some Indian blood. ‘You may call me Maria.’

	‘All right, Maria.’

	‘I dance at the Jockey Club,’ she said.

	‘I know.’

	‘I am considered good.’

	‘I’ll bet,’ I said, looking her over. She was a very foxy lady, Indian or not. She wore nothing on top under the negligee, and I could see nothing below. She looked to have all the equipment necessary for showing off her body to paying customers.

	‘I also have a few customers for—other entertainment,’ she said, smiling the broad smile and showing very white teeth. She let a pink tongue inch between her teeth and move across her lips slowly and tantalizingly.

	I was pressed for time, unfortunately. ‘Well, I really have to find Che this afternoon—’

	She unfastened the negligee and opened it up, and showed me the merchandise. The full breasts with the dark nipples, the small waist, the flare of hips. It was all first-class and very marketable. She came and pressed all of it against me.

	‘I am sure you cannot find this kind of pastime out on the street looking for Che, no?’

	‘I’m sure not,’ I agreed. I moved her gently away. ‘But I’ll have to take a rain-check.’ I took a wad of pesos from my pocket and peeled off a few and proffered them to her. ‘How about Che’s address?’

	She hesitated, pouting, then took the money. ‘Okay, Jim. Some dark night instead, yes?’

	‘Yes.’

	‘Che lives at the Borras Apartments, two blocks away. In number fifteen. He seems to be never there. He does a lot of drinking. He has not been employed for over six months. He has become surly and bad company. I hope you can get along with him.’

	‘Thanks, Maria,’ I said. I turned and opened the door and left. Out in the corridor, she called after me.

	‘Don’t forget!’

	I grinned over my shoulder, seeing her standing half nude in the doorway. Guerrero knew how to pick them.

	I found the Borras Apartments very quickly. It was a crummy building of dilapidated flats teeming with insects and rats. I could see the droppings on the stairway as I climbed in the heat to the third floor. By the time I arrived at Guerrero’s flat, my shirt was wet under my jacket. I knocked twice and waited.

	In a couple of minutes the door opened and Che Guerrero stood there. He was a wiry fellow, younger than me, hard as nails and built like a hockey player. His face was rather long, but his hazel eyes had a slightly Indian look, rather than European. He had had a Cuban mother and Argentine father, and had fought at the Bay of Pigs. He had done a lot of smuggling for himself and for other people, but now he was apparently down on his luck. He was also very drunk at the moment.

	‘Huh?’ he said, trying to focus on me.

	I stepped past him into the room. It was a mess of litter and booze bottles. ‘Hi, Guerrero,’ I said. ‘Haven’t seen you for a while. You look terrible.’

	‘Rainey?’ he said, focusing.

	I turned to him. ‘The same.’

	He suddenly got an insane look in his eyes, and before I knew what was happening, he hauled off and slugged me. His hard right caught me full across the mouth, and I went down.

	‘Jesus Christ!’ I muttered, sitting on the floor spitting blood.

	‘You sonofabitch!’ he yelled in good English. ‘I have been looking for you for over a year! You owe me five hundred dollars American—’

	I got to my knee, and saw that he had drawn a long-bladed knife from his belt, and was holding it low, ready to slice into my gut when I stood. His eyes were crazy-looking with liquor.

	‘Hold it, damn it!’ I said loudly. ‘I came here to pay—’

	But he was not hearing what I said. He came in fast with the knife, surprisingly agile in his drunken state. But then he had always been more dangerous when boozed up than sober. The knife thrust at my belly, and I sidestepped, doing a tight turn, and the razor-sharp blade sliced across my side, drawing blood. I completed a full turn away from him and then brought my right back-hand in a wide arc back around, slamming it up against his head and neck, as he went past me. He grunted and was punched sideways, falling headlong to the floor, hitting there hard but not losing the knife. Blood ran from his right ear, and he shook his head as he tried to get up with the knife. He was still strong and wanted to cut me worse than ever. As he came off the floor like a cougar, I kicked out at his right forearm, and caught it solid, and the knife flew from his grasp and banged against the wall behind him. My left fist punched out straight from my hip then, karate-style, and caught him in the low belly, and he doubled over in new pain and shock. While he was still in that position, I swung a brutal karate chop against the other side of his head and cheek, and he sailed off his feet and hit the floor again, on his right side, dazed and gasping.

	He started crawling for the knife, despite his dazed condition. That was what I had always liked about him most. The bastard never gave up. He never knew when he was beaten. So he never was. I met him halfway to the knife, and kicked him in the side savagely. He yelled and fell on to his side and rolled on to his back, groaning, scrabbling for purchase and not being able to get up.

	I went and stood over him. ‘You stupid, drunken bastard! I came here to pay you!’

	He stopped scrabbling and squinted up at me. I think he had sobered up some through the fight, and was finally hearing me. ‘Pay—’ he said thickly.

	I looked him over. I had tried to avoid breaking bones and I figured I had succeeded. ‘Yes, pay, you frigging lush.’ I went to a water pitcher on a nearby table. There was a half-pitcher of stale water in it, with a bug floating on the surface. I took it over and dumped it over Guerrero’s head.

	He coughed and spluttered and called me names in Spanish. I took the small bundle of pesos out that I had put aside for him, all rolled up and tied with a rubber band, and threw it down to him. ‘Count it,’ I said.

	He picked it up and struggled to his feet. I did not help him. I knew he would resent it. He fell back on to his posterior, then struggled up again. Finally he was sitting on a straight chair in a corner beside his bed.

	‘I don’t have to count it,’ he said. ‘You never welched. Why did you leave without settling with me, hombre?’

	‘I couldn’t find you,’ I told him. ‘I had to be in London, so I left. I wrote to you, but you had moved.’

	‘Hunhh. I have moved a lot, my friend. That is the kind of year it has been. I don’t even have money, always, to get drunk and forget my troubles.’

	‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ I said.

	He looked up at me. His hair was plastered to his face by the water, but he talked sober now. ‘I apologize for the knife. I see I cut you.’

	I looked at the wound, and saw it was shallow. ‘It’s just a scratch. You had a right to be mad.’

	‘I should have trusted you. You were always fair with me.’

	‘You had a right.’

	‘Muchas gracias for the pesos. They will keep me in booze for a long time,’ he said, grinning crookedly.

	‘I have more than pesos for you,’ I said. ‘I came to offer you a job, Guerrero.’

	The change in his handsome face was beautiful to watch. ‘A job?’

	‘Soldiering,’ I said. ‘With me. It will be anywhere from one to several months’ pay. And the pay is good. But if you go with me, you’ve taken your last drink until it’s all over. We’d be going after the Cordobists. What do you say?’

	His face was shining with excitement already. He went and picked up a half-empty bottle of cheap liquor, turned and hurled it against the wall. It splattered loudly there, glass and booze flying. He turned back to me with new purpose in his face. ‘That, Rainey, is my answer!’

	I did not know how he could have said it any better.

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	WE ALL STOOD around in the stone courtyard at the armory, smoking cigarettes and preparing for our first organizational briefing. It was early evening, but there was still plenty of sunlight, even behind the stone walls. The fifteen men Torre and Richter had culled from the ranks of Argentine Army intelligence and special assault units stood around in small groups and spoke quietly among themselves. I was disappointed in them. They looked too neat, too clean-shaven. They did not look tough. We all wore uniforms now, green with black berets, a recent design for special army forces. I did not like wearing the uniforms, either. But Torre was adamant about it because Richter had insisted on it early in the organizational planning, even before I was hired to lead the Jaguar unit.

	Richter had not arrived yet, and we were awaiting his appearance for my initial briefing to the troops. Torre and I stood talking in a patch of sunlight, with Quinlan beside us. Che Guerrero stood not far away, making the acquaintance of a special forces sergeant. Guerrero was stone sober and looked like a different man in the crisp green uniform. He looked like the kind of soldier you would want on your side when the shooting started. Leaning against a wall was Rafael Chavez, the fellow who had admitted killing Pedro Ruiz. I had not learned his name until after I had recruited him. That was the way I often operated. Names were not important in my business. Only performances were. Chavez smoked a cigarette now between thick fingers and looked deadly in his big uniform.

	Torre was telling Quinlan and me about our departure.

	‘You can billet here tonight, and leave bright and early tomorrow morning, Rainey,’ he was saying. ‘Richter has already made arrangements for temporary billets in an empty villa in Rio Cuarto.’ He looked very officious in his tan uniform and tanned head, with the medals across his chest. I could not help wondering how a military man could earn combat ribbons in the Argentine Army.

	‘I meant to mention that to you,’ I said, ‘about Rio Cuarto. If you don’t have any objections, I’m taking the unit to Cordoba instead.’

	‘Cordoba?’ Torre said. ‘I don’t understand, Rainey.’

	Before I could reply, Richter appeared in the courtyard and strode over to us in the green uniform of the Jaguar guerrilla unit. He was an impressive looking soldier, but he looked more like a Nazi than an Argentinian.

	‘Gentlemen,’ he greeted us. He seemed exuberant about this organization meeting.

	‘Colonel Richter,’ Torre said. I nodded to Richter, and Quinlan did too. Richter gave Quinlan a cool look.

	‘Colonel Rainey here has just suggested you take the troops to Cordoba as a primary billet area,’ Torre said.

	Richter looked at me quizzically. ‘What in the devil for?’ he asked me.

	Quinlan gave me a look. He did not like Richter any more than I did.

	‘For several reasons,’ I said. I took the charred electronic piece from my pocket, the one I had found at the National Bank. ‘I found this at the bank yesterday.’ I handed it to Torre.

	‘What is it?’ he said.

	‘Part of the bomb that blasted the bank,’ I told him. ‘I did some checking on it this morning. The only place where that kind of part is sold in your country is in Cordoba, by a wholesaler there.’

	Richter took the part from Torre and examined it. Then he regarded me balefully. ‘Why didn’t you share this information with us, Rainey?’

	‘I am,’ I reminded him.

	He seemed very nettled.

	‘Also,’ I said, ‘the terrorists headed west off the boulevard when they left the bank. That suggests at least the possibility that they were taking the road to Cordoba out of the city, unless they are holed up here somewhere.’

	Torre sighed. ‘The police say definitely not.’

	‘They would only stay here if they plan another attack of some kind in the near future,’ Quinlan suggested. ‘And a third one would be pretty damned bold. I think they’re gone.’

	Richter eyed Quinlan darkly. It was obvious he did not like the idea of my taking a clerk from the War Ministry and making him an officer just under Richter’s permanent rank any more than he was thrilled with my command of the unit.

	‘I am pleased that you have picked such an expert in para-military tactics to join our little group, Rainey,’ Richter said caustically, his gaze on Quinlan.

	Quinlan ignored the remark.

	‘Lastly,’ I added, also ignoring it, ‘police records show that there have been as many sightings of Cordobists in the Cordoba area recently, even though they are known to have left that town for a while, as in Rio Cuarto. I think they may have returned to the Cordoba area, thinking that’s the last place we’ll look.’

	‘Hmmm,’ Torre said.

	‘That is a nice theory, Rainey,’ Richter said with sarcasm. ‘But Cordoba is no safer for the Jorge Avila people than Buenos Aires. I cannot believe they would return to that area with so much of the country open to them, despite the fact that they may have purchased a part for their bomb there.’

	I raised my eyebrows, ‘Well, the theory is as good as any we have, as I see it, and I intend to go to Cordoba unless the general here says otherwise.’ I held Richter’s hard stare for a moment, then turned to Torre.

	Torre blew his tanned cheeks out. He did not like being in the middle, but I had to press my point. I had, after all, been named commander of the Jaguar unit.

	‘Oh, very well, Rainey,’ he said heavily. He saw Richter shoot him a hard look. ‘You are in command of Operation Jaguar, and I respect your judgment. But if you find no evidence to support your theory within a few days’ time, I want you to defer to Colonel Richter’s judgment and take your unit to Rio Cuarto.’

	I glanced at Quinlan and he hesitated, then nodded. I agreed. It was as much as I could expect from them. ‘All right,’ I said. ‘It’s a deal.’

	Richter grunted. ‘A stupid one,’ he said darkly. He turned and walked over to a small knot of troops.

	I turned to Torre. ‘He resents my authority,’ I told him.

	Torre nodded. ‘It is natural. But Richter is highly regarded by the top brass in Buenos Aires. Try to get along with him or the entire operation may be scrubbed by higher-ups.’

	He knew I knew what that meant. Unemployment

	‘I’ll do my best,’ I told him.

	I called the men together then, and they formed up in ranks with Richter closely supervising the formation. Quinlan, Guerrero and Chavez stood off to one side, together. Richter performed a cursory inspection of uniforms and sidearms—each man had been issued a service pistol of the Mannlicher 7.65 automatic type. They were M-1905’s, a blowback-operated type loaded with a stripper clip. I did not like the balance of the gun and knew they were subject to malfunction, but I had had nothing to say about the choice.

	When Richter was finished I spoke to the men briefly. I introduced them to their new officers, said a word or two about Torre’s being solidly behind us, and stressed the importance of the mission. Richter stood off to one side and kept a sardonic look on his Aryan features and infuriated the hell out of me. Finally I got down to the part that was important to me.

	‘This is not an ordinary military operation,’ I said to the small assemblage. Richter glanced at me sourly. ‘We will be seeking out a secretive, ruthless enemy who will kill us first and then concern themselves about our purpose in their territory. We must be as hard and as tough as they are, and we must be as cunning. Only then will we have a chance of success against them.

	‘These men over here are your officers,’ I went on, gesturing towards the threesome I had chosen. ‘You will obey their orders without question.’ I explained their ranks, with Quinlan standing between the other two and me. Then I went on to a difficult part of the briefing. ‘Colonel Richter will be with us as an advisor. He is not in the direct chain of command, but he will be making inspections and supervising discipline. He will help you remember you are soldiers in the Argentine Army, and not a mob of gunmen.’

	I caught Richter’s eye for a moment, and it seemed that his hard look had softened somewhat. He had not expected any support from me, apparently. He had yet to learn that I was a professional soldier, and that I always put the success of the mission above any personal rivalry.

	I finished up quickly then, and asked if there were any questions. A short corporal spoke up.

	‘Colonel, when we find the headquarters of these Cordobists, are we to ask for a surrender in order to take as many as possible of them alive?’

	I grimaced slightly. Any man I had hand-picked for this mission would not have had to ask such a question. I turned to Torre, whose ideas on the subject were firm.

	‘Would you like to answer that question, General?’

	Torre nodded. ‘When we find these scum,’ he said slowly and deliberately, ‘we expect to fight them to the death. The Cordobists do not take prisoners, except to torture and kill them. We will not take any, either. All Cordobists will die in the field. That way they will not be given the opportunity to make political hay in the courts of this great country.’

	Richter nodded. ‘Well said, General,’ he commented.

	There were no more questions. Torre had answered them all in that brief statement. We were going out into the hinterland to kill. If any of those present felt he could not commit himself to such a project, I hoped he came forward to resign from the unit. We did not need nor could we afford any weak sisters among us.

	It would be much too dangerous when the shooting started.

	 

	Two nights later, we were in Cordoba. We billeted at a place chosen by Richter as in the best tradition of the army—an empty school building, with a wall enclosing a courtyard. It was in a conspicuous section of the town, and Richter had already had an inspection out in view of the street, with the troops in spit-and-polish uniform, and he planned to drill them in formation between training sessions we had planned. He indicated he wanted to maintain strict discipline, and drilling and standing inspection were the traditional methods of doing it.

	I thought it was all wrong, but knew Torre had okayed this kind of foolishness before we had left Buenos Aires. I had hoped that Richter would use some common sense and try to keep our presence in Cordoba discreet, even though it was probably only temporary. But Richter thought his regular army methods were more important than secrecy.

	The first night in billets, Richter suggested to me that the men should be allowed third-class passes, so that they could get a look at the town. He said he would take them all to one bar, and would make sure they did not cause any trouble. I did not like it, but wanted to try to get along with Richter, especially in the beginning phase when we were feeling each other out, and I approved the outing, provided that they were all back by 10 p.m., and that Richter kept a tight rein over them.

	But it did not turn out that way.

	Eight of the men went out, the rest staying at the billets, so it could have been worse. Richter knew one of the two sergeants, a fellow named Salinero who was regular army and hard-nosed and a hard drinker, it turned out. When we arrived at the bar, a rather noisy place about a mile from billets, Richter and the sergeant began drinking heavily and got the men to singing songs. Quinlan had come with me, with Guerrero and Chavez staying on duty back at the school. Quinlan glanced at me a couple of times when the troops got noisy and started causing a lot of attention. The bartender asked them to quiet down, and Richter hurled some sarcastic remark at the fellow. Not much later a couple of other patrons, locals, yelled at them to keep the noise down. There was a confrontation building.

	At not long before ten, I went to Richter and suggested we call it an evening.

	‘The men are feeling their liquor,’ I said. ‘I don’t want to attract this much attention. Some local just asked Quinlan how many of us there are, and what we are doing here in Cordoba.’

	Richter made a face. ‘Ahh! There is no harm, Rainey! You must learn the regular army way—drill hard and drink hard!’

	‘This is not a regular army action, Colonel,’ I reminded him. ‘And it’s almost ten, anyway. Get your men together.’

	Richter was half-stewed himself. ‘Oh, come on, Rainey! Live a little,’ he said loudly. The sergeant called Salinero, near him at the bar, laughed at that remark.

	‘Damn it, Richter, don’t argue,’ I said evenly. ‘I want these people out of here—’

	But it was too late. A Jaguar soldier was already in a loud rhubarb with another customer, one of a group of tough-looking Argentinian oil roughnecks. The roughneck suddenly threw a fist into the face of the soldier, and the melee was on.

	Immediately there were three more of my people involved in a scuffle, and within a couple of minutes, all of them. The first soldier had punched back, and then been defended by a comrade. That was the trouble with going to saloons in groups. A chair now flew through the air and smashed into a soldier’s head, breaking his nose and putting a long tear along his cheek. He went down hard, bleeding badly. Among the others, there were fists flying and bottles cracking solidly over heads. Mouths were being bloodied and teeth were being spit on to the floor. The bartender yelled in anguish at the damage, but nobody listened. Quinlan and I kept out of it for a few minutes, but Richter got in by smashing a bottle over the head of an oil man. Another roughneck then clobbered Richter from his blind side with a ham of a fist, and Richter smashed against the bar hard, his left ear bleeding.

	I was beginning to be damned glad I had insisted on my men leaving their sidearms at the billets. Only Quinlan, Richter and I were armed. I had strapped the Star .45 on to my hip in preference to the Mannlicher service gun, and Quinlan carried a Colt Cobra .38 revolver, the one he had kept in his desk at the War Ministry annex. I gave Quinlan a look.

	‘Let’s try to stop it,’ I said.

	Quinlan nodded. We struggled into the melee, pushing men aside to get to the center. Quinlan grabbed a soldier by the shoulder and started to shout something to him, but a roughneck piled into him from the back, bodily jumping on him. They went down together hard, the roughneck swinging at Quinlan.

	I stepped into the wild fist-throwing and elbow-swinging and yelled for them to stop. Nobody heard me. I just got a glimpse of Richter slugging an oil man with a bottle, alongside the head, and then I felt a crunching fist crack into the side of my head. I grunted and saw bright little lights inside my skull for a moment and then I was slamming up against the bar, knocking another oil man down as I hit. The same fellow who had struck me now came again, swinging wildly. I caught his arm and turned with it and heard his wrist snap as I hurled him over my shoulder. He banged hard on the floor on his back, the air punched from his lungs. His face turned red and then dark as he gagged. I turned and saw another oil man come at me, and slammed a hard right into his beefy face. He cracked against the bar and slid to the floor. I drew the Star automatic, raised it above my head, and squeezed off a quick round.

	The explosion of the pistol reverberated in the room, making ears ring and glasses rattle on the shelves behind the bar.

	Everybody stopped in the position they happened to be in at the time the gun went off and turned slowly towards me. Richter looked more sober now.

	‘Stop it!’ I yelled in Spanish. ‘Pare!’

	A silence fell over the room such as it had not seen since early morning at opening time. I turned from face to face, glaring at guerrillas and oil men alike. ‘The next man to start anything gets a goddamn slug in the head,’ I growled quietly. Nobody in the room appeared to have missed the message, despite the low volume.

	A couple of our men put chairs and bottles down. Oil men released soldiers they had been beating on. There were a couple of them I would not have minded having on my team. I turned to Richter, who was leaning against the bar, breathing hard, his eyes wild even though he had sobered.

	‘We’re going back now,’ I said.

	He did not reply.

	I turned to Quinlan. ‘Get these men out to the truck, Captain.’

	‘Right,’ Quinlan acknowledged.

	He began lambasting the men then, shouting obscenities at them, and shoving them towards the door. He had been through it all before.

	In just moments all the men were outside. I went over to Richter, who was cleaning blood off himself. ‘There will be no more passes,’ I said.

	He turned to me. ‘Don’t be silly, Rainey.’

	I repeated it. ‘No more passes.’ I turned and left him staring hard after me.

	 

	In the next several days, while Richter persistently interrupted hard-core commando training—last-minute instructions on how to use the Halcon ML-57 9mm automatic rifle, and particularly how to kill with the hands and primitive weapons—with endless drills with marching and inspection, I had Quinlan and Guerrero out in civvies asking about the Cordobists. They both knew people in Cordoba, and they both knew how to get information from informants. Quinlan hit the small jackpot on the third day of poking around in bars and betting parlors. A fellow he had known who used to be a rum-runner in Mexico knew something. Quinlan paid him well to find out that there were reports of Cordobists out in the village of Villa Dolores, a hill town not far from Cordoba. Also, the informant himself had recently seen a known Cordobist in a bar in that village.

	It appeared that my hunch about the Cordoba area was right, if these reports were true.

	We had been in Cordoba less than a week when I called Richter and my subordinate officers into my spartan ‘office’ in the room at the school that had belonged to some obscure principal. Richter had just come in from the courtyard, where, at my request, he had been instructing the troops in field-stripping the Halcon ML-57. He was flushed and hot-looking, yet dressed in full uniform. Chavez and Guerrero looked almost as bad, in mismatched fatigues. Richter gave them all a hard look when he entered.

	‘The men are taking to the automatic rifles fine,’ I said to them after they had settled around the room on straight chairs. I used a long table as a desk which had a topographical map laid out on it. ‘I think they’re probably as ready as they’re going to get. Which is pretty good timing, since Quinlan has come up with something.’

	Richter narrowed his blue eyes on me.

	‘Hey, that is terrific,’ Guerrero said. He looked trim and fit and had not taken a drink since he had busted that bottle in his flat that day.

	I asked Quinlan to report his findings, and he did, briefly and to the point.

	‘I figured you were right about Cordoba,’ the big Chavez said, speaking to me.

	‘Maybe,’ I said.

	‘What do you want to do, send a squad out to Villa Dolores?’ Richter asked.

	I rubbed my chin. ‘Not really. I want to move to the locus of the potential action,’ I said.

	‘Oh, God,’ Richter said. ‘First you insist on coming here instead of Rio Cuarto. I go to a lot of trouble to find this very suitable billet, and now you want to move again. To a village just a short distance away.’

	‘There’s no problem of logistics,’ I said. ‘We don’t have much to move. And it’s strategically sound. Why send sorties out from here, when we can be right at the center of things?’

	‘For one thing, we don’t know yet that there are any Cordobists in the Villa Dolores area,’ Richter countered.

	‘We don’t know much of anything. But if we’re going to make any progress in this mission, we have to start acting on whatever evidence we have. It will at least get us off dead center.’

	Richter grumbled something under his breath in German, and Quinlan gave him a hard look.

	‘Also, Richter,’ I added, ‘I don’t like this headquarters, anyway,’ I paused, letting that sink in, because Richter had picked the school building site, with Torre’s help. ‘We’re on display here. Locals gather at the front gate to watch the drilling by the pretty soldiers.’

	There was a stiff silence in the room.

	‘So, you feel that traditional discipline is outdated, Rainey?’ Richter finally said with sarcasm.

	‘In this kind of operation, tradition must take a back seat to innovation,’ I said evenly. ‘I’m a firm believer in discipline, Colonel. But not in parading it.’

	Richter was angry suddenly. ‘This unit has formed no parades,’ he said heatedly, his square face flushed. He was wearing his full uniform, except for his cap, with tie and jacket, despite the heat. He had tried to keep the troops looking the same way. ‘You were advised in Buenos Aires, Rainey, that this unit would maintain Argentine Army discipline, and that I would make sure you did not forget that iron-clad rule. This is not a band of ruffians, as perhaps some of your actions have been involved with. These are army regulars—soldiers. And I intend to see that they stay just that, despite your influence and that of your so-called officers.’ He waved an arm at the room.

	The big man Chavez rose slowly from his chair, and he looked as if he intended to deck Richter. I waved him back down and he obeyed, but very reluctantly. Guerrero was glaring at Richter, but Quinlan found it all slightly humorous. He was grinning and shaking his head. He was muscular and sweating with his shirt off.

	‘Richter,’ I said deliberately. ‘These men are soldiers, too, despite how they look at the moment. They know the importance of discipline, but they’re also aware that fighting is the important skill in any army. We want only that these people should fight well when the time comes, and survive long enough to do it, in the meantime. I doubt that we’ll survive long on public display. And that’s how it’s been, so far.

	‘I suggest we go to Villa Dolores,’ I continued. ‘And find some less conspicuous billets. And once there, discontinue all formations and try to keep a low profile.’

	‘Discontinue formations!’ Richter repeated. ‘The general would never approve such a thing.’

	‘Nevertheless, I request that you broach the matter to him, by phone, today,’ I said. ‘In the meantime, I’m going to take a few men to Villa Dolores, and look the place over. Chavez, get a couple of volunteers from our people who have had special forces training, and get them into civvies of some kind. We’ll leave within the hour.’

	‘You’ll not be in uniform?’ Richter said.

	‘No, Richter, we won’t. If you want to report that to Torre, go ahead.’

	Richter stood. ‘The Argentine Army does not sneak about in its own country like foreign spies,’ he said. ‘I shall report this bizarre procedure to the general, you may be sure.’ He got control of his emotions. ‘I’ll report back to you as soon as I can get through to the general, Colonel Rainey.’

	I was surprised by the mention of my rank. ‘Thank you, Colonel,’ I replied.

	Richter turned and stiffly left the room.

	An hour later, we were under way—Chavez, two private soldiers named Zarate and Palazon, and myself—in an old beat-up truck. We were wearing white shirts and trousers in the local tradition. We drove through the pleasant center of Cordoba with its paraiso trees and Spanish colonial buildings, without attracting any notice. Soon we were in the rolling country on our way to Villa Dolores. It was cooler in the country, and the road was small and picturesque. In this kind of country it was hard to believe that there were terrorists hiding out with plans for violence and murder. But, as it was to turn out, that fact was soon to become very believable.

	When we were just over halfway there, we rounded a curve in the gravel road and ran into immediate trouble. There was a roadblock ahead with several armed men. One of them carried an AK-47 automatic rifle, the weapon that had come to symbolize the Cordobists. There were four of them out there, the same as us, and they had erected a plank barrier across the road. They carried their AK-47 rifles openly, and were dressed in the green fatigue uniform so well-known as Cordobist.

	My driver slowed our vehicle. I sat up front with him in the small lorry, and Chavez and our other man were in the rear. I knocked on the bulkhead between the cab and the covered rear, as a signal for trouble.

	The driver slowed more, and turned to me. ‘They are Cordobists, Colonel!’

	‘I’d bet a few pesos you’re right,’ I said.

	‘Have they recognized us?’

	‘I don’t think so. I’d guess they’re just out on one of their typical fund-raising sorties, intent on stealing our money and anything else of value. They’ve done that on many other occasions, I hear. Stop the truck and get your gun ready. As soon as I get out of the cab, start shooting. And shoot to kill.’

	‘Yes, sir.’

	I turned and spoke through a crack in the bulkhead, telling Chavez the same thing. The truck pulled to a stop just as I finished. I turned back to the road. The nearest of the foursome was coming up with a short rifle beside the truck.

	I leaned out. ‘Yes, what is it?’ I said in Spanish.

	‘Get out! All of you!’ the greasy-looking fellow ordered us. He was as hard-looking a man as I had seen in a long time, and I wished he was on our side.

	‘Are you police?’ I asked, putting on a small act. I looked them over and wondered if I could take one alive, and still get us through the attack.

	‘Yes, police,’ the fellow lied. ‘Now, get out before I get anxious with this gun.’

	I nodded to the driver, opened the door of the truck, and drew my Star.45 at the same time. I stepped on to the ground, raised the .45 up to where the Cordobist could see it, and shot him in the chest.

	The Star exploded loudly, and the big slug from it picked the terrorist up off his feet as if he were a marionette on a string, and dumped him on to his back on the dusty road, a hole through him from front to back. His rifle went off sharply, punching a hole in the sky and hitting nothing.

	In the next instant we had a small war on our hands. The other three Cordobists, who had a jeep-type vehicle waiting down the road behind them, all at once began firing at us. The fellow with the AK-47 raked my side of the truck with automatic fire. I ducked behind the open door of the vehicle, and the slugs punched it back against me, jamming it into my head and chest, but protecting me from the hail of lead.

	All my people were out of the truck now, but the driver caught one of the AK-47 slugs in the right eye, did a backwards flip and hit the ground hard, his legs drumming the gravel. Chavez fired from a position behind me, using the cover of the truck, and hit the AK-47-man in the belly and neck. The fellow pirouetted off the road and fell headlong into a ditch, the Kalashnikov still firing loudly into the weeds.

	The other two Cordobists were now firing wildly at the truck, trying to decide whether to stay, wondering, probably, what the hell they had walked into. My other private went running along the far side of the truck towards his downed comrade, and I shouted for him to keep down, but he was hit in the chest and slammed up against the fender of the truck. His eyes saucered and he gave me a pitiful look I will never forget. I cursed myself for not having briefed him better on combat tactics before heading out into this area today. But some of them never seemed to take naturally to physical survival, no matter how you drilled it into them. I kept low behind the door, returning fire when I could. Emboldened by their two hits, the remaining two Cordobists now rained fire on me and Chavez, and Chavez yelled and spun to the ground at the rear of the truck, hit in the shoulder. I aimed carefully and squeezed off two rounds, and hit the nearest terrorist in the side. He dived off his feet, flinging his rifle into the gravel. He hit on his face, rolled over once and lay very still.

	Now the remaining terrorist ran like hell. He knew he had to get to the vehicle or die. I stepped out from behind the door of the truck, wishing we had something bigger than the pistols, and held the Star with both hands and fired carefully twice. The first slug whined over his head, and the second struck him just under the left ear as he ran away from me. The big slug travelled through his head and blew the top of his face away while his legs were still carrying him desperately down the road. He did a nice little somersault on to his back, as neat as a circus performer, and raised a cloud of dust on the road.

	I swore aloud. I had aimed at his shoulder, but his running motion had made my shot go high. I had wanted him alive very much. I raced over to the fellow who had been hit in the ribs, bent over him and rolled him on to his back. Blood inched from his mouth and stained his chin and neck. His eyes were glazing over fast

	‘Are you a Cordobist?’ I said.

	He looked at me. I stuck the Star up under his chin, and pushed hard. ‘You might survive if you tell me,’ I said. ‘You sure as hell won’t if you don’t.’

	He was scared. He hesitated, and nodded.

	‘Where is your headquarters located?’ I now asked him.

	He swallowed hard. He did not have long.

	‘Do you want to die?’ I said.

	He was going to, no matter what he did to prevent it.

	‘The headquarters—’ he said, the words grating out like sandpaper on wood.

	‘Yes?’ I said impatiently.

	His mouth moved a couple more times, but no sound issued. Then his head rolled to one side.

	He, too, was dead.

	Chavez came up to me, holding his bloody shoulder. ‘Did you get anything?’

	‘No,’ I said heavily. We had had a lucky break, actually, in being attacked as locals by the Cordobists. And I had blown it.

	‘Well,’ Chavez said. ‘At least we took them.’

	I grunted. ‘That was just the first round,’ I said, looking up at him. ‘And this, my Brazilian friend, is going to be a fifteen-round championship match.’

	 


Chapter Five

	 

	THE TWO JAGUAR guerrillas who had met the enemy with such terminal results were buried in secret at the rear of the school grounds we were using for billets. Rafael Chavez had only a flesh wound in the high shoulder and would not even wear much of a bandage on it. He was a tough one and I would not have minded having ten more like him.

	Richter had called Torre by the time we got back with our wounded and dead, but he took time out to harangue me for losing two men, before he would relate what Torre had said. When he did, he told it with a great amount of satisfaction, it was very obvious.

	‘General Torre had agreed with me, that we should stay put in this headquarters until we have more proof that the Cordobists are holding up near Villa Dolores,’ he reported with a smug grin.

	‘Goddamn it, Richter,’ I growled, facing him darkly in my office, ‘we have now met the enemy within a few miles of Villa Dolores.’

	He shrugged. ‘But it was on the road between here and there. Who is to say that this means they are located nearer there than Cordoba?’ He was arrogant again, and I was getting very tired of him. ‘The general also said that if the men had time apart from advanced training, they should be employed in disciplinary diversions. And they do have such time, as we both know.’

	‘Now that we’ve killed four Cordobists,’ I said acidly, ‘don’t you think they’re going to wonder who did it? And maybe come asking about army troops? Every peon in town knows we’re at the school here, blowing bugles and rattling our sabers.’

	‘We blow no bugles, Rainey,’ he retorted. ‘You really must desist from such exaggerations. You lose credibility as a leader of men.’

	I glared at him. ‘That bothers you, doesn’t it, Richter? That a foot-loose bastard like me was given command of Operation Jaguar? You want it, don’t you?’

	‘Not really, Rainey. There is much more pleasure in standing by and watching you make a fool of yourself. A thing that you Americans seem to do so very easily.’

	I did not argue further with him. He still had a strong hold on Torre and President Perez, that was obvious. My choice was simple: either put up with Richter’s regular-army foolishness and outdated ideas, or tell Torre to go to hell and quit the whole operation. And I hated to quit halfway through anything.

	I tried to call Torre the following day, but he had gone out of town for a couple of days and could not be reached by phone. I figured he was out whoring and improving on his tan.

	Before I could get through to Torre, several things happened. The first was that we found a girl in the other side of town in Cordoba who had been involved in Communist activities at one time, but had become disillusioned with them. I decided to pay the girl a personal visit, leaving my uniform at the billets. I found her in late afternoon in a small apartment on the north edge of town. She had just arrived home from her job with the local newspaper. When she met me at her door, I was pleasantly surprised. She was an auburn-haired beauty, probably French and Spanish ancestry, with no hint of the Indian influence. She wore a mini-skirt and sheer blouse and it all looked good on her. Her hair was long and loose over her shoulders, and her eyes very big and blue. She did not look like the type you would find on the street carrying a placard protesting a political situation, but she had done plenty of that.

	‘Yes, may I help you?’ she asked when she saw that she did not recognize my face.

	‘I hope so, Miss Obregon,’ I said. ‘I’d like to have a few words with you, if you have some time.’

	‘About what?’ she asked. We were speaking in English, and she spoke it flawlessly.

	‘About your previous political connections,’ I said.

	Her face went straight-lined, and the full mouth pouted slightly. ‘I do not talk to strangers about my politics,’ she said haughtily.

	She started to close the door in my face, but I stopped it with my hand and then stepped inside past her, brushing her full right breast as I passed. I closed the door behind me, and her eyes widened.

	‘How dare you!’

	‘Look, I’m not a burglar,’ I said, turning to her. She was very close to me, and the smell of her was tantalizing. Her eyes were the most beautiful I had ever seen on any woman. ‘I just want a few moments of your time.’

	‘Do you think I will talk with a man who forces his way into my apartment?’ she said loudly. ‘What are you, an American CIA agent?’

	I smiled slightly. I probably disliked the CIA as much as she did. They had caused me a hell of a lot of trouble in past years, interfering in things that were none of the business of the US government, and now they had a file on me with a red stripe across its cover, I suspected that they wanted me dead; I got in their way too often. And sometimes I was on the opposite side of a dispute from them, which made me the enemy. I did not mind being considered the enemy of the CIA. I would not have had it any other way.

	‘No, I’m not employed by my government in any capacity,’ I told her. ‘Actually, I work for yours.’

	‘Ah! A mercenary spy!’ she said. ‘I do not have to tolerate this kind of harassment. My association with the Communists is on public record. I have absolutely nothing to hide. I know my rights, and I will not be bullied. I will call the police.’

	She turned and headed for a phone, and I called after her. ‘Just one call to Buenos Aires by me,’ I said, ‘and the local police will keep a mile clear of it.’

	She stopped, and turned back towards me. She was furious, and that made her even more lovely. Her legs were long and tanned below the short skirt, and her curves moved beautifully when she walked.

	‘Damn you, leave me alone!’ she said. ‘Get out of my apartment and leave me alone!’

	I held up my hand. ‘Just a couple of questions first. You were a Cordobist when they first organized, weren’t you?’

	‘What of it?’ she said, her eyes fiery.

	‘As you must know, they’ve become quite a problem. Bombing buildings. Murdering innocent people.’

	‘I do not accept any responsibility for that. When I saw what kind of course they were embarked on, I quit the group. That was a long time ago. You may check it out.’

	‘I’m aware that you’re no longer a Cordobist,’ I said. ‘But you know people, I’ll bet, who are still involved with them.’

	‘Maybe,’ she said.

	I grinned slightly. She had a lot of guts. She must have known I was armed. ‘If so,’ I went on, ‘you might also know where they’re making their headquarters now.’

	She regarded me darkly. ‘Are you going to kill me if I don’t answer your questions?’ she said breathlessly.

	I smiled at her and shook my head. ‘You’re much too beautiful to kill, Luisa,’ I said, using her first name to put her at ease. ‘But I can’t leave here without learning what you know about the Cordobists.’

	She had moved closer to the door again. Suddenly, without warning, she bolted for the door in an effort to escape the room. I lunged out and caught her at the waist, and we lost our balance and went down together. I fell on her, and she was squirming and hitting at me, and her blouse pulled open and exposed her right breast. She started to scream, and I clapped a hand over her mouth. She glared at me, above the hand, but I could see something else in her eyes now. She had enjoyed the tussle, despite herself. There was an attraction to me, physically, behind the dislike for what I did for a living.

	I was straddling her, on her hips. The tiny skirt had hiked up to show a patch of white cloth where her tanned legs came together. That, and the exposed breast, almost made me forget what I had come for. She was a real groin-heating filly.

	‘I’ll take my hand away,’ I said. ‘But don’t scream.’

	I took it away, and I saw her fill her lungs with air. She was going to yell again. I leaned down and pressed my lips to hers, on an impulse, because I would rather win her over than hurt her.

	She was surprised by the kiss. Her mouth was warm and sensuous, and I held the kiss for a long moment. At first she tried to turn her head away, but then she was not doing that any more. I pulled away from her and those big eyes were looking at me quizzically. She was breathing hard now. The fire was gone from her expression.

	‘I don’t want to hurt you, can’t you see that?’ I said.

	She started to say something, and I kissed her again. In the middle of it, she was kissing back, caught up in a primitive urge that had caught fire between us. My hand found the exposed breast and was moving on it of its own volition, it seemed.

	‘Please—don’t,’ she protested feebly.

	‘I can’t help myself.’

	I liked the way her breast filled my hand. I kissed her on the throat and then down further, and she did not struggle any more. She was breathing shallowly.

	‘I—do not know where—the Cordobists are presently,’ she gasped.

	Her eyes revealed that she was telling me the truth. ‘I don’t care,’ I told her.

	Those big blue eyes focused on me again and she seemed to relax all over, and let it all happen to her. I kissed the full mouth again and explored it at length. She began gently trembling inside. The blouse was now wide open and pushed aside, and she did not mind. Somehow I got the white cloth down over her hips, and the tanned thighs surrounded me. There was a hot union that brought a small gasp from her lips. After that there were only the beautiful sounds in her throat, filling the small room, and the rhythmically moving curves of her perfect body, and the primordial magic between us.

	When it was over, I felt as if I must have raped her. But she made no complaint about the way it had happened. I helped her off the floor and our eyes locked in a long embrace. Then I went and poured us a drink from a small bar across the room while she arranged her clothing.

	After we had started the drinks, she sat down on a soft sofa and eyed me curiously. ‘You are an unusual government man.’

	‘You’re a beautiful ex-Communist. I wish I had been sent to Cordoba much earlier. I had no idea what I was missing.’

	‘I shouldn’t have let you do that.’

	‘I don’t know if you could have stopped me,’ I admitted. ‘I’m  not sure I could have stopped myself.’

	She regarded me seriously. ‘Are you a mercenary spy, as I accused you?’

	‘I’m a professional soldier. I don’t care much for politics. I work for the people who can afford to hire my services. This time it was the Argentine government.’

	She sighed heavily. Every move she made seemed to improve on her beauty. ‘The Cordobists are as bad as you seem to think they are. And maybe worse. But they have moved their headquarters several times in the past year. They were right outside Cordoba for a while, everyone knew it. But then the army came in large numbers and they moved. I would guess they are in the hills near Villa Dolores now. But I would not know exactly where.’

	That confirmed our previous information. ‘Why Villa Dolores?’ I asked her.

	‘One of Avila’s men, a fellow named Gonzalez who is unknown to the authorities, comes from that village. He has a substantial influence on Avila. Also, Avila’s men have been seen in the village.’

	‘Do you know Avila personally?’ I asked.

	‘I know him,’ she said. ‘I was his mistress for a short time.’ She looked to see if I was surprised by that information. I was. ‘He is a cruel, dangerous man. Take care that he does not kill you.’

	I rose. ‘Will you keep our little meeting confidential?’

	She shrugged the lovely shoulders. ‘Why not? I hate Avila.’

	‘If I get past here again, would you mind if I stopped? Not on business. Just to see you.’

	She looked at me a long moment with the big eyes, then turned away. ‘Do as you wish,’ she said noncommittally.

	With a few words of parting, I left. When I got outside and was driving away in one of our military vehicles, I remembered that I had forgotten to tell her my name.

	That night I advised Richter that I had new evidence that the Cordobists were somewhere in the Villa Dolores area, and that I intended to move our troops there. I told him that if Torre did not agree with that, he could find himself a new commander of Operation Jaguar.

	We were in the large room of the building that we used for an orderly room, and all three of my officers were there, and also the two sergeants of the outfit, Salinero, who was an admirer of Richter, and a fellow named Hernandez.

	‘I doubt that the general will want to move our unit on this small evidence,’ Richter said smugly to me. ‘You ought to give up on such a move, Rainey, until we find some Cordobists in the village itself and perhaps take a prisoner to work on. As you should have done in your previous encounter.’

	Richter was always needling me, trying to undermine my authority with my people, and that aggravated the hell out of me. It was tough enough to establish authority without having my leadership questioned at every turn by another officer of my rank, from the regular army.

	‘We’ll see,’ I responded, ‘what Torre will do. As for taking prisoners for interrogation, I’m sure we would have done better if you had been along, Colonel, rather than holding your inspection here at headquarters.’

	Richter was incensed.

	‘Also,’ I added, ‘when I talk with Torre, I’m going to insist on dropping all this formality in training. He can buy the package offer, or put you in charge. My officers can stay on or leave, as they wish.’

	‘I will not make any bones about it, Rainey,’ Richter said evenly. He and Che Guerrero were standing, while the rest of us sat on straight chairs around the room. There was a long table in the center, with a few scattered papers on it. A ceiling fan moved overhead and dissipated the evening heat somewhat. ‘I don’t like your methods or your officers. I think this unit would be better off with other leadership. So I will not wear any black arm band if you tender your resignation.’

	‘I’ll bet you won’t,’ Quinlan said from a corner.

	Richter whirled towards him. He was not accustomed to an inferior speaking to him like that. He and Quinlan had had some words on previous occasions.

	‘As for you, you need not expect to return to the War Ministry, if you leave this unit,’ he said. ‘I’ll see to it that they never take you back there, my slovenly friend.’

	Quinlan rose from his chair, but Guerrero beat him to it. He came over to Richter arrogantly, looking smaller than Richter, but tough as hell. I started to say something to him, but he was not listening.

	‘Quinlan is worth ten of you, you Nazi devil!’ he said in Richter’s face.

	Richter was outraged. ‘Why, you—filthy swine!’ he grated out. ‘I will show you—’

	But his buddy sergeant, the fellow named Salinero, came up and put a hand on Richter’s arm. ‘It is not fitting, Colonel,’ he said grimly, ‘that you should demean yourself by defending against such scum. Allow me.’ He came and stood between Richter and Guerrero.

	‘Get out of the way, Sergeant,’ Guerrero said.

	The sergeant answered by throwing an iron-hard fist at Guerrero. Guerrero had not expected it, and it glanced off his chin, knocked him off-balance, and he hit the floor.

	Guerrero got a look on his face that I had seen only once before since I had known him, and that was when he had almost beat a man to death with his fists.

	‘Hold it, you two,’ I said.

	Guerrero came up off the floor like a cougar, but my command had restrained him. Richter turned to me.

	‘Are you afraid your man might get hurt by a real soldier?’ Richter said acidly.

	I met his gaze. ‘Actually, I was thinking of the sergeant,’ I countered.

	Richter and the other sergeant, a friend of Sergeant Salinero, both laughed softly. ‘Then let them have it out,’ he said.

	Guerrero glanced, me for my approval. I hesitated, then nodded. In that instant, the sergeant threw another fist at him.

	This time Guerrero saw it coming. He ducked low and the sergeant’s swing went over his shoulder, and then Guerrero’s fist punched into the sergeant’s belly, hard.

	The sergeant bent double, the air whooshing out of him, his face going red. Guerrero waited until he had stumbled in a tight circle, then threw a karate chop hard against the back of his head and put the sergeant down. Salinero hit the tiled floor hard on his side.

	‘Get up!’ Richter yelled.

	Guerrero stood waiting for Salinero to get on his feet, so he could knock him down again. But when the sergeant got to one knee, he suddenly had a switch-blade knife in his hand. He was still gasping hard, but now there was an ugly look in his eyes, not unlike that I had seen in Guerrero’s.

	Even Richter was surprised by the knife. But he said nothing. I think he secretly wanted the sergeant to kill Guerrero.

	‘Hey!’ Chavez said, from across the room.

	‘What the hell,’ Quinlan growled, looking towards me.

	I said nothing.

	‘Now,’ the sergeant said to Guerrero, on his feet again and wielding the knife expertly, ‘I will cut your liver out. Unless your colonel wants to save you.’

	‘Rainey knows I can take care of myself,’ Guerrero hissed at him.

	Guerrero’s voice had changed, too. He knew the fight was no longer a brawl. It was a death-struggle. And that was the kind Guerrero had always liked best. I remembered how good he himself was with a knife, and how he had come close to killing me with one when I recruited him, even though he was dead drunk. But he was unarmed now.

	The sergeant feinted with the knife, circling Guerrero. Guerrero was making a kind of growling noise in his throat. All of us on chairs rose and retreated to the far perimeter of the room, to give them space to fight in. Quinlan and big Chavez settled down and watched somberly, while Richter became very tense and excited.

	‘You know how to use it,’ he urged quietly now. He knew I was not going to stop it now, and he figured Sergeant Salinero would cut Guerrero to pieces. That would not only avenge the insult, but would show the unit that Richter and his cronies were the real soldiers in the outfit, not me and mine.

	The sergeant made a swipe at Guerrero with the knife, and it ripped Guerrero’s shirt but did not cut him. I swallowed hard. I was committed now, no matter what happened. I knew, as every man in the room knew, that there was going to be a killing here very shortly. It was just a matter of which man.

	The sergeant swung the knife in low and gouged Guerrero’s belly before he could twist away. Guerrero gasped slightly and fell backwards a couple of steps, holding his side. Blood seeped slowly between his fingers.

	‘Damn you,’ he growled.

	‘Now the carving begins,’ the sergeant said, his eyes glittery.

	‘Cut him up,’ Richter urged from behind his man.

	Guerrero feinted in one direction and pulled the sergeant’s attention that way, then stepped in past the knife and jabbed stiff fingers into the sergeant’s windpipe. The sergeant reacted automatically with a wild swing of the blade, and sliced a deep cut across Guerrero’s biceps on his right arm. He staggered backwards again, bleeding heavily now. The sergeant was gasping and choking badly, trying to breathe and not succeeding very well. Guerrero kicked out savagely and connected with the sergeant’s groin and the sergeant yelled in anguish and fell back against the nearby wall. Guerrero followed on in, and the sergeant swung wildly twice more, and the second swing got past Guerrero and sliced his face across the cheek and chin.

	‘Sonofabitch,’ I heard Quinlan murmur.

	Guerrero was bleeding all across the face now, and down his right arm, and his shirt was bloody down across his belly. He was cut up pretty badly. But he had the sergeant in trouble, if he could follow up on it. He did.

	In the next moment, Guerrero hit out with a wide-arc karate chop and it hit the sergeant’s right arm just above the wrist. There was a distant cracking sound in the room, and the knife banged against the wall and clattered to the floor.

	Guerrero was a wild man now. With the sergeant holding his fractured wrist, Guerrero thrust hard fingers into the sergeant’s eyes, and the left eyeball popped and the right was raked badly.

	The sergeant yelled loudly and grabbed at his face with his good hand, but there was already a viscous fluid running down his face from the destroyed eye. He was completely blinded, and began turning in a tight circle, yelling and hitting out with his left hand. The other sergeant, Hernandez, started to go in to help him, but I stopped him.

	‘Stay out of it!’ I said loudly.

	Hernandez glanced at me, and stepped back to the wall he had been leaning against. He knew I was right. Richter stepped back a few paces, too, his face grim with frustration.

	Guerrero, despite the wound on his right arm, now threw a crunching blow into the sergeant’s face, and there was more cracking of bone as the sergeant’s nose fractured. He slammed against the wall, dazed and unseeing. Guerrero then closed the distance and began working him over methodically. A hard punch to the low chest that must have fractured ribs, a karate chop to the head, a slamming backhand to the neck. The sergeant hit the floor like a felled tree after the third blow. He hit on his mangled face, and then scrabbled there, like a bug in a glass tumbler.

	The knife lay nearby, but to my surprise Guerrero ignored it, even now. He came and stood over the sergeant and kicked him viciously in the side, busting more ribs. The sergeant yelled again and rolled on to his back, grabbing at his side. Guerrero kicked him again, and the blow crunched into his lower ribs and kidney. There was blood inching from the sergeant’s mouth now, but Guerrero was not finished. There were two more savage kicks to the body, with the sergeant reacting less to each blow, and then a carefully aimed one to the side of the head. That one cracked the sergeant’s skull, and his head jerked back and forth with the impact, and then he was still. A leg jerked at the floor, and a hand moved, as if trying for a last weapon of some kind, but it was all over.

	Guerrero stood over him, gasping from the exertion and his pain. He was a bloody mess. He glanced up at Richter. ‘Now who is the real soldier?’ he said raggedly.

	Across the room, the tough Chavez was grinning slightly. Quinlan was just shaking his head. The other sergeant looked a little pale, and Richter seemed dumbstruck. He went and bent over the felled sergeant and felt for a pulse. But we all knew there was none. He looked over to me.

	‘He is dead,’ he muttered.

	I held his gaze with a hard stare. ‘Consider yourself lucky, Colonel. It was almost you.’

	For the first time since I had known him, Richter did not have a ready reply. I think he knew I was right. He rose, looked around at me and my officers, and strode out of the room without further comment.

	I think he figured it would have been dangerous to make any.

	 


Chapter Six

	 

	I TOOK GUERRERO to a nearby clinic where we could trust the doctor to keep quiet, and got him sewed up. The stomach wound did not require anything more than heavy taping, but he took fifty-three stitches in the arm and face, and he had lost a lot of blood. I wanted to give him some time off, but he insisted on returning to duty. He said he felt better at work, and I knew exactly what he meant.

	I had won Guerrero’s loyalty for life by allowing him to finish the fight with the sergeant without mixing into it. He was that kind of fellow. Honor was very big with him, and dignity, and he could not have lived with himself if these things had been stolen from him by some loudmouth non-com.

	In the next couple of days while I waited for a return call from General Torre, Richter avoided me completely. To nettle me, he increased inspections and drill sessions. His craziness was now beginning to interfere with the mission. There was a rumor that he had called and tried to get Torre since the Guerrero-Salinero incident, to urge Torre to fire me as commander, but I never listened to the rumors. And I did not care, anyway. As soon as Torre got in touch, the fat would be in the fire. It would be Richter or me, his methods or mine. Even after all of this, I did not care if Torre wanted to keep Richter on as adviser. But I wanted him to keep out of my way. And I wanted freedom to pick my own billet sites and run my own little war in the field, or else Torre could get himself another commander.

	I was getting edgy about remaining at the Cordoba school. The Cordobists were surely trying to find out who had clobbered them on the Villa Dolores road, and it did not seem much of a problem to me for them to find us at that very public place.

	Two days after the burial of Sergeant Salinero on school property, and while Guerrero was still stiffly healing from the knife wounds, he insisted on going into town with two of our enlisted men to get some supplies in. They were gone longer than they should have been, and at about 4 p.m. the driver came back alone.

	I was out in the compound when he drove through the gate, and I saw the shattered windshield on the jeep, and the flat rear tire. He stopped the vehicle right in front of me, and then fell out of it on to his side.

	‘Corporal! Get over here!’ I yelled across the compound.

	I went and bent over the private as the corporal and another man came running.

	‘What the hell happened?’ I asked, noting the bloody hole in his tunic, in his right chest.

	‘The Cordobists,’ he grated out. ‘In town waiting for us. It was bad. They shot us up, Colonel.’

	‘The others?’ I asked, thinking of the healing Guerrero.

	‘Dead,’ he said weakly. ‘Both dead.’

	I swore under my breath.

	‘There were no—police anywhere. I came on back here.’

	‘Were you followed?’

	‘I—do not know, Colonel.’

	The other men were now bending over him, too, and Quinlan came running up. ‘Good God,’ he said when he saw the wounded man.

	‘Guerrero is dead, along with the other man that went along,’ I said.

	‘Jesus H. Christ.’

	‘It was the Cordobists, he thinks,’ I added.

	‘Damn, Rainey.’

	‘I know.’ I looked back down at the fellow on the ground. ‘Get him inside,’ I said to the others. Then, ‘No, wait.’

	The private was trying to say something else. But when he opened his mouth to speak, crimson wormed out of the corner. His eyes glazed over, and he gave it up.

	‘He’s dead,’ I reported to them.

	‘Sonofabitch,’ Quinlan muttered.

	Now Richter came running over. His eyes widened when he saw the dead man.

	I stood up. ‘The Cordobists,’ I said flatly, ‘have found us, Richter.’

	Quinlan scowled at him. ‘I hope you’re satisfied, you goddamn arrogant Kraut. You finally got Guerrero killed.’ He strode off brushing past Richter’s shoulder and knocking him off-balance.

	Richter turned from Quinlan to me. ‘What the hell is the matter with him?’

	I sighed heavily. ‘I don’t think you’d understand if I told you, Richter,’ I said. I turned and left him standing there.

	I tried to get hold of Torre all the rest of that late afternoon and early evening, but was unsuccessful. I was told that he would call me definitely the next morning, when he returned to his office at the War Ministry in Buenos Aires. When I got off the phone, I called in Richter, Quinlan and Chavez.

	‘It’s getting damned dangerous here now,’ I told them. ‘If I don’t hear from Torre tomorrow, I’m moving this unit out anyway.’ I looked at Richter to see if he was going to give me an argument, but he seemed suddenly subdued. The ambush had humbled him.

	‘Where will we go?’ Quinlan asked. ‘To Villa Dolores?’

	I nodded. ‘There’s an abandoned cottage near there in the hills. It’s secluded. We’ll pitch tents for the men. If Torre says no, he can come out here and do it himself.’

	‘That goes for me, too,’ Quinlan said.

	I nodded and turned to Richter. ‘As of this moment, all exercises and drills outside are forbidden. If by some miracle the Cordobists still don’t know where we’re billeted, I’m not going to wave any more red flags for them. That’s all finished.’

	Richter let out a long breath. ‘You are the commander, Rainey. Discipline is your ultimate responsibility. But Torre thinks as I do. It is him you will have to convince if you want your men to begin sneaking about like spies.’

	‘Then you’ll go along with me?’

	‘I will keep out of it completely until we are able to clear it all up with Torre,’ he said. ‘Things will be decided very quickly then, I am sure.’

	Chavez, the bull-like man, spoke up. ‘Do you want any extra guards on tonight?’

	‘It would be a good idea to put some on,’ I said. I turned to Quinlan. ‘Are the police satisfied now? Are they all gone?’

	‘They apologized for letting it happen here in Cordoba,’ Quinlan said. ‘But there was no way they could have prevented anything like it.’

	‘None at all,’ I said. ‘We’re the ones at fault. I am, anyway. I should have put them into civvies for running around town. But I knew Torre wanted them suited up. They were sitting ducks.’

	‘Good soldiers are proud to wear the uniform of their country,’ Richter commented, ‘whatever danger may come to them as a result.’

	‘I know some pretty damned good ones who have never had a real uniform on,’ I said to him. ‘Like the Cordobists on that road the other day. Or the ones at the War Ministry annex. They don’t seem to care much what they’re wearing, so long as they hit their targets.’

	Richter had no further argument to that. The meeting broke up shortly, at 9.23 p.m., and I had ordered lights out at 10.00. We had a half-dozen guards on, almost half of our contingent, and I was still jumpy.

	As it turned out, I had good reason.

	At 10.34, just a short time after I had lain down on my cot in my office room, I heard the rifle crack out loudly in the blackness outside. That shot was followed by another, and a yell, and then there was the banging clatter of automatic fire.

	I jumped to my feet awkwardly, going for the Star automatic that I kept beside the cot. Then running into the corridor with only my pants on, I tried to see something through the doorway. There was a lot of yelling now, and the sound of a vehicle outside, and the squeal of rubber tires and more automatic fire.

	We were under attack, and it was clear the enemy had got in beyond the gate.

	‘Up and out!’ I yelled, running for the big doorway just a few feet away. ‘Get your weapons.’

	But my people were already pouring out of the small rooms along the corridor, some in underwear, a couple with nothing at all on, but all with some kind of weapon in hand. A couple had already rushed out into the courtyard and drawn fire, the shooting I had heard from my room. The men poured out through the door with me, and ran right into more fire. I knew from the sound it was an AK-47, and that probably meant Cordobists.

	I was out on the steps of the building now, and saw the jeep circling out there with its lights off. There were four men in it, and they were the source of the fire. There were four of my unit down between the building and the doorway, and one of the men in the vehicle seemed to be hit.

	I was firing at the jeep now, crouched low beside the doorway. The AK-47 rattled off a long burst as the jeep turned back towards us and hit a private near me in the face. He flipped backwards into the building. The slugs raked across the steps, chipping concrete as they came, and then grazed me in the left arm. I was punched back against the brick wall behind me, grunting as I went down. My people were returning fire now, and one hit the right front tire of the jeep. I saw Quinlan come bursting out of the doorway with an ML-57 automatic rifle. In the next instant he was in a low crouch, his gun banging out its message across the night. The windshield of the jeep spidered, and another one caromed off metal.

	Big Chavez came tumbling out of a window on the first floor down at the end of the courtyard and began firing rapidly with his pistol. And then Richter came rushing up beside Quinlan, from inside the building, his eyes wild.

	‘Stop them!’ he yelled to the remaining Jaguar commandos near him on the steps. ‘Shoot at the tires!’

	I saw the Cordobist hurl the grenade, and so did Quinlan, but Richter did not seem to see it coming. I rolled off the steps on to the ground, and Quinlan dived for cover inside the doorway. The grenade landed almost in front of Richter and exploded with a deafening roar and a bright yellow flash. Then the vehicle was making a run for the gate, bumping on its bad tire.

	I fired twice after it, and then it bounced out into the street and was gone.

	I rose slowly and examined my arm. It was not bad, just a flesh wound that would heal fast. I looked up on the portico at the top of the steps where Richter had stood and saw a heap of smoldering clothing. I went up there and saw that it was what was left of Richter—his head and torso. His face was partially destroyed and blackened beyond recognition. There was a lot of blood and his legs were gone. I saw them later, down on the courtyard. Quinlan came out limping, still carrying the ML-57, and stared hard at what was left of Richter.

	‘Jesus,’ he said.

	‘Yeah,’ I acknowledged. I had disliked Richter with a vengeance, but I hated to see a man go that way.

	Chavez came over across the courtyard and was examining bodies. There were a lot of them. I went out to the gate and found a couple more out there. All six guards I had put on the grounds had been killed quietly before any open firing had begun. The twosome at the gate had had their throats cut from ear to ear, and it was an ugly sight. I found the others with holes through their backs and heads, shot by silenced guns.

	So much, I thought, for training intelligence clerks to do commando-guerrilla soldiering.

	I came back into the compound and counted up the dead. There were nine dead, including the guards and Richter. They were scattered over the compound with bullet holes In their chests, legs and heads. One had been run over repeatedly by the jeep as it circled, and had been alive when it started hitting him. The body had ribs sticking out of its side, and jagged thigh bones protruding from an upper leg. There was more blood than I would care to try to clean up.

	‘Madre de Dios,’ Chavez said softly.

	‘We’ve been decimated, Rainey,’ Quinlan said heavily. One of the three enlisted men left limped over on a gunshot leg. He was trembling visibly.

	‘Please, Colonel,’ he said to me, his face dark with emotion. ‘I have never seen so much death. I wish to be transferred out of the Jaguar unit.’ He licked very dry lips. ‘Por favor.’

	I touched a hand to his shoulder. ‘Do not be concerned, amigo. We will have to begin over again, we that are left. You will be sent to an army hospital.’

	Chavez shook his big head. ‘He may be the luckiest one of us all, before this is over,’ he suggested grimly.

	I did not reply to the comment. I stared at Richter, who had wanted so badly to play colonel and would never have the chance, and at a burning jeep across the compound, and at the awful carnage around me.

	The facts seemed to speak for themselves.

	 


Chapter Seven

	 

	GENERAL TORRE WAS not satisfied to talk with me on the telephone after the school billets massacre. He flew to Cordoba the next day and brought a small entourage with him, arriving in late morning in a staff car. He was outraged by the bloody assault, but his primary mood was one of despondency. He and Quinlan and I met in my bullet-riddled office and discussed the new situation, while my few remaining men finished burying the dead in the back of the school.

	‘You should have waited on the burials, Rainey,’ Torre told me heavily, collapsed on a straight chair at the long table across from me. Quinlan sat off to one side, nursing a shallow wound in his left thigh.

	‘The families of these men would have wanted them returned for a decent ceremony,’ Torre added. His tan looked a little deeper than before, but his face seemed more lined, because of this setback.

	I leaned forward on my chair. ‘Look, damn it, General,’ I said harshly, ‘I can’t be concerned about the families of these men right now. You return these bodies to their homes and this will be in every newspaper in the country, and there will be a hell of a lot better chance that Operation Jaguar will be uncovered. I need just a little secrecy, if we’re going to get this mission back on track.’

	Torre gave me a look. ‘Rainey, Operation Jaguar is dead. It simply did not work.’

	I rose from my chair in sudden anger. ‘Dead, like hell!’ I said loudly. ‘It may be dead for you, General, who keeps up on it with a pool-side phone at the nearest resort. Or for President Perez, who has to solve his international problems through all of this and think of other things. But, by God, it’s not over for me! We were a twenty-man force when we arrived in Cordoba, and now we’re six. I saw those men die, Torre, at the hands of these Cordobist butchers. I saw what they did to Guerrero when I sent him into town for supplies. No, by God, it won’t be over for me, or for Quinlan here, until these sonsofbitches have tasted our righteous wrath!’

	‘Ditto,’ Quinlan said from across the room. His balding hair was uncombed and his ageing blue eyes looked deadly-tired, and he was sloppily dressed in fatigues. I am sure Torre did not think much of him as a soldier. But Quinlan was the best there was.

	‘Do you mean you really want to go ahead with this?’ Torre asked incredulously. ‘I have arranged for a generous separation pay for you and your remaining officers.’

	‘That won’t do it, now, General,’ I told him. ‘Sure, I got in this for the money, me and my officers. But we’re professional soldiers, General, and we’ve been bloodied badly. We want to draw some blood ourselves, now. And I think you owe it to us to let us give it a try.’

	Torre sighed heavily. ‘The President has already given his order to disband your Jaguar unit. He considers the mission a failure.’

	‘It has been a failure,’ I agreed. ‘Because of the methods imposed on it by you, General, and your liaison officer, Richter.’ I held his hard gaze while he assimilated that.

	‘You are blaming this thing on me?’ he said at last.

	‘I asked for real authority in Operation Jaguar,’ I replied, ‘and you gave me Colonel Richter instead. I’m sure Richter would have been some kind of genius in conventional warfare, but that isn’t the kind of thing we have going here. Cordobist-types thrive on Richters. They’re ready-made meat for them. I’m sorry to speak that way of the dead, but that’s the way it is.’

	Torre scowled at me. ‘And if you were given complete control over Jaguar, with no second-guessing by me, how would you run the mission?’ he asked.

	‘I’ve been trying to tell you that for several days now,’ I replied, ‘but couldn’t get in touch with you. The first thing I’d do is move out of this traditional army barracks and get under cover somewhere.’

	‘At Villa Dolores?’

	I nodded. ‘Out in the hills near there. We’ve already picked out a secret site.’

	‘Exactly where?’ he asked.

	‘Exactly I’d rather not tell you, General,’ I said deliberately.

	Now it was Torre’s turn for anger. ‘What the hell are you saying, Rainey? That you want to keep your whereabouts secret from your own superiors?’

	‘In this next phase of the operation, yes,’ I told him. ‘That way, I don’t have to concern myself about top-secret documents being read by the wrong people, and so forth. You’d have our general location, and we’d be in touch regularly. I might want to move again without notification, anyway. That’s the kind of operation I’d run.’

	‘I have never had such a bizarre proposition made to me in all my years in the military,’ Torre said darkly.

	‘You’ve never fought a successful fight against a well-organized guerrilla rebellion, either,’ I countered.

	He found it difficult to argue with that. ‘You have no men now, Rainey. Where would you get them?’

	‘I’d keep what I have—my two remaining officers, Quinlan and Chavez, Sergeant Hernandez, and our unwounded private soldier, who showed up well in the firing. I’d recruit a half-dozen more people from your nearby army camp between here and Rio Cuarto.’

	‘A half-dozen?’ Torre laughed sourly. ‘Rainey, you were outnumbered before, with your larger unit. There may be as many as fifty Cordobists at their secret headquarters, wherever it is.’

	I’m not going to slug it out with them on a battlefield, General,’ I reminded him. ‘If Operation Jaguar is a success, it won’t be an open fight. Like Cordobists, we’ll have to try to kill them when they’re looking the other way. I don’t need a lot of men for that kind of operation. The fewer we are, the more efficient. And the more secret.’

	Torre thought all that over. I knew that none of it made much sense to him. But I was the only immediate hope he had to find and kill Cordobists.

	‘We won’t wear uniforms, either, if you give me the go-ahead on this,’ I told him, ‘or hold formations or any of that.’ I saw the look of dismay on Torre’s tan face. ‘We’ll operate like a—well, like a tight-knit band of outlaws.’

	Torre grimaced. ‘That is just what I have feared, if I gave you full authority,’ he replied.

	I ignored the remark. ‘It’s the way we’ll operate best,’ I said. ‘We’ll dress like peasants—farmers. We won’t wave any banners or blow any trumpets. We’ll play dirty, like they do. Every move we make, every thought we have, will be directed towards one thing alone: killing Cordobists.’

	Torre sat there and absorbed all that. He knew he had nothing to lose by giving me more time. ‘All right,’ he said finally. ‘I will persuade President Perez to give you another chance at the Cordobists, Rainey. But if there is anything more that remotely resembles what occurred here last evening, it will be over. We will have to think of some other way of dealing with the Cordobists.’

	‘A ‘political solution’?’ I suggested.

	He nodded heavily. ‘It may be the only way, if you fail. Perez already wants to make overtures to them. Give them a small voice in the government, possibly.’

	I shook my head sideways. ‘These people are murderers and cut-throats, General,’ I said. ‘They won’t settle for a ‘small’ voice in anything. Eventually, you’ll have to deal with them. It might as well be now.’

	‘Let us all hope it is, Rainey,’ Torre said. ‘I’ll arrange for you to recruit a few more men from the Rio Cuarto base. Will you want men with intelligence experience?’

	‘Hell, no,’ I told him.

	Quinlan laughed bitterly. ‘We’ve had enough CIC types,’ he said. ‘They’re all lying dead out back.’

	Torre scowled at Quinlan.

	‘We’ll be recruiting from the base stockade,’ I told Torre.

	Now Torre was scowling at me. ‘What?’

	‘You heard right, General,’ I said. ‘It’s been my experience that the toughest and orneriest men on a military base are usually behind bars for some kind of company punishment. I’ll get my recruits from that group.’

	Torre shook his head slowly. ‘Rainey, you have some very unusual ideas about these things. I think I will never understand them.’

	I relaxed a little and gave him a small grin. I could see the humor in the situation, even if Torre could not. ‘Maybe it’s best that you don’t even try, General,’ I commented.

	 

	The stockade at the Rio Cuarto base for the Third Army was a place I would not have wanted my worst enemy to be incarcerated in. It was a group of dilapidated stucco barracks buildings surrounded by a high electrified wire fence and soldiers with automatic rifles. Most of the people inside were ordinary men who had got into trouble with their company commander and were serving short sentences, I got five of my people from that category, and they were all tough men with grizzled beards and hard eyes. All had been in trouble before being drafted into the army, and all could shoot a gun well. None had any political inclinations at all.

	I had to go to a special section of the stockade for my sixth man, because I wanted another non-com and he was a corporal and had, at one time, risen to the rank of sergeant. He was waiting to be shipped to a government prison for execution, because he had killed another soldier in a bar-room brawl. His name was Martinez and he was known as Diablo because of his nasty disposition. He sounded just like the kind of fellow I wanted for my revived Jaguar unit.

	I had a little difficulty getting to see him when I advised the base commander that I might want him for release. A quick call was placed to Torre and Torre said I could have whomever I wanted, murderer or not. The stiff-backed commander then allowed me in to see the man called Diablo, accompanied by the stockade officer.

	Diablo was sitting against a wall on the floor of one of the filthiest cells I have ever seen, and I have seen a few. A rat scurried back into a crack in an opposite wall as the guard unlocked the cell door and I squinted in.

	The officer left me then, and the guard locked me in with Diablo at my request, although he looked at me as if I must be slightly insane.

	I spoke to him then through the barred door. ‘Now leave us alone, compadre,’ I told him.

	He nodded warily, and left, and I turned to Diablo. He had not risen or spoken or even acknowledged my presence except to glance at me darkly. He was a large fellow dressed in the dark stockade dungarees, tattered from previous use. He was one of the ugliest men I had ever laid eyes on. His square face was mottled by some early acne, leaving pock-marks, and the left side was shiny-pink from a large burn scar that started down by his jawline and ran up into his eye. That eye was distorted in shape by the scar, and gave him an even harder expression than he otherwise would have had.

	‘So,’ I said. ‘You’re waiting for the firing squad, eh?’

	He gave me an ugly look, then rose carefully to his feet. He stood as tall as me, but weighed twenty pounds more, I figured. He was thick through the middle, but solid. His face was something out of a Bela Lugosi film.

	I had spoken in Spanish, but he surprised me by replying in accented English. ‘What is it to you, son of a pig?’

	I had expected that kind of coarseness from him, but in his native language. ‘I can save you from the guns,’ I told him.

	His eyes narrowed on me, and he looked even uglier.

	‘Yes?’ he said.

	‘You can join a special fighting force. Where there will also be an excellent chance of being killed. But if you survive, you’ll have an amnesty from the President.’

	His eyes told me he did not believe me. He had been conned before. ‘I would not confess to the killing at the trial,’ he said slowly, in a gravelly voice, ‘and I will not do so now, with trickery, just so you may have a more complete file, you government spy. You dung eater!’

	I took an ID from my uniform pocket, and showed it to him. ‘I’m a colonel in your army. I’ve been hired to kill Cordobists. I want you for my unit. There is no demand for confessions and no trickery.’

	He studied the card without taking it, then his hard face changed slightly. He was still suspicious, but he knew there was little to lose, so long as I could not trick him. ‘You can get me out of here?’ he asked cautiously.

	‘That’s right. You’d join a small, select group of men billeted near Cordoba. You’d be with us until the mission is completed, one way or another. The risk is high, the danger great.’

	‘But death,’ he suggested, ‘is not so certain as with a firing squad?’

	‘Exactly.’

	He nodded to himself, and I could almost see his brain working.

	‘If you’re thinking of this as a possible means of escape,’ I said, ‘forget it. We have the men to hunt you down. And, whereas the firing squad will fire at your heart, we would aim for the groin.’

	He studied my eyes for a long moment. ‘Very well,’ he said at last, in a brooding manner. ‘Whatever you say.’ I nodded, then hauled off and threw a hard right fist right into the middle of his square, ugly face. It landed brutally and I heard a cracking sound as his nose fractured. His arms flew outwards and he went down on his backside, thumping the hard floor. He sat there blinking, dazed, blood running from his nose and mouth.

	‘That’s to show you that it is whatever I say,’ I said to him in a hard voice. ‘And for the remark about my appetite for dung.’

	I have seen some psychotic looks, but the one I got now was about as unnerving as anything I had ever received. Suddenly the man called Diablo was scrambling and growling in his throat, and as I watched dumbfounded, he gained his feet, bent and grabbed a heavy iron cot on the wall, and lifted the entire apparatus over his head with his muscular arms and shoulders. He intended to crush my face and skull with it.

	‘Go ahead,’ I breathed shallowly. ‘And your future is certain.’

	He stopped in that position, with that heavy cot above his head, the wild look in his eyes. Then he turned and hurled the cot against the wall, bursting a metal leg off it and cracking plaster from the wall.

	He turned back to me, breathing hard. ‘I choose uncertainty,’ he said in that creepy voice.

	I was glad he had.

	 

	In the next couple of days, we moved our new Jaguar unit to the abandoned cottage in the hills near Villa Dolores. Small tents were pitched around the cottage, and that made up our camp. The cottage, with its four rooms, served as day room and billets for myself, Quinlan and Chavez. The site was about a hundred yards off a small road that was no longer in use, and that road in turn led to the paved one to Villa Dolores.

	Around the cottage and tents was an open area of perhaps fifty yards, and beyond that was heavy forest and hills. There were no nearby farmers to spy on us and spread gossip, and I hoped that no one had seen us move into the site in the middle of the night. There was no electricity to the site, and I gave an order immediately on arrival that no fires were to be lighted after sunset through to sunrise the following morning. This caused considerable grumbling, since the nights were often cool, even in that warm season, but I made it clear there would be no exceptions to the rule.

	The men were dressed in garb of the area—unmatched trousers, shirts, sempes and ponchos. I had left the military vehicles at Cordoba, and bought a couple of dilapidated open-box tracks for transportation. No one was allowed to leave the camp site without my personal permission, and no one left with a gun showing.

	The new men were a rag-tag lot, and the kind that don’t take orders well, so it was important that they feared me as much as the enemy. In the first few days, that fear had to be instilled into them, and before they were issued guns. Unfortunately, though, one of my recruits from the base deserted less than twenty-four hours after our arrival at our new headquarters.

	I sent Quinlan and the new man, Diablo, after the deserter, a thief named Menendez. They were gone for only six hours, and returned with the deserter hog-tied in the rear of the old truck. They arrived in the middle of an informal formation to advise the new troops about the Cordobists.

	The truck ground to a halt just yards away, beside our mess tent, raising a big cloud of dust. While Quinlan was still in the cab, the ugly Diablo came around to the back of the track and pulled the fellow Menendez out on to the ground roughly, letting him hit the dirt on his face. My other men just stared grimly at the little drama, all of them quiet.

	‘Bring him over here,’ I said to Diablo.

	Quinlan helped Diablo drag the deserter to our formation area. Quinlan was dusty and tired-looking, and he wore his Colt revolver hidden under his dungaree shirt.

	‘We caught the sonofabitch just outside Villa Dolores,’ Quinlan told me, untying the deserter’s ankles, so he could stand. ‘If the bastard had got into the village, everybody might know we’re out here.’

	Menendez had blood caked on his face. I glanced at Diablo. ‘Did you do that?’

	He nodded. ‘He required persuasion.’

	‘If I hadn’t been along, he would have killed him,’ Quinlan told me, giving Diablo a sour look.

	The big man Chavez came over from the formation and glanced down at Menendez as he now struggled to his feet with Quinlan’s help. ‘We cannot tolerate this, Rainey,’ he said to me.

	The deserter Menendez heard the remark, and turned and spat into Chavez’s face.

	The spittle stood on Chavez’s chin and cheek. He wiped at it very slowly while the fire built in his eyes, and then he was going to tear Menendez’s head off with his big ham of a right fist. I caught his arm.

	Chavez responded to my restraint, and I moved around him to the deserter. He was a brawny, bow-legged fellow with a tooth missing in the front of his mouth. I had had doubts about him even when recruiting him.

	‘So you don’t want to fight with the Jaguars?’ I asked him, in Spanish.

	‘Do you think I am stupid?’ he hissed at me. ‘I wanted only escape from the stockade and the army. I will not fight for any swine like you!’

	I sighed heavily. The fellow had guts, no doubt about it, to spit into Chavez’s face with his hands tied behind him. I glanced at the new men and saw that a couple of them were thinking the same thing. It was incumbent on me to make it clear that guts was not enough in the world they had chosen for themselves.

	‘Send me back to the stockade!’ the deserter was now saying. ‘I will find some other way to get out!’

	I spoke loudly, so all would hear. ‘You’ve got out for the last time, Menendez. I thought I made it clear that there is no going back from Operation Jaguar.’

	‘You cannot make me fight!’ he yelled. Then he saw the look in my eyes. ‘What—’

	‘I will do it,’ Chavez said to me.

	I glanced at him. ‘No.’ I knew that the ugly Diablo had built an intolerable hatred for the deserter that needed release. And this was the place to release it. ‘Diablo will.’

	‘What?’ Menendez demanded arrogantly.

	Diablo looked towards me for confirmation of my approval, and I nodded. The ugly man came over with his big service pistol drawn. Everybody was watching. Menendez now saw what was happening.

	‘It is illegal!’ he said harshly. ‘I know my rights!’

	‘When you joined this unit,’ I said slowly and clearly, ‘you forfeited all rights previously enjoyed, and gave your soul to me.’

	There was a deathly silence. Somewhere off in a tree, a bird cried out raucously. Diablo raised the pistol to Menendez’s face, and casually squeezed the trigger.

	The gun exploded loudly, and the slug entered the deserter’s face through the wide-open left eye, travelled through the brain to the rear of the head, and blasted the back of his skull off. Bone and grey matter spattered out the back as Menendez flew off his feet and hit the dusty ground on his back. A pool of crimson quickly formed under his head as his left leg drummed at the hard ground.

	Diablo stuck the gun back into his belt, and his hard eyes met mine for approval, and got it. He stepped back over behind me and Quinlan. Chavez stared down at the new corpse, probably thinking he would have done it in a less messy way. I turned to the troops.

	They were all grim-faced, and particularly the couple who had come all the way from Buenos Aires with us and had not understood until this moment the grim seriousness of our mission.

	‘This is what happens to deserters from Operation Jaguar,’ I said solemnly. ‘If any of you wants to question our methods of justice, let him speak up now.’

	There was a grey silence in the compound. No man so much as cleared his throat.

	I had not expected any objections.

	 


Chapter Eight

	 

	FOR THE FIRST several days at our hill camp, none of us went into Villa Dolores. The new men were given special instruction in guerrilla methods, with heavy emphasis on methods of killing. Some of them had little to learn. After four days of that, I went into town with Quinlan and Chavez one sunny afternoon to begin our search for Cordobists.

	Villa Dolores was a typical small town of western Argentina, bucolic in flavor with plenty of Spanish colonial architecture. Most of the streets were paved, but only old American automobiles drove on them—beat-up Chevies and coughing Fords. The locals were mostly poor peones, who spent leisure hours at the local cantinas, swigging cheap booze. The streets were mostly cobbled, and were filled with burros, chickens and pigs. There was a central square with dusty trees, and that was where three of the town’s cantinas were located. Because we had heard that Cordobists had been seen in one of these cantinas, the Red Steer, we went there to look around.

	The Red Steer was not your first-class Buenos Aires bar. It sat right on the street, with the interior open to the dust from passing traffic and the heat of the afternoon. There were two slow-moving ceiling fans, but only one worked. Dirty glasses and bottles littered the tables and bar, and the only two patrons besides us were half-stewed. The bartender was a greasy fellow with a heavy moustache who kept swatting at flies that landed on the rims of glasses into which he had just poured drinks. It was all very primitive.

	I asked about Cordobists in as casual a manner as I could, and the bartender indicated that he knew none of them by sight, even when I offered him a wad of pesos. When I asked him if they were seen in town regularly, he said he had heard nothing about them. It was obvious we were getting nothing from him.

	While Quinlan and I had a few drinks, though, Chavez went asking around for us, since he knew Villa Dolores well and knew some places where information might be easier to get. When he returned, he had something for us. His big face was slightly flushed with excitement as he sat down at our table.

	‘I found something. There is a man who, it is said, sells supplies to the Cordobists. Food, clothing. Even possibly ammunition.’

	Quinlan and I exchanged glances. ‘Who is this guy?’ Quinlan asked.

	‘His name is Nicalao. I learned no other one. He has a wholesale produce business out on the edge of the village.’ He gave me a few directions.

	I swigged the rest of my brandy, and then rose from the table. ‘Okay. I’ll take a ride out there.’

	Quinlan regarded me somberly. ‘Alone?’

	‘I think it’s best. More than one will attract undue attention, Quinlan. And there’s no need for this Nicalao to know more than my face.’

	‘I don’t know, Rainey,’ Quinlan said. ‘You’re the top dog here. Let me go, I’m expendable. We lose you, the operation is scrubbed.’

	‘That is true, Colonel,’ Chavez said.

	‘Hell, you’re both right. But I can’t sit here another minute in this stinking place. I need the ride. Just be here when I get back.’

	‘You’re the boss,’ Quinlan said.

	I drove out to the large adobe building on a very dusty street. There were only scattered houses near the place, and a small corral with three burros. There was a sign in Spanish on the front of the place that announced: Produces Dolores.

	I got out of the truck and entered the place by an open door under the sign. Inside there were stacked crates of chickens and vegetables, and there was straw on the concrete floor and the odor of manure. A dirty little office stood off to my right, and a local farmer type came from there to greet me. He was short and middle-aged, wearing a straw hat and soiled white trousers and shirt, and he had a gold tooth in the front of his mouth.

	‘Si?’ he asked. ‘May I help you?’

	Looking at his shrewd but simple face, I knew he had no idea what danger he was in as the result of his dealings with the murdering Cordobists, nor how his shrewdness in business had caught up with him at this moment.

	‘You may,’ I said darkly. I looked around and saw that we were alone in the building. He lived in the rear of it, but apparently alone. I took the Star .45 from my shirt and showed it to him. ‘I’m going to ask you some questions, manito, and I want some straight answers.’

	He eyed the gun darkly. ‘Yes?’

	‘You deal with the Cordobists,’ I said flatly. ‘The Jorge Avila people.’

	He shook his head violently. ‘No. Your information is wrong.’

	I swung the gun barrel against his head, and there was a cracking sound as he grunted and went down, hitting up against a pile of crates with live chickens. The chickens fluttered around in the crates, and feathers flew. He lay on his side, blood running from his left ear. I grabbed him and pulled him to his feet.

	‘I have no time for games, manito,’ I told him. ‘Nor any patience for them. I know you have sold merchandise to the Cordobists. You may as well admit it.’

	He was dazed, but he still shook his head in the negative.

	‘We know their headquarters is in this immediate area. Have you delivered merchandise there?’

	‘No,’ he gasped. ‘I know nothing of any of this. You must have the wrong—’

	I raised a knee sharply to his groin, punching him hard there. He gasped and grunted, bending forward in raw pain. I back-handed him with the gun muzzle again, and knocked him to the floor for the second time. There he lay groaning. I stuffed the gun into my belt and bent over him.

	‘Now what do you say, Nicalao?’ I asked him.

	At the sound of his name, he focused on me in new fear. He was mostly Indian, and Indians did not like strangers to know their names.

	‘Please,’ he mumbled.

	I put my foot on his left knee-cap, lightly, watching his face. ‘In one movement, I can cripple you,’ I told him. ‘Do you understand?’

	He swallowed hard and nodded.

	‘Very well. Now, where may I find the Cordobist headquarters?’

	He licked suddenly dry lips, watching my foot on his knee. ‘I have sold them things. Food, shoes.’

	‘Bullets,’ I added.

	He nodded his admission. ‘But they never allowed me to deliver to their headquarters.’

	‘But they don’t always pick up everything here?’ I suggested.

	He nodded quickly. ‘Yes, yes they do.’

	His eyes told me he was lying again. I had no patience with this kind of thing. I stomped savagely on the knee.

	He yelled loudly, then sucked in his breath in a hissing sound. I had fractured the knee-cap, and he was in terrible pain. He made some more sounds in his throat while I waited a moment. His face had gone very pale.

	‘I’ll ask again,’ I said quietly. ‘Aren’t some of these purchases delivered somewhere?’

	He nodded through the pain. ‘At the junction.’

	‘What junction?’

	‘Out at the main road to Cordoba. Just where it meets— the river road.’

	I knew the place. There was a dry river bed not far from town, to the north, and a dirt track ran along it. The track crossed the road from the north just before it headed into the village.

	‘How many times have you delivered goods to them at that place?’ I asked.

	He was groaning in pain. ‘Three or four.’

	‘And when was the last time?’

	Two days ago.’

	‘Do they have any orders for more merchandise of any kind?’

	He shook his head. ‘No. Madre mia!’ He was looking very bad.

	I rose and stood over him. I knew when I walked in that if I had found the right man, he was dead. There was no alternative, in this kind of ugly war. He had consorted with a bloody enemy, and had thus become one of them. If I left him alive, there was no way to prevent him from alerting the Cordoba Committee. I drew the gun again, and aimed it at his chest.

	His eyes widened slightly in new fear. ‘No,’ he pleaded. ‘Do not kill me, señor. Por favor!’

	I set my jaw. In my business, there was seldom any room for sentimentality. Only survival. I squeezed the trigger, and the Star roared and the figure on the floor jumped with the hit. His eyes saucered and his arms flailed a moment, then he was staring at me without seeing me.

	I turned and left the building. The visit to the place had been a productive one.

	In the next couple of days we searched the area around the intersection named by the dead Nicalao. But without result. We stopped a couple of farmers on the river road, but they were not Cordobists. We had narrowed down the area of our search, but still could not find our quarry. We asked the few farmers we met about a possible encampment in the hills near them, but if they knew, they were saying nothing.

	I did not go out with the patrols on the road. I thought there might still be a chance of getting some information in town. Or maybe being there when some Cordobists came in for business, or to have a few drinks. On a hot afternoon two days after the incident at Produce Dolores, I was in town with Quinlan, at the Red Steer cantina, when we heard that the police were asking all strangers questions about the death of the produce dealer Nicalao, and they were headed for the cantina.

	‘We’d better make ourselves scarce for a while,’ Quinlan said to me, as we rose and downed our drinks. He was wearing a serape over light-colored shirt and trousers, and looked very much like a local.

	‘You go gather up Chavez,’ I said. Chavez had come in with us, but was making a quiet check at another bar. ‘And meet me at the truck in an hour. I’m going to hide out at the local inn for a while.’

	Quinlan gave me a quizzical look, but followed orders. We both left the bar then, and I walked down a back street to the two-story adobe building where I knew the management kept a couple of local girls for friendly entertainment. After passing a few pesos to the female proprietor, I was allowed to go upstairs to a dark-haired señorita called Anna. She was mostly Indian, with bronze skin that needed some meat on it, and she could not have been more than sixteen. As soon as I entered, she stripped down to bikini-type panties, without my asking, and sat on the edge of a colonial-style brass bed.

	‘What you have, Yankee? Kiss-kiss, yes?’

	I sat down beside her. She had small, firm breasts and slim thighs. I regretted her age, but she had been spoiled long before I got there, for anything like marriage.

	‘What do you do best, honey?’ I said.

	‘Best? I do everything, señor. You tell, yes?’

	I grabbed her thin body and pulled her to me, and we were soon in a hot embrace. Her warm flesh was firm and supple and reminded me of a girl I had taken on a first date in Beaumont, Texas, when I still had pimples on my face and had nothing to shave off my chin. We kissed now and her tongue was doing its stuff. Showing me. I had not realized it, but I was ready. Ready to relax and forget Cordobists. I looked down and Anna was undoing my trousers. I let her.

	In a couple of moments she was doing nice things down there. You did not expect so young a girl to be so good at it, but it all came natural. That was the secret. It did not take a college education, and language was no barrier, thank God.

	‘Okay, okay,’ I finally said. ‘That’s enough.’ I climbed on to her then and she looked very brown against the sheet.

	There was something elegant about the slim brown body that made me go carefully. But that did not spoil anything. In the end her cries of pleasure filled the small, spartan room, and the bronze flesh was damp under me, and I had twisted the pretty white sheet into knots beside her head.

	When it was all over, I gave her a package of American cigarettes, and it was like Christmas for her. The hard cash, of course, had changed hands downstairs.

	‘Mil gracias, señor,’ she thanked me, not believing her good fortune. She was propped against the headboard of the bed, looking very much like a virgin, sitting there.

	‘I’m glad you liked them,’ I said. ‘Now, Anna, maybe you can return the favor, possibly.’

	‘Oh, yes,’ she said, making with the big eyes. ‘We do again, yes?’

	I grinned. ‘There’s one of us here that could not do it again, yes,’ I said. ‘No, Anna, I just wanted you to answer a couple of questions.’

	She shrugged. ‘Sure, Joe, you ask.’

	I paused. ‘There are men who come into town regularly. Not farmers. They may dress much like me. And they probably carry guns under their clothing.’

	She thought a moment. ‘Yes. They are politicos, si?’

	‘You could call them that,’ I said. ‘You have noticed them, then?’

	‘People talk about them. They say they are oil-field workers, but the nearest such camp is almost fifty kilometers.’

	‘Have you seen any personally?’

	‘One came here. He was an older man, but hard like a boy. He had very serious eyes, and wore wire spectacles.’

	She did not know it, obviously, but she was describing Jorge Avila to a T, the leader of the Cordobists and the man who had had his training for rebellion in Moscow and Peking.

	‘How long ago was this?’ I asked.

	She wrinkled her pretty brow. ‘Perhaps a week, señor. Not more.’

	‘Did he mention that he was one of these ‘oil men’?’

	‘Yes, he said it,’ she answered.

	‘He did not suggest where this oil field might be?’

	‘No, señor. But we know of none close by.’

	‘Did he say anything else about himself?’

	She thought a moment. ‘No. Just that he was meeting a friend after he left here, at the Bolivar Bar.’

	‘The Bolivar?’ I said. ‘Are you sure?’

	‘Yes, he mentioned it twice,’ she said.

	So that was it, I thought. Avila’s people had changed their hangout. He no longer patronized the Red Steer, but was allowing his men to patronize the Bolivar, on the edge of the village, the north side that was closest to the way out to the river road I had learned about from the trader Nicalao.

	I rose and got ready to leave, and thanked Anna on the way out. She had added to our knowledge of the enemy.

	‘It is my pleasure, Joe,’ she said. ‘You come back to Anna, yes?’

	I smiled. I knew the likelihood was that I would never lay eyes on the girl again. ‘Sure,’ I said. I left the room then, glad I had followed up on a hunch.

	For the next three days my men haunted the Bolivar cantina and bar, in shifts. It was on the third day, on a hazy-hot afternoon, that we hit the jackpot.

	It was about 3.30 p.m., and I was at the bar with Rafael Chavez and the killer Diablo and two of the men from the Rio Cuarto stockade. We had been there since about 1.00, when we had relieved Quinlan and another group of Jaguar guerrillas. Each of us was wearing a sidearm under our native clothing. I had put a poncho on over a grey dungaree shirt and pants, and carried the Star .45 in my belt under the poncho. We sat around a round table and drank lightly and tried to ignore the heat. Flies buzzed crazily around our heads, a thin yellow dog slept on the floor near the bar, and a big rooster kept strutting in from outside, looking around inanely, and then making his exit again.

	In the middle of all this, Jorge Avila walked in with three of his men.

	I recognized him immediately. He and his people wore dungarees and fatigue outfits, and I could see bulges under the worn-outside shirts that I knew were guns. Avila was a slim, well-built man of about fifty, who carried himself like a general and had serious, intelligent eyes. He was wearing the wire spectacles that made him look a little like Lenin, which I was certain was his intent, subconscious or otherwise.

	Avila narrowed his eyes on us momentarily when they first came in, but only I had noticed. I looked quickly away, and we apparently did not seem suspicious to him, because they came in and sat at a table near the front of the place. We were at the rear, and there were three locals between us and them. The fat bartender went and took their orders, and Chavez looked over at them.

	‘Don’t,’ I said softly to him.

	Chavez looked at me quizzically, not understanding. The ugly Diablo glanced that way, and then at me. The two privates had already glanced over there.

	‘It’s them,’ I went on. ‘The Cordobists. Don’t look.’ My people kept their heads down. ‘And Avila is with them. The guy with the glasses.’

	‘Jesus y Maria,’ the big Chavez muttered.

	‘We will make mince-meat of them,’ Diablo said quietly, watching my face.

	One of the two privates, the slim one of the two, swallowed hard in sudden excitement. But I detected no real fear in his face.

	‘Possibly we will,’ I replied to Diablo. ‘We have them outnumbered by one man, and we have the element of surprise. But these are tough people, real killers, and they have us on experience and team-work. So play it smart. One at a time, I want you to get a hand on your weapons. Slowly. And don’t show them.’

	It was a tedious process. The room temperature seemed to go up thirty degrees in those next few minutes. Sweat inched down my side from under my arm, and I found myself breathing shallowly. The three locals between the Cordobists and us were playing cards and paying no attention. A yellow bar of hot sunlight lay across the floor and striped all three tables, and the yellow dog lay just away from it, in shade. The rooster strolled in under the swinging doors, jerking its head in idiot movements, and one of the Cordobists remarked on it and laughed.

	The bartender came with their drinks, and I waited until he had returned behind the bar. Then I spoke again.

	‘When I stand, that’s your signal. Try to take the last one down alive, and let’s hope it’s Avila.’

	I took a deep breath, took the Star .45 from my clothing, and suddenly rose and whirled towards the far table. ‘Get out of the way!’ I yelled to the locals in between, aiming the Star past them at Avila.

	The peaceful bar turned into a locus of sheer chaos. My men drew their weapons and stood or crouched facing the Cordobists, and the Cordobists. began going for their weapons, and the locals caught in between began yelling and trying to get out of the way. The yellow dog jumped to its feet wildly, and the rooster went squawking out the door.

	My Star started the shooting. I aimed carefully at Jorge Avila’s chest and fired, just as Avila ducked low and went for his own, long-barreled revolver. The slug nicked him in the shoulder, going to target high, and spun him off his feet in a tight circle. Chavez fired next and hit a Cordobist in the side and the fellow was thrown away from the table to the floor, yelling loudly. When Diablo fired, a local at the in-between table rose at just that instant. The slug caught him in the, high chest and threw him across the table, and it all went down with him, glass shattering and wood splintering loudly.

	Now the bartender and the remaining locals were yelling and making a big noise, but it was drowned out by the raucous banging of gunfire. The room was filled with acrid-smelling smoke and one of my men went down, hit in the face, and then big Chavez yelled and grabbed his stomach and crashed over our table, demolishing it as he went to the floor.

	. Avila was on his feet again near the door, and as I aimed at him again one of his men came between us. I got him instead, and Avila was through the doors and gone. The remaining Cordobist, swearing a blue streak at the door, was wounded in the arm but still firing at us. He hit my other private in the chest, and then banged out into the hot sunlight through the door.

	‘No! Please, no!’ the bartender was yelling, ducked low behind the bar.

	I ignored my three downed men and raced to the doors with Diablo right behind me. I could hear his guttural obscenities as he came. Outside, I saw Avila pulling away in a military-type vehicle, making the dust of the street raise high behind his wheels. Behind the vehicle, trying to catch it, was the Cordobist with the arm wound. Diablo swore and aimed at the fellow, and I knocked his arm away. He gave me a wild look, which I ignored. Also, I ignored Avila’s dust-hidden vehicle, aimed at the running man’s thigh, and carefully squeezed the trigger.

	The fellow yelled and plummeted headlong on to his face in the road.

	I swung the Star to the car then, and it was a hundred yards down the road. I fired at Avila’s head and the car swerved at the same instant. The slug had missed him. I fired a last time at a rear tire, but again the bouncing vehicle spoiled my aim. In another moment, the car disappeared over a rise in the road. Avila was headed out of town towards the river road.

	I punched Diablo on the arm to make him understand he had won my approval by holding his fire. Then I walked over to the fallen Cordobist. When I got there, a grim smile inched on to my face. He was very much alive.

	That was what I had wanted: a prisoner.

	I turned to Diablo, who now had come up behind me and stood squinting his ugly face into the sun. ‘Get him tied up and put him in our truck,’ I said.

	He nodded, understanding. I stuck the Star back into my belt and returned to the bar. Inside, it was a mess. The locals who had survived were huddled against a wall, eyeing me fearfully. Both Cordobists were dead, as I had figured. One of my privates was, too, and the other one would be of no further use to me. His right lung was punctured and he was losing a lot of blood. When I turned to Chavez, the big man I had recruited from a Buenos Aires bar, I swore under my breath. He was gut-shot and dying. I bent over him.

	‘Hey, listen, amigo. You’ll be all right. Try to hang on for just a little while.’

	He nodded assurance to me, and then jerked slightly on the floor. His head rolled to one side, his eyes still open. He was dead.

	‘Sonofabitch,’ I muttered.

	The bartender came over now, apprehensively, his dark eyes full of questions. I rose heavily and spoke to him.

	‘Get your police jefe over here,’ I said quietly. ‘Alone. And I’ll try to explain all this to him.’

	Standing there among the carnage, I knew that that would be a hell of a tough thing to do.

	I was still trying to grasp it all myself.

	 


Chapter Nine

	 

	I SPOKE TO the police chief in private.

	He wanted to arrest all of us, until I had him place a quick call to Buenos Aires. Then he was very humble and respectful, and called me ‘sir’. I had liked him better when he was arrogant.

	I told him I wanted the Bolivar Bar incident hushed up, and would not tell him where my people were camped. I said that if word of our presence in the Villa Dolores area got out to the residents, I would blame him.

	He got the message.

	We took our dead back to camp, and the wounded soldier was placed in a small local clinic for temporary medical care until our mission was finished. I briefed my people on what had happened in town, and that raised quite a stir. Quinlan took it all calmly, but told me he wished I had tried to stop Avila, rather than take a prisoner. I knew he might be right. I had gambled in going for the prisoner. If we got nothing from him, we would regret not having had another shot at Avila to try to chop off the head of the Cordobist octopus.

	So it was important that our prisoner was made to talk.

	It was the same evening of the Bolivar Bar incident that I went to interrogate the fellow for the first time. We had him tied up in the back room of the cottage, and to save time, I broke my rule about lights, lighting a kerosene lantern in that room, but closing off all windows and doors to the outside.

	I took Quinlan in the room with me, and Diablo and the sergeant named Hernandez, one of the few who had come from Buenos Aires with us. The prisoner was tied to a straight chair, and we had bandaged his arm and leg wounds, both of which were superficial. We all came into the room quietly, and he eyed us with raw hatred.

	‘Cordobists do not talk about their brethren,’ he announced as soon as the sergeant had closed the door.

	Quinlan laughed in his throat. He had heard that kind of talk before, by tougher looking men than this one.

	‘Let me have him for five minutes,’ Diablo told me. His ugly, shiny-scarred face looked grotesque in the lantern light.

	The sergeant eyed Diablo narrowly. ‘Surely he will be accorded the rights of a prisoner of war,’ he said to me.

	I turned to him. He was one of those who respected Richter’s regular army ways. ‘Sergeant, this is not a war. Cordobists do not treat us in the military way. They torture and kill, often with little purpose. If this is going to bother you, maybe you had better see to our guards outside.’

	The sergeant stared hard at me for a long moment, then finally turned and went to the door. ‘Perhaps that is better,’ he agreed. He left, closing the door behind him.

	‘He’s a good soldier,’ I told Quinlan. ‘He just has little idea what we’re up against.’

	‘I know,’ Quinlan said. He went over to the prisoner, who was a square built, leather-faced man. He stood eyeing the fellow silently and the prisoner was uncomfortable under the look. ‘I think this man was at the War Ministry annex,’ Quinlan said.

	I took a closer look at him, and remembered. Quinlan was right. He was one who had got away, after the shooting. I recalled the cold-blooded way this man and his companions had ruthlessly murdered innocent men and women along with the targets of their wrath, and I felt less badly about what lay ahead for him.

	‘You’re right,’ I said. ‘He was there.’

	‘I admit nothing,’ the fellow responded.

	‘Just give me a few minutes,’ the ugly Diablo said again.

	Quinlan ignored Diablo and spoke to the prisoner. ‘What is your name, peon?’ he said.

	‘Cordobists do not have names,’ the fellow replied stiffly.

	‘How long have you been with the Cordoba Committee?’ Quinlan went on.

	‘That is classified information,’ was the response.

	‘This will get you nowhere,’ Diablo scowled at me.

	‘Where is your headquarters located?’ Quinlan asked.

	‘On the moon,’ came the acid reply.

	Quinlan looked over at me. I moved closer to the prisoner and bent over him so that my face was close to his. ‘If you want to play games with us,’ I said urgently, ‘we will hurt you.’ I hesitated. ‘Badly.’

	The fellow’s demeanor changed, and I saw his Adam’s apple bob slightly.

	‘We are like Cordobists in our treatment of Cordobists,’ I continued. ‘That seems fair to you, I suppose?’

	He did not reply.

	‘Now,’ I said. ‘We know your headquarters is out north of Villa Dolores somewhere, along the old river bed.’ I watched his eyes, and they told me I was right. ‘We’ll find the site, it’s just a matter of time. Avila will probably move it now, anyway.’ I hoped he would not be able to, until we had learned where it was.

	‘So you see,’ Quinlan put in, ‘you might as well save yourself any—discomfort, and tell us where the place is. We will find it anyway.’

	The fellow gave Quinlan a hard look. ‘I tell nothing to government pigs!’ he said in a less arrogant voice.

	I turned to Diablo, who had come into the room with a hammer and screw-driver in his back pocket. He intended to use them, if I allowed him. I nodded to him. Quinlan stepped aside, and Diablo came up and kicked out hard at the prisoner’s right shin. There was a loud cracking sound, and a yell from the prisoner, and then he was clenching his teeth and squinting his eyes tight shut against the pain. Diablo had splintered bone.

	‘Save yourself all this trouble, peon,’ Quinlan now told the prisoner. ‘It is foolishness to be stubborn, under these circumstances. All men talk, in the end.’

	There was no response from him. I sighed heavily. All this was unpleasant to me, the part of my job I disliked with a fervor. But, in this psychotic world, it all seemed necessary. If you were not going to be trampled underfoot by a rabid enemy.

	‘Where is the Cordoba Committee headquarters?’ I asked the fellow. ‘Where are you camped?’

	He would not talk. I nodded again to Diablo, and he took the screwdriver from his pocket. He had advised me that he was very good with ordinary tools. With pliers, for instance, he could break teeth, mash flesh, crunch small bones. We had not had a pair to give him, and I was not sorry. He would have to make do with the screwdriver and hammer.

	Diablo grabbed the prisoner by the hair, and stuck the screwdriver into his left ear. The fellow winced as it went in deeper and deeper. He stiffened but held firm. Diablo plunged it further in and burst his eardrum. The prisoner gasped sharply, his eyes widening, and then made an ugly sound in his throat. Diablo pulled the weapon out.

	The prisoner was gasping for breath. Diablo stuck the screwdriver to his right eye, just under the lid. ‘Next I will blind you, cobarde. One eye at a time.’

	I moved up and put my hand on Diablo’s arm. He glanced at me impatiently. ‘This is going to continue until you talk,’ I said to the prisoner. ‘Eventually you will break down. You know that from your own practices. Only a fool will go through all of this first.’

	The fellow squinted up at me, and I think I was getting through to him.

	‘Hell, let me blind him,’ Diablo grunted. ‘That will make him think a little. He will not be so arrogant then.’

	I turned to him briefly. ‘Be quiet,’ I said to him.

	Diablo gave me a hard look, and Quinlan did not miss it. I ignored it and turned back to the prisoner. ‘Just the location of the camp site. That is all we want. No one will ever know you told it, I promise you.’

	He studied my face, and then licked dry lips. He glanced at Diablo and the screwdriver. ‘Very well.’

	Quinlan and I exchanged relieved looks. Diablo appeared nonplussed and disappointed.

	‘We are camped permanently in the hills at the end of the river road,’ the prisoner went on, heavily. He squinted in pain from his head and leg. ‘There is a foot trail, but it is wide enough for vehicles. We use an abandoned villa and its outbuildings.’

	‘We can find that easily, I’d think,’ Quinlan said.

	‘One last question,’ I said to the prisoner. ‘How large a force are you?’

	The fellow hesitated. ‘You said only one question.’

	‘This is the last. And you had better tell us the truth, because we are not kindly to liars.’

	The prisoner licked his dry mouth again. ‘There are almost forty at present, just at the headquarters. Perhaps thirty-eight.’ He hesitated. ‘There is no point in going there, though. They will be gone. Avila is no fool.’

	I let out a long breath, and straightened up. ‘Put a guard on him,’ I told Diablo. Then we left the room, heading for the front of the cottage. We had immediate plans to make, and little time to make them.

	Within an hour, at mid-evening, we had drawn our rudimentary attack plans. There were only eight of us against thirty-eight, if our prisoner’s report was true. That meant that we had to kill a lot of Cordobists before they began killing us.

	We changed into black trousers and sweaters for the assault, and blackened our faces and hands to take away the pale look. We equipped each man with a knife and garotte, in addition to his service pistol. Then we loaded them into our two dilapidated trucks. We were ready to roll when Quinlan came running from the cottage.

	‘He’s gone!’ he yelled at me.

	‘What?’

	‘The goddamn prisoner has escaped!’ he said loudly. ‘He got his ropes loose, and the guard was pulled off by mistake. He must have got into the woods behind the cottage.’

	‘Hell,’ I muttered. I stood there thinking. ‘All right, hold everybody here. Diablo! Let’s go after the sonofabitch.’

	‘How long shall we wait?’ Quinlan asked me.

	‘Give us an hour. Then move out.’

	Quinlan nodded. I checked my Star for ammunition, and then the ugly Diablo and I raced around to the rear of the cottage, and looked around there. Diablo found the tracks almost immediately, and we followed them into the trees.

	There was a moon, but not much of its light came through the overhead foliage. The tracking was slow because of that, and we almost lost the trail a couple of times. But when I would figure it was lost, one of us would find a broken twig or depression in the soft ground, showing the partial imprint of a shoe. The man we were tracking was limping, so we knew it had to be our shin-cracked prisoner. I was suddenly glad we had burst the eardrum, too, because he would not hear us coming up on him, so quickly.

	The thickets were terrible for a while, but as we climbed a wooded hill, the underbrush and trees thinned out, and it was easier going. There were rock outcroppings occasionally, though, and I knew that if he got into rocks, we could lose him. And then he might be able to get word to Avila before we could ready our night attack on his headquarters. If Avila and his people were still there.

	As it turned out, though, our prisoner did not get away. Fifteen minutes away from the cottage, when we were climbing into more and more rocks and finding fewer markings to track him by, I passed a boulder with Diablo huffing up behind me, about thirty yards to the rear. Suddenly, as I passed the boulder, something flashed out of the blackness and thudded into my face and head, knocking me off my feet and turning on pretty colored lights inside my skull. I hit the ground hard without knowing it, and then lay there trying to see through the new pain and shock. A figure came and stood over me, holding a length of six-inch-thick log and wearing a wild look on his face. It was our prisoner. He hefted the log again, to bash my skull in. Blood ran down the side of my head and I could feel its warm stickiness in my hair. I drew the Star automatic and aimed it at the other man’s chest, just as the figure of Diablo came hurtling past me and thudded into the dark one of our escaped Cordobist.

	They went down heavily, and rolled on the ground together, grunting and punching at each other. I swore at the lights in my head and struggled to my feet and then fell down again. Diablo was punching at the Cordobist’s head now, and was overpowering the fellow with his brute strength.

	‘Shoot the bastard,’ I called out, ‘and let’s get back!’

	But Diablo did not want to do it that way. He shoved the Cordobist up against a dead tree behind him, hard, and the fellow’s side just missed a protruding, jagged dead limb. He crunched against the hard wood, his head thumping there. He groaned and Diablo threw a big fist at his face and the Cordobist ducked and Diablo’s knuckles cracked against the tree. He fell backwards, swearing, and the Cordobist threw himself at him again, punching at the ugly man’s face. Diablo grabbed him around the middle finally, as I got to my feet the second time. I aimed my gun at the Cordobist, but then Diablo was between me and him, and I muttered an obscenity. In the next instant, Diablo had the fellow off the ground and was swinging his back in an arc towards the sharp, jagged protruding limb, jutting out at mid-back level. With a savage last thrust, Diablo thrust the Cordobist bodily on to the sharp protrusion.

	The lance-like projection entered the Cordobist’s back, and I could hear flesh mashing and ribs snapping, and then it thrust entirely through his chest cavity and came out in front, just under the heart. I could see the bloody tip of it clearly in the dim moonlight

	The Cordobist just hung there then, his mouth and eyes exploded wide. Hanging on the limb, his feet off the ground. Blood ran freely from the holes the limb had made in his back and chest. His jaw moved once, and a leg kicked the air, and he was still.

	I came over to Diablo, staring at the dead Cordobist. It would have been so much easier to shoot him. I turned to Diablo, whose ugly face looked particularly wild and terrible in the odd light. ‘You enjoyed it too much,’ I said quietly, wiping at the blood on my face.

	‘I killed a Cordobist for you, no?’ he replied grimly.

	I did not answer. I turned and headed back to the cottage.

	I had a big night ahead of me.

	 


Chapter Ten

	 

	THE NIGHT CLOUDED up after we were under way, and that was a break for us. Heavy clouds piled up from the south, and obscured the moon completely.

	Our two trucks moved quietly through a side street of Villa Dolores, attracting no attention, and headed out for the river road where we had searched previously with no luck. Quinlan was convinced now that the prisoner had been lying to us, but I was not so sure. I figured it was more important for him to escape after a real confession of truth than if he had lied.

	We reached the intersection of the main road with the dirt one that led along the river bed, the gravelly dry one, and turned right there and drove for maybe two or three miles before I called the convoy to a halt. We all disembarked.

	The men gathered around me. Diablo hung back, still surly about my criticism about the way he had killed the prisoner. Quinlan issued three ML-57 automatic rifles, to himself, Sergeant Hernandez, and one of the privates who had had plenty of experience with the weapon. We could have given one to every man, but then we would have had to worry about their using them without discretion. I wanted most of the Cordobists dead before the automatic weapons came into play, if we found them still there.

	We moved up to the end of the dirt road in a double file, keeping off the road surface. It was another mile, but I sacrificed the time involved for the insurance of surprise. I had no idea where their last sentry might be placed.

	We found out soon enough, though. I halted our advance in a place where the troops could keep in cover of saplings on either side of the road. Then I took Quinlan with me through the underbrush up to where the road ended on the hillside and the wide dirt track began. I saw the silhouette first, standing on a boulder above us. I motioned to Quinlan to stay put, and moved up around the boulder in the cover of trees. The Cordobist was facing away from me, looking down towards my troops. If we had kept coming, he would have seen us and sounded an alarm. We had been lucky. Also, his presence there probably meant that Avila had not yet moved his people out of the camp site that the prisoner had described truthfully to save his skin.

	I crept up behind the sentry who was dressed in green fatigues. He carried an automatic rifle under his arm. If that thing went off, our whole operation was blown. I took the garotte from my belt and came up closer. I could see the man’s profile now. He had a hooked nose and a long chin. He appeared to be in deep thought. His hand loosely grasped the big gun. I closed the small distance between us and threw the garotte up over his head.

	He had time only to suck his breath in slightly and then the garotte bit through flesh and muscle and tendon and then bone, crimson spraying on to my dark clothing. I pulled hard and his arms flailed and his leg jerked and then his head toppled off his shoulders and fell to the ground. I stepped away and the corpse fell away from me, kneeling first and then falling on to its side, the gun hanging awkwardly on one arm, the fingers still grabbing at the severed throat.

	The body was still moving spasmodically as I turned and headed back down the hill into the open, I waved my arm towards Quinlan, and he gave the troops the sign to move up slowly.

	I did not think there would be more sentries until we reached the encampment, and I was right. The track ran for a couple of hundred yards through the trees, and suddenly opened on to a large clearing. In the clearing sat a one-story, rambling house, with three outbuildings of various sizes. There were also a couple of tents pitched, one of them a rather large one, and used apparently for a mess hall.

	There was a fire in the compound formed by the buildings, and lights in the main house. I drew my men up to cover just at the edge of the clearing, and we saw that there were three sentries. One at a wide-open gate not far from us, and two others further around the clearing, along a broken-down stone fence.

	Inside the compound, there was plenty of activity. We could see several Cordobists near the house, loading equipment into a sizeable truck. It also looked like there was activity inside the house itself. Avila was apparently getting his troops ready to move out in the middle of this black night.

	I turned to my people. Their faces were grim and straight-lined. Even the toughest of them knew that his life was now in jeopardy and that was not a happy thought. But when it all started, they were the kind who would be more concerned with killing the enemy than protecting themselves. At least, I hoped they would.

	‘No guns until I give the order,’ I said quietly. ‘Or grenades.’

	They all understood, it seemed. I could only hope so. ‘There will be a small bonus for each of you, if we succeed here,’ I added, leaving this announcement to the last moment. ‘So go in there and earn it.’

	Quinlan and Hernandez gave them their specific orders, and slowly dispersed into the trees. We were surrounding the compound. I took Diablo with me and we crept up on our bellies towards the nearest guard, the one at the main gate. When we got only thirty yards away, the sentry suddenly rose and looked towards us. Diablo, in his eagerness, had cracked a twig.

	I rose to one knee, and the sentry saw me immediately. I hurled a balanced hunting knife towards him, swiftly and silently. It turned over three times and bit him in the chest like a snake, burying itself to the hilt just below his heart. He threw the AK-47 he was carrying into the air, and then pitched forward on to his face. The only sound was a croaking sound from his throat, and his body thumping the ground.

	Down along the fence to my left, one of our people had just thrust a knife into the posterior ribs of the second sentry, his hand over the fellow’s mouth so he could not yell. The sentry was now slipping to the shadows at the ground. Diablo came up beside me and pointed towards the third sentry. Quinlan had just reached him. The fellow turned quickly and Quinlan grabbed him around the throat from the side, locked his forearms there, and squeezed. The sentry was suddenly kicking and swinging his arms fitfully, his gun flying. That went on for a couple of minutes, soundlessly, while the sentry’s face reddened and then turned a dark color as his wind was cut off. Finally he stopped struggling and slumped from Quinlan’s grasp.

	Now the camp was unguarded but did not know it yet. That was the way I wanted it. There were still men in the compound, loading equipment aboard the truck. Some officer came out of the house and shouted for them to hurry it up. My people crept along the fence line and surrounded the house and compound.

	Diablo and I crept into the compound, running up behind a jeep-type car. There were keys in the ignition. I took them. There were a dozen men outside working at different jobs. The other twenty or so must have been in the house and a nearby lighted out-building. I hoped Jorge Avila and his top officers were still there. That was what was important.

	We were ready now. The climax of weeks and months of planning by Torre and then us was coming in the next moment. I wondered how it would come out. I saw my people sneaking up on the out-buildings, unseen by the Cordobists. Getting in position to assault the villa itself. Most of the enemy were inside that building. The bloody murderers of innocent people had a surprise coming. I remembered Guerrero and Chavez and all the others, and wanted it to begin. I saw my last man come into position and take cover near the house. He and several others on both sides were preparing grenades.

	The Cordobists were busy at the truck and with other chores. I raised up from behind the jeep, and nobody at the truck saw me. I held my right hand above my head, the fist with the Star .45 in it. Then I brought the hand down.

	Simultaneously four of my people rushed the villa, each heading for an open window. At the last moment, one of the Cordobists loading the truck saw the nearest Jaguar guerrilla, and made a small outcry of surprise. But while he was still reacting, my foursome were unloading their grenades into the lighted interior of the house, where most of the Cordobists were working.

	I heard only one more shout from the fellow who had seen the Jaguar guerrilla, and then a series of violent explosions ripped the night, muffled slightly by the building walls. Yellow flashes of bright light came from inside. Masonry crumbled and debris flew through the night and began raining all around us.

	Now there was shouting and loud exclamations from the Cordobists outside, and one fellow with an AK-47 turned and began firing it towards a couple of my men who had delivered the grenades. But Diablo and I hurled grenades towards the truck together, and they went off at the same moment. Several Cordobist bodies went flying through the air. The truck caught fire and began burning savagely.

	‘Fire!’ I yelled now. ‘Commence firing!’

	The Cordobist with the AK-47 got lucky and hit both of my men on the right side of the building, and they both went down. The remaining Cordobists at the truck were returning fire now, too. Quinlan had come up close on our left flank, and he now raked that position with ML-57 fire. Sergeant Hernandez and the other man were using the other ML-57’s, too, and the night was suddenly filled with the staccato bursts of gunfire, the muzzles flickering yellow light in the blackness.

	Diablo suddenly broke and ran from my side, right into the teeth of the several guns at the front of the house. I yelled for him to find cover there, but I don’t think he heard me. He fired wildly as he went, taking a Cordobist down before being hit himself in the thigh. He plunged forward on to his face, then rose and emptied his gun into the face of the man he had put down, making the head a bloody mess. One of my Rio Cuarto stockade people, not seeing Diablo up there with the Cordobists, hurled a grenade right at his feet. Diablo looked down at it, and in that moment it exploded. All I saw was the bright flash that accompanied the roar, and then pieces of Diablo began falling to the ground across the compound. Part of an arm, a lower leg, his head and torso. I shook my head. He had taken too much pleasure in killing. It had caught up with him.

	Now my people were going into the house. I ran forward to the front entrance, which was now cleared of resistance. Quinlan had headed for the rear. Hernandez had been hit in the groin and I was sure he was dying. I jumped the bodies at the front entrance, at a small portico, and then went in. A scared Cordobist confronted me in the foyer. He raised a Russian pistol to fire at me, but I beat him. The Star exploded loudly in the close confines and he jumped backwards and hit the floor. I looked in a room to my right, and it was a library. It had been used as the command room by Avila, and it was a mess. It had been ravaged by a grenade. There were four bodies, very messy, but Avila was not one of them.

	There was a lot of firing outside the house now, as the Cordobists in the out-building were returning fire to my remaining men. I raced on down a corridor to another room, and was met at its doorway by Jorge Avila.

	He had a wild look on his professor-like face, and his wire spectacles were askew on his nose. He had a Belgian Centennial .44 revolver aimed at my face. He pulled the trigger and it clicked on an empty chamber.

	I had by mere chance avoided an exploded skull. I raised my Star .45 but he swung the Centennial viciously at my face, connecting along my jaw and head.

	I took the blow hard and fell against the door jamb. Before I could recover, he had swung the gun again, and it crunched into the top of my head. He came past me through the doorway, and I grabbed at his legs and he fell into the corridor. But then he was up and on his feet and making for the front entrance.

	I was bleeding from the head again. I got up and fell against the door jamb, groggy and unsteady on my feet. I had trouble for a moment recalling what the hell I had to do next. Then I remembered Avila running away down the corridor. I glanced down that way, and saw that another man had joined him and they were shooting their way out together. I thought I recognized the other fellow as Gonzalez, one of Avila’s top lieutenants. I swore and raised the Star just as they disappeared out the doorway.

	‘Quinlan!’ I yelled towards the rear. ‘Stop Avila!’ But Quinlan had apparently been delayed in the rear of the house. I staggered along the corridor to the foyer, and leaned on the front door jamb there, looking out into the night. There was still gunfire around the largest outbuilding, a large shed. I heard an engine roar to life beside the house, and knew there had to be another jeep there which Avila had found. There was gunfire from that direction. I stumbled out to the flaming truck, so I could see the jeep when it came, and in the next split-second it rounded the corner of the building.

	The officer was driving, and Avila was beside him in the front seat, huddled low, holding the revolver still. He apparently had reloaded in the vehicle. When the driver saw me, he headed right at me.

	It was the lieutenant, Gonzalez, all right, I had been shown photographs of him. I could see his face clearly as the jeep hurtled towards me. I fired the Star just once, cracking the glass of the low windshield but narrowly missing Gonzalez’s head. Then I dived hard to my right. With the left front fender, the jeep still hit my leg as it roared past. It bruised it badly as I hit the ground and rolled away. The jeep kept on going, heading out of the compound.

	‘Stop the car!’ I yelled. loudly to anybody who could hear. But my voice was drowned out by the cracking gunfire.

	Avila turned and fired off two shots at me as the jeep roared away. The first spattered dirt into my face and the second tore at my dungaree shirt collar above my dark sweater, just missing my throat. I got up into a sitting position and held the Star with both hands and aimed carefully at the driver Gonzalez’s head. But when the Star roared out its reply to Avila, the jeep made a turn at the gate, and I just shattered more glass in the windshield, between their heads. A moment later, the jeep was at the edge of the clearing, disappearing into the trees.

	‘Goddamn it,’ I swore savagely.

	I got to my feet and I was more steady, now. A last Cordobist popped up from behind the other jeep, the one I had taken the keys from, and aimed a revolver at my chest. But Quinlan, who had just come around the house on the far side, hobbling on his wounded leg again, saw the action before I did, and fired and hit the Cordobist in the back. The fellow did a small flip on to his side, and scrabbled at the ground, dying.

	There were still a few Cordobists left. Of my men, I could see several down. There were only Quinlan and me and a couple of Rio Cuarto people firing from cover. But we had position on the few who were left of Avila’s men. I ducked behind the nearby jeep and fired off a couple of shots towards the out-building where several were returning fire, and got lucky and hit one of them.

	A moment later, I saw a white flag at the door of the building.

	Something hard settled down inside me. ‘Hold your fire!’ I yelled.

	The shooting slowly stopped. The only sound then was the crackling of flames at the truck. My men came slowly out of cover and we converged on the out-building.

	‘Throw your weapons out!’ Quinlan yelled.

	One by one they came out, hitting the ground. One was an AK-47.

	‘All right, now come out of there!’ I called out to them.

	They came out, single file. There were four of them. Quinlan went into the house and found one hiding and rousted him out. We lined them up on the small portico. They were a tough-looking bunch. One of them, I figured out, was another lieutenant of Avila. He seemed arrogant.

	‘We are prisoners of war,’ he announced, as the four of us stood there facing the five of them. ‘We demand to be treated in the manner prescribed by the Geneva Convention.’

	‘Shut up,’ I growled, ‘and face the wall.’

	The fellow who had just spoke looked at me suspiciously. ‘What are you going to do with us?’

	‘You heard him,’ Quinlan said impatiently. ‘Turn to the house.’

	They reluctantly obeyed. One by one they turned their backs to us. I knew from experience it was better this way. I did not want to have any pleading. I turned to Quinlan, who still held the last of our ML-57’s. I nodded to him.

	Quinlan raised the automatic rifle towards them. A surprised look came over the face of one of our remaining privates, but he made no comment. Quinlan squeezed the trigger of the big gun, and it clattered loudly in our ears, making a big racket and causing yellow flashes in the night. The figures at the wall jumped and jerked about under the raking hail of lead, and one even managed to turn back and raise his hands defensively. The slugs tore into them mercilessly, punching holes in their chests and heads. One by one they fell along the house wall, in various awkward positions. Two of them were still alive.

	I walked over to the first one, and aimed the Star at his head, and fired. He jumped and was still. I went to the other one. He had been hit in the low back and was gut-shot and he was trying to hold it all in with his hands.

	‘Please, señor,’ he croaked out. ‘Do not—kill me!’

	I hesitated only a moment. Steeling myself, I aimed at his face and fired again. The Star banged out a last time, and punched a blue hole just below the Cordobist’s left eye. The slug blew the side of his head off. His right hand scratched at the portico pavement, and then quit.

	I turned and met Quinlan’s gaze, and he nodded almost imperceptibly to show his approval. I glanced at the nearest Jaguar guerrilla. ‘Go get that jeep started,’ I said, throwing him the keys. ‘The Cordoba Committee may be dead, but I suspect it will have a miraculous resurrection one of these days soon, if we don’t find Avila. Let’s go get him.’

	Quinlan grunted. ‘I couldn’t have said it better myself, old man,’ he said.

	I punched his arm and turned and headed for the jeep behind the private with the keys.

	Avila already had a twenty minute start on us.

	 


Chapter Eleven

	 

	OUR JEEP BUMPED and coughed through the night, racing towards Villa Dolores.

	We had seen evidence of Avila’s vehicle early, and I figured he was headed for the village, or through it. There had been deep tire tracks on the soft shoulder of a dirt road. Later, we found more tracks at the junction that led into town, so Avila was definitely heading that way.

	When we drove into the central plaza, there were few locals on the street. It was almost midnight. There were lights on at the Red Steer cantina, and a couple of half-drunk peones standing out front, staring at us as we slid to a stop outside the place. I jumped off the jeep and went over to them. ‘There was another car ahead of us,’ I said loudly to them. ‘Did you see it pass here?’

	They eyed me warily. ‘What if we did?’ the biggest of the two asked sourly.

	‘I want to know in which direction the vehicle was headed,’ I told him patiently. I took some pesos from my pocket. I must have looked weird to them, with my face blackened and the dark clothing and the gun on my hip.

	I offered the pesos to him. ‘I will pay for the information.’

	The bigger fellow got a crafty look on his square face. ‘Why is this information so important to you?’

	‘Jesus H. Christ,’ Quinlan said from the jeep.

	‘Let me handle the peon,’ one of my soldiers said.

	I stuck the money back into my pocket, and drew the Star and pushed it into the face of the big man. I shoved it up against his cheek so that the muzzle pushed his flesh into a roll beside his nose. His eyes were suddenly wide.

	‘Where did the car go?’ I demanded.

	He swallowed hard. The other man backed away slightly.

	‘The car just came past here. It went around the plaza and headed off to the right at the end.’

	‘Are you damned sure?’ I said threateningly.

	‘Yes, yes,’ he said quickly, unsuccessfully trying to move away from the gun.

	I took the gun away from him. ‘Your greed deprived you of the pesos,’ I said quietly. ‘But your very good intuition saved your life.’

	I jumped back into the jeep-type car and we roared off along the square and turned right, as we hoped Avila had done. If the saloon drunk was levelling with us, Avila was headed back to Cordoba. That was where the Cordoba Committee had started out, and Avila probably had friends there who would hide him.

	It took us less than an hour to reach Cordoba, where we had billeted publicly before Richter had been killed. We roamed the dark streets for over an hour in the jeep and found nothing. My guerrillas were getting bone tired now, so I dropped them off at the old billets at the school building, and Quinlan volunteered to keep looking with me through the night. I knew Avila was there somewhere, and we could identify the other jeep, if we could just spot it parked somewhere. After we had looked for almost another hour, I remembered Luisa Obregon, the ex-Commie who had been, for a short time, Jorge Avila’s mistress.

	‘He might just have gone there,’ I told Quinlan.

	‘Let’s check it out,’ he said. ‘I don’t have any other ideas at the moment.’

	At almost 3 a.m., we drove up to the apartment building where Luisa lived. There was absolutely no one on the streets. We looked all around several blocks for the other jeep before we went into the building, but without results.

	When Quinlan and I knocked on Luisa’s door, inside, there was no response. I stood there remembering that violent-sweet encounter not so long ago, and wished all this were over and I were returning just to make small talk with the girl, and touch her smooth flesh again.

	‘Hell,’ Quinlan said. ‘She’s either dead asleep, or out for the night somewhere. Maybe we’d better give it up and try in the morning.’

	I started to agree, but then I looked at the floor of the corridor, under our feet, at the bottom of the door. ‘Look,’  I said to Quinlan.

	He saw it, too. It was a small deposit of sand, from a shoe. The kind of sand that surrounded the villa at Cordobist headquarters in the hills.

	‘I’ll be damned,’ Quinlan said.

	He took a lock-pick from his trousers and showed it to me, and I nodded. He inserted it into the door lock, and manipulated it for a moment, and suddenly the door swung inward.

	All the lights were on in the apartment. Quinlan looked at me, and drew his Colt. I already had the Star in hand. I stepped past him, inside. There was nobody there. Then I heard the groaning from the bedroom.

	I glanced at Quinlan, and went to the doorway between the two rooms, the Star ready for trouble. The lights were on in there, too, and Luisa lay nude on the floor, except for a sheer dressing-gown that hung on her shoulders wide open. She was bruised and bleeding from her face and body, and she was only semi-conscious. There appeared to be no one else in the room. It looked as if Avila had come and gone. Drawers had been pulled out and papers strewn over the floor near her. Quinlan came up beside me.

	‘Good God,’ he said.

	I holstered the Star and knelt beside Luisa. Her left eye was almost swollen closed, and there was caked blood around her mouth. There was a big bruise on her right breast.

	‘Luisa?’ I said.

	She focused on me, and licked her lips. ‘Ah. It is you. The mystery man.’

	‘You’re going to be all right,’ I said.

	‘I know. He was going to—kill me. But changed his mind.’

	‘Your old friend Avila?’ I asked.

	She nodded. ‘But he was never a friend.’ She pulled the dressing-gown around her, weakly, to hide her nudity.

	‘What did he want?’ I asked.

	‘He needed money. He knew I kept some—here.’

	‘And you wouldn’t give it to him?’

	‘I told him—long ago. I was through with him.’

	‘And he found it, anyway? The money?’

	‘Yes. He was always a thorough man.’

	I gathered Luisa into my arms gently and placed her on the nearby bed. The gown fell apart again, and I covered her. Quinlan went and looked around the apartment, to make sure there was no one else there. I sat on the edge of the bed.

	‘I’ll get you an ambulance.’

	‘No. I’ll be all right with some rest.’

	‘I’m sorry you had to go through this, Luisa.’

	‘I will pick my—associates more carefully. From now on.’

	Quinlan came back. He had put his gun away. ‘They’re definitely gone,’ he said.

	‘Was Avila with the fellow called Gonzalez?’ I asked Luisa.

	‘Yes, Gonzalez. He beat me, not Jorge. Jorge was always one to have someone else do his dirty work.’ She squinted at the black on my face. ‘What have you done to yourself?’

	I grinned slightly. ‘I’ve been fighting a small war tonight. Avila got to me before you.’ I rubbed the cut under my hair. ‘Now I’ve got to find him. He’s the last of them, he and the fellow Gonzalez.’

	‘And you want me to help you, I suppose?’

	‘If you will.’

	She hesitated, looking at the ceiling past my face. She was lovely, even like that. ‘I owe Jorge nothing.’

	‘How long ago did he leave here?’ I asked.

	She shrugged slightly. ‘Maybe a half hour, maybe less. They did not stay long. Just long enough to steal from me.’

	‘I suppose he didn’t say where he was headed?’

	‘No,’ she said. ‘But I think he will be in Cordoba for a day or two.’

	‘Why do you say that?’

	‘General Torre is back here,’ she said.

	I was surprised. I thought he was going to stay in Buenos Aires until he heard from me. Luisa saw the look on my face. ‘Do you work for him?’

	I nodded. ‘He’s the big brass in charge.’

	‘That is what I guessed. Jorge knows this, of course. And he and Torre are old enemies, even before this. Jorge made a remark about ‘getting’ Torre.’

	‘Do you think he meant while Torre is here in Cordoba?’ I asked her.

	‘I have the feeling—he meant immediately. Perhaps even tonight.’

	I nodded to myself. ‘Of course,’ I said softly. I turned to Quinlan, who stood near me. ‘He’ll make a last ditch effort to kill Torre before we catch him. That would give him a certain satisfaction, no matter what happens to him then. He’s that kind of character.’

	‘Yes,’ Luisa said, ‘he is.’

	‘Where would Torre be staying, here?’ Quinlan asked me. He looked rugged, standing there in his fighting gear, wearing a black tam on his head, the big Colt on his hip. I was glad I had asked him to join me.

	‘He’s supposed to stay at the suite he rented at the small hotel downtown,’ I said, ‘whenever he’s here, until this is over. I’ll give him a call.’

	I went into the other room and called the hotel, and got a sleepy night clerk. Yes, General Torre was there tonight, but he was not to be disturbed. I told him this was urgent, and the idiot was stubborn. I could tell him no more than that. I angrily slammed the receiver down and stormed back into the bedroom.

	Luisa was sitting up on the edge of the bed, talking to Quinlan, telling him how terrible a guy Avila was. Quinlan already knew.

	‘We’ve got to go over to the hotel right now,’ I told him.

	‘Right.’

	‘Will you be okay, Luisa?’

	She nodded. ‘I will need some sleep and rest.’

	‘Double-lock your door when we leave,’ I told her. ‘Avila could come back.’

	‘I will,’ she said. She studied my face for a moment. ‘Take care that Jorge does not kill you.’

	I nodded. ‘I’ve had a taste of his wrath,’ I said. ‘Now he’s going to taste mine.’

	 

	Torre was not happy about being awakened in the middle of the night. But when he heard about the Jaguar victory at Villa Dolores, a wide grin came on to his face. I stood in his hotel suite with him, while Quinlan waited out in the corridor with Torre’s personal bodyguard, a corporal in uniform. Torre looked very dapper in his expensive dressing-robe with the silver brocade.

	‘Avila is here in town, and he may try to find you,’ I told him. ‘Do you have any more bodyguards to call on?’

	‘Yes, I can get some men here in the morning, Rainey,’ he said easily.

	I had washed the black off my face, and had removed the dark sweater, and felt slightly rested, but I was impatient with Torre because time was so short. ‘General, I’m not talking about morning. Avila could be here any time. We’re lucky we beat him here. I think his last wish is to kill you.’

	Torre’s tanned face grew somber. ‘I see. Well, it has been reported to me that Avila has a deep hatred for me. I will call the base immediately. I will get several soldiers over here—’

	The door opened, and Quinlan leaned in. ‘Excuse me, General. Rainey, you better get out here.’

	I glanced at Torre. ‘Stay put,’ I told him.

	I followed Quinlan out into the corridor, and he turned to me. ‘A jeep just pulled up outside the hotel, then turned the corner very slowly,’ he said.

	‘Could you see who was in it?’

	He shook his head. ‘It was too dark down there.’

	I turned to the bodyguard. ‘Don’t leave this door,’ I told him. ‘If anybody comes up here to this suite, use your gun. Don’t let anybody past you.’

	‘Si, Colonel,’ the guard replied.

	Quinlan took the stairs three at a time, and in just moments we were on the dark street. It was almost 5 a.m., but black as pitch. The colonial buildings around the big square made ghostly silhouettes in the darkness. A skinny dog slunk away from us as we came out the hotel doorway. We ran to the corner and looked down the side street, our guns drawn.

	The jeep was there all right. And it looked like the lieutenant Gonzalez in it. He was casing the hotel, giving it the once-over for Avila. Now he had seen our jeep, also parked around the corner, and suddenly he turned and spotted us. In the next moment the tires were squealing on the pavement as he pulled away, roaring down the street.

	We both pulled off a shot, but Gonzalez kept going. Neither of us had hit him.

	‘Get back upstairs, and make sure Torre gets protection!’ I yelled at Quinlan. ‘I’m going after that bastard.’

	Quinlan nodded and ran back to the hotel. I jumped into our jeep, started it up, and roared off into the night after the other vehicle.

	At first I could not see him anywhere ahead, but then I passed a small intersection and saw the red tail-lights down a side street to my left. Gonzalez had made the error of turning his lights on. None of my men would have made such a mistake. Things like that could make the difference, I knew.

	Next, he turned right and was on a road out of town. We raced down the length of the street together, me closing the distance to a hundred yards. I had the accelerator to the floor. The speedometer needle went spiraling upwards, and the jeep hit a pot-hole in the street, and almost threw me out bodily. I grabbed the wheel hard and the jeep swerved and went up over a curb and narrowly missed a utility pole, but then it bumped back into the street and I had it under control. The other car was now two hundred yards up front. We were on the edge of town now, and heading into open, black country. The road was dirt, and dangerous, but I kept the accelerator down, and closed the distance to a hundred yards again, and then fifty. I could see Gonzalez’s head clearly behind the wheel. He turned quite suddenly and I saw a gun and the flashes from its muzzle. The windshield spidered beside my head. Another inch to the right and he would have put a hole through my face. I drew the Star, steering with my right hand, and tried to fire at the other vehicle left-handed. I aimed at the rear tires. On the fourth shot, I hit the left rear and exploded it.

	The other vehicle began careering across the road, going out of control. Then it left the roadway, burst through a low fence, and began rolling. It crashed over and over in high weeds, as I braked wildly on the road surface, and mid-way through the second complete roll, it exploded violently and burst into flames.

	I finally got my car stopped, skidding sideways on the dirt and gravel. I jumped out and ran down through the gulley at the shoulder and towards the burning car. Yellow flames rose high above it and crackled in the night, smoke rising above the inferno.

	As I had suspected, Gonzalez had been thrown from the vehicle as it rolled. He lay ten yards from the burning vehicle, in high weeds. His left arm seemed to have a complex fracture just below the elbow because white splintered bone stuck through the flesh. His left trouser leg was wet with blood; his skull had been broken and his forehead torn away up over his hair. You could see grey matter through the gaping hole.

	I bent over him, and stuck the Star up to his face. I figured he had no idea how badly he was hurt. He had absolutely no chance for survival. ‘Listen to me,’ I said above the crackling of the fire, ‘I will blow your face off if you don’t tell me where Avila is.’

	He focused on me. I hoped he would last.

	‘What—?’ he said.

	‘You need help,’ I told him. ‘I can give it to you if you co-operate with me.’

	He was barely rational. ‘Jorge?’ he said.

	I took another tack. ‘Yes, Jorge.’

	‘It is all over, Jorge.’

	‘Yes, all over except Torre,’ I told him.

	‘Yes, Torre.’ Blood inched from the corner of his mouth. He did not have long.

	‘I can take care of that when the sun rises,’ I said slowly. ‘But I don’t know where to rest until then. Where should I take you?’

	He focused dully on me. ‘Why, we must return to the room. You were to wait there.’

	‘Ah, yes,’ I said craftily. ‘The place on Helena?’

	His brow furrowed. ‘No, Jorge. You remember. The room at—’

	He coughed and looked very bad.

	‘Yes?’ I said impatiently.

	‘The room—’

	His face suddenly went black, and he gagged, and it was over.

	I swore to myself and rose. The heat from the flames seemed to be roasting me. And I had missed a chance to learn exactly where Avila was waiting.

	But at least I knew he was in town somewhere.

	I stuck the Star back into its holster and headed back up to the vehicle on the road.

	Now it was only Avila.

	 


Chapter Twelve

	 

	‘BUT SURELY THERE is no real danger now!’

	Torre strutted across the room, looking very military, while Quinlan and I exchanged sour looks. One of his bodyguards stood just inside the door, and several more now kept watch in the corridor.

	‘So long as Avila is alive, there’s danger, and plenty of it,’ I said patiently. ‘Now, by God, General, you put me in charge of Operation Jaguar, and it isn’t finished yet. Not until Jorge Avila is pushing up daisies somewhere.’

	Torre gave me a somber look.

	‘Rainey is right, General,’ Quinlan said, looking very tired now. Neither of us had had more than a couple of hours of sleep in the past couple of days.

	‘Avila will probably still make an attempt on your life,’ I went on, ‘even though by now he knows something has happened to Gonzalez.’ It was almost dawn. ‘Avila isn’t the type to give up so easily. He’ll have a plan for your demise, and he will possibly be here yet before the sun rises.’

	‘So what do you want me to do?’ Torre asked heavily. He was still in the dressing-robe.

	‘I want you to leave immediately, out the back way, with no notice to the hotel management. I want you to drive quietly away from here, with all your guards, and go to your Rio Cuarto base and wait there until you hear from me.’

	Torre sighed. ‘I don’t see how that will help find Avila.’

	‘Maybe it won’t,’ I said. ‘But I think Avila will still come here for you, and soon. I’m going to be here when he comes. I’d like you to leave me the uniform you came here wearing.’

	Torre’s eyebrows raised. ‘But that is all I have here!’

	‘You can leave like that,’ I said, gesturing to the robe.

	‘But that is absurd!’ he protested.

	‘I’ll be wearing your uniform if he comes in the next few hours, and I want Quinlan dressed like one of your guards. I’ll station him in the corridor.’

	Quinlan gave me a look. He was hearing the plan for the first time, too. ‘Do you think it will work?’

	‘If Avila wants the general badly enough, who knows?’ I said.

	Torre sighed. ‘Oh, all right, Rainey.’ He gave me a sour grin. ‘Just try not to get blood all over my nice dress uniform.’

	I grunted. ‘I’ll make a real effort to be careful with it,’ I said.

	Torre was gone in the next fifteen minutes, and had taken his men with him. The hotel management still thought he was occupying the suite. Quinlan had traded clothing with one of Torre’s men, and I wore Torre’s tan uniform with its black-leather belt and boots, including his peaked cap and a chestful of medals and ribbons. Torre and his people had left quietly at a side exit. I could only hope Avila had not been watching from some vantage point. If not, he would have no way of knowing that Torre was not still there.

	I sent Quinlan out into the corridor at around 6 a.m., a half-hour before sunrise. It was still dark outside, but there was a hint of light on the eastern horizon.

	‘Try to act like a bodyguard,’ I told him at the door.

	‘You mean you want me to fall asleep?’ he said laconically.

	I grimaced. ‘Just take care of yourself. Avila may decide to go through the sentry to get Torre. I’ll be right inside here, acting like a tin duck at a shooting gallery.’

	‘Good luck,’ he told me.

	‘Same to you.’

	Closing the door on him made us two separate targets. That reduced our odds. If Avila came with somebody, we might be in bad trouble. But I figured this was the quickest way to get to him, if he was serious about murdering Torre.

	I had lifted the draperies at all the windows, and turned on some lights, and made myself an excellent target from outside the windows of the hotel room. There were a couple of buildings across the plaza where Avila could station himself with a rifle and pick me off without much difficulty.

	A half-hour passed and I began to think I might have guessed wrong about Avila’s motives. The sun was just about to surface over some rooftops across town, and there was a dull light outside. I figured that would reduce visibility into the room. I found myself wondering how long I would play out my charade, if Avila did not come. With every half hour that passed, there was more chance that my hunch was wrong. Avila might, at that very moment, be putting many miles between us that would put him out of reach for a long time to come.

	I paced the room, thinking about all that. I started to walk to the corridor door, past a long red sofa in the middle of the sitting-room when I heard the sound in the direction of the bedroom.

	I stopped exactly where I was, in mid-stride, and listened. For a moment there was nothing but a few early morning sounds from the street outside. Then I heard the second sound inside. Somebody was coming through the open bedroom window.

	I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. I walked silently and slowly to the door to the corridor, turned the knob ever so carefully, and swung the door inwards.

	Quinlan, sitting on a chair just outside the door, turned to me.

	I put my finger to my lips, and gestured for him to come into the suite.

	A moment later, we were back inside. I closed the door quietly, and signaled to Quinlan that somebody was in the bedroom. He nodded, drawing his Colt. I already had the Star out and ready. I motioned for Quinlan to move over to the end of the room, behind an overstuffed chair, where he would be out of sight from the doorway between the rooms when the door was opened. Then I went and sat on the sofa with my back to the bedroom door, picked up last evening’s newspaper, and acted as if I were reading it.

	It must have been five minutes before we heard another sound. It was a slight clicking noise as the bedroom door was opened. My heart pounded hard in my chest as I waited. If Avila fired from there, without showing himself to Quinlan, I was dead. I waited and waited and maybe thirty seconds elapsed.

	Then I heard the footfall on the tiled floor of the room. It was an almost imperceptible sound, but there was no doubt of its origin. Whoever had been in the bedroom was now making himself visible to Quinlan. And then I had a surprise. I heard a second sound of a foot touching or scraping the tiled floor, and this was from a position on the other side of the doorway. Unless my ears were deceiving me, there were two of them. I had not really thought Avila would have had time to find an accomplice in his murderous mission.

	While I was still deciding when to make our first move, I was jarred by Avila’s hard voice.

	‘Good morning, General,’ he said from somewhere behind me.

	In the same instant that I turned and saw the two men—Avila and some gunman with a black moustache—Quinlan rose from cover, aimed the Colt at Avila, and fired.

	The trouble was, Avila had heard Quinlan’s movement when he rose from behind the chair. He was ducked low in a crouch when the Colt roared in the room, so Quinlan’s slug tore at his collar but missed Avila himself.

	Avila and his hired man both held revolvers in their hands. But Avila did not attempt to use his at that moment. He was too stunned at what he had seen when I turned to him. He turned back to me. ‘You!’ he hissed.

	I aimed the Star at his middle chest. ‘That’s right, Avila.’

	But Avila was spared for the second time. The gunman, instead of going for Quinlan, played it very cool and aimed and fired quickly at me before I could fire the Star. The shot was wild, but the slug hit me in the left arm and spun me off my feet as the Star went off and cracked plaster on the ceiling. I hit the floor hard, rockets of raw pain shooting through my arm.

	In the next instant, Quinlan fired again and hit the gunman in the center chest, and the square-built fellow went running backwards towards the nearest window, trying desperately to keep his feet under him, his face revealing surprise that death had found him so quickly, when he had come to deliver it. He hit the closed window with his arms flailing and his legs giving out under him. When he hit, the glass shattered loudly and he went on through the opening, falling through, taking glass and sash with him. There was a short scream as he fell to the pavement below, and then it was cut off as if someone had turned off a recording with a button.

	Avila saw all this, and turned from me and fired twice wildly at Quinlan. The first slug missed Quinlan’s head by inches and thudded into the wall behind him. The second one caught him in the upper chest and slammed him hard against that same wall. He grunted loudly and bounced off the wall and fell forward and crashed over a glass-top table, taking the whole thing to the floor with him, shattering glass and bursting wood.

	I barely had time to register in my mind the rightness of my guess that Avila would come, or wonder what the outcome would now be. Avila whirled back to me with a psychotic look in his eyes behind the wire spectacles, and aimed the revolver again. He was going to finish me off now, and that might be almost as great an accomplishment, I supposed, as getting to Torre.

	I had lost the Star in the fall. My arm was giving me hell, but when I saw Avila aim the revolver at my chest again, I rolled once on the floor. The gun roared and I heard the tile chip just beside my hip. I kept rolling, and he fired again. The slug ripped through my shirt at my side without hitting me. I felt my hand close on the leg of a straight chair as I came up on to my back. Avila was aiming again, more carefully. I grabbed the chair leg and hurled it violently upwards with my good right arm. It turned over halfway in mid-air and crashed into Avila’s face. He yelled and fell backwards, the revolver flying from his grasp, his spectacles falling from his face, one lens’ cracked. He hit the floor near me, hard. The chair seat had busted his nose and cut his face badly. He was bleeding freely from the cut, and was groggy.

	I looked for the Star .45 but could not see it. Avila’s revolver had skidded across the room into a corner far from both of us. I saw him struggle grimly to his feet.

	I got to my knee, but fell back heavily on to my side when I tried to use my left arm. Avila had me at a serious disadvantage, and the odds were definitely against me. Quinlan was out of it, lying on the floor across the room on his back, looking bad. Avila looked for his gun for a moment, gave up, and picked up a big glass ashtray and staggered over to me. He stood right beside me, raised the ashtray above his head and hurled it at my face. The heavy object could kill me with a solid blow. I rolled away once more but it grazed my head and thudded against the floor and broke in a dozen pieces, cracking loudly in my ear.

	I was against the wall now, under a second closed window. In this window sat an air-conditioner that was not turned on because Torre had not liked it. I grabbed at the heavy-voltage cord, between it and the wall, trying to get to my feet. The cord pulled out of the machine, leaving frayed ends; the other end was still plugged into the wall.

	I looked up at Avila, and he seemed stronger now. He came over near me, muttering obscenely under his breath, and grabbed a floor lamp with a metal post and base—a heavy one—and glared down at me. He raised the heavy base of the iron lamp over my face, holding on to the high end of the post with both hands.

	‘Now, damn you!’ he breathed heavily, his face a grotesque mask of hatred for me. ‘I will mash you like a bug!’

	I believed him. That lamp would do it. It must have weighed thirty pounds. I tried to move and found it difficult. I could not get away from him this time. I remembered the cord in my hand, and saw the copper wires protruding from its end. I hoped the electricity was not turned off. I had thought I saw a small flash when the wire came free from the machine. Just as Avila was ready to bring the lamp base down on to my face, I thrust the wires up against it.

	There was a blinding blue flash, and a loud crackling noise in our ears, and then more flashing and exploding noises as the high voltage wires released their charge into the lamp and Avila. As the electricity passed through him Avila seemed to go as rigid as stone, his eyes going wide, his mouth open. His entire body began trembling rigidly, and smoke began rising off his clothing. A glaze came into his eyes and I knew it was over. I released the wires from the lamp, and Avila just stood there staring blankly across the room for a moment, then began falling like a felled tree. Avila and the lamp came crashing down beside me, making a loud noise. I pulled my good arm free of him, and took a look at his face. It had turned a dark color and was lifeless.

	I put the wire cord down on a rug where it would do no further harm, and slowly climbed to my feet. My left arm ached like a gigantic tooth. The bone was not burst, but I had a deep flesh wound. I would have to carry it in a sling for a while.

	I looked down at Avila. ‘You sonofabitch,’ I grumbled. I kicked the corpse viciously in the side, and felt a little better.

	I looked out the window, and saw bright sunlight out there now. It was going to be a sunny and typically hot day. I sighed wearily and made a face when I moved my left arm by mistake. I walked over to Quinlan, who had now miraculously raised to a half-sitting position and was grinning at me.

	‘I thought you were dead, you bastard,’ I told him.

	‘You ought to know better than that, Rainey,’ he said. ‘When I get it, it will be from a better man than Avila.’

	I bent and looked at his wound. It was so high in his chest that the most damage it could have done was collapse a lung, and that would heal.

	‘You’ve always been a lucky sonofabitch,’ I commented.

	He made a sound in his throat. ‘You did kill him, didn’t you, Rainey? You didn’t leave any loose ends?’

	‘He’s dead,’ I said, ‘it’s all over. All we have to do now is drive to Rio Cuarto and collect ourchecks. After a few days in the local hospital for you, we’ll go together.’

	I could hear a commotion out in the corridor, and the blaring of klaxons down the street. Our little end game with Avila had excited some attention.

	‘Yeah,’ Quinlan said. ‘The money. We wouldn’t want to forget the money.’

	I knew what he meant. Sometimes you had to wonder whether you were not just a little nuts, to lay your life on the line, over and over again, just for hard cash. It could be a tough way to make a living some days.

	‘What then, Rainey?’ Quinlan said. ‘I might just heave my Colt into the Rio de la Plata and go back to desk work for a while. But you’re not ready for that, are you?’

	‘Hell, Quinlan. This is what I am. I’d make a hell of a code clerk. I don’t know where I’ll drift to next, or what the hell I’ll get my ass involved in. I’m not thinking that far ahead.’ I helped him to his feet, carefully, and set him down on the sofa. He was in more pain than I was. ‘You okay?’

	‘Hell, yes.’

	‘I might stick around Cordoba for a while,’ I continued. ‘And get drunk every day and sleep in a soft hotel bed and try to forget General Torre’s tanned face.’

	Quinlan grinned weakly. ‘And maybe pay a few visits to the good-looking señorita with Avila’s bruises on her?’

	Before I could reply, there was a knocking on the door. It appeared the authorities had finally arrived.

	‘Yes,’ I said to Quinlan, ‘There will be the girl.’ I turned and went to the door, holding my gunshot arm, and Quinlan spoke to me one last time alone, before I opened it.

	‘Do me a favor, Rainey,’ he said, ‘and have one for me.’

	I turned back to him. He was grinning that familiar grin.

	I nodded. ‘Don’t I always?’ I said.

	Then I turned to let the questioners and arm-wavers and polemics-deliverers in.
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