

[image: cover]






Also by Donald Hamilton and available from Titan Books


Death of a Citizen


The Wrecking Crew


The Removers


The Silencers


Murderers’ Row


The Shadowers (December 2013)


The Ravagers (February 2014)






DONALD HAMILTON


A MATT HELM NOVEL


THE AMBUSHERS


TITAN BOOKS






The Ambushers


Print edition ISBN: 9780857683359


E-book edition ISBN: 9781781162354


Published by Titan Books


A division of Titan Publishing Group Ltd


144 Southwark Street, London SE1 0UP


First edition: October 2013


1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.


Copyright © 1963, 2013 by Donald Hamilton. All rights reserved.


Matt Helm® is the registered trademark of Integute AB.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.


Did you enjoy this book? We love to hear from our readers.


Please email us at readerfeedback@titanemail.com or write to us at Reader Feedback at the above address.


To receive advance information, news, competitions, and exclusive offers online, please sign up for the Titan newsletter on our website:


www.titanbooks.com






THE AMBUSHERS






Contents


1


2


3


4


5


6


7


8


9


10


11


12


13


14


15


16


17


18


19


20


21


22


23


24


25


About the Author







1


The natives call it the River of Goats, the Rio de las Cabras. In the time I was there I saw no goats, but that means nothing. I wasn’t hunting goats, I was hunting a man. Anyway, we only ran up the stream a few miles, until the jungle started closing in on either side, overhanging the water blackly.


Then the Navy coxswain, who seemed to know where he was in spite of the darkness, put the junior-grade landing craft, if that’s what you call it, in to the bank, and that was as far as I got to travel sitting down. I had the gun case between my knees so it wouldn’t get knocked around or stepped on. The little pack, less sensitive, was down on the floorboards somewhere. I rose, kicked around, found it, struggled into it, and slung the long, heavy plastic case over my shoulder by its strap. I stepped ashore in the dark, hoping there wouldn’t be any snakes or alligators to greet me.


Somebody said, “Good luck, sir. We’ll be back the day after tomorrow.”


The ugly little boat backed off silently—they’ve done some good work on mufflers since World War II—and turned sharply and hissed and burbled away into the night, heading for open water and the ship waiting offshore. There’d be coffee ready when they got aboard, I reflected. There’s always coffee when you’re with the Navy, but I wasn’t with the Navy any longer.


There was nothing for me to do but stand and wait, so I stood and waited. I couldn’t help thinking that there was a certain resemblance in names between the River of Goats, here in Costa Verde—well, let’s call it Costa Verde—and the Bay of Pigs over in Cuba, where some other men had been put ashore not too long ago under somewhat similar circumstances. They’d been trying to start a revolution and I was supposed to stop one, but the basic situation was about the same. I couldn’t help remembering that they hadn’t had much luck at the Bay of Pigs.


Something rustled in the jungle behind me, but I didn’t turn. I stood quite still on the river bank, letting whoever was there see me motionless against the dully gleaming water, with my hands empty. I didn’t know how nervous he’d be.


“Señor Hernandez?” It was a soft whisper.


“I’m Miguel Hernandez,” I said.


This was a lie. The blood of the Conquistadores does not flow in my veins. I was born in Minnesota, and while I moved to the state of New Mexico at an early age, and picked up a little Spanish there, I still get along better in some Nordic tongues, not to mention English. However, for this occasion, I’d had my face and hands stained and my hair dyed. I wasn’t supposed to have to fool anybody up close. On the other hand, it was considered inadvisable to advertise too widely the fact that I was a foreigner. Besides, a dark face shows up less conspicuously in the forest.


“This way, señor,” said the voice. “Follow me, por favor.”


I turned deliberately and moved towards the sound. I saw a dim shape in the brush. There was a big hat and some more or less white clothing. The man moved off silently, and I followed the gleam of dirty white through the blackness, tripping over vines and getting the gun case hung up in tangled branches. Some people can take their jungles or leave them alone. I prefer to leave them, but I hadn’t been asked.


We came into a clearing where a small fire burned. There were a lot of ragged, tough-looking, dark-faced men—about twenty, I judged—and a couple of ragged, full-bodied, dark-faced women dressed pretty much like the men, but you could tell the difference. I wondered briefly about the women; I hadn’t expected any. I decided they’d been brought to make this bandit-looking crew look authentic. There were also a lot of firearms being treated in a very casual manner, including some nasty-looking little automatic weapons that caught the red of the firelight.


It used to be that a pelado with a machete was considered well-equipped, and if he had a rifle he was a great man. Now he’s but nothing unless he’s got a machine pistol that’ll rip them off at the rate of several hundred rounds per minute. Well, the Latin temperament has never lent itself to careful, one-shot marksmanship. That’s why I was there.


Of course, these weren’t pelados. They had a trained, un-peasantlike look, and despite the presence of women, despite the nondescript clothes and casual manner, you could detect a military air about the encampment. My guide led me past the fire to where a man was sitting in a folding camp chair, smoking a cigar. He was a small, swarthy, mustached man in a big straw hat and soiled khakis. He needed a shave, and he was the type that misses the razor badly. Still, in some indefinable way, he managed to look quite jaunty and dapper in the flickering light. Perhaps it was the angle of the cigar that did it.


He was wearing a .45 automatic at his hip, in a military holster with a snap-down flap. If he’d locked it in his safe at headquarters, back in the capital city of Costa Verde—the saintly name of which escapes me momentarily—the weapon might have been a little harder to get at, but not much.


“The boat came, mi coronel,’ said my guide. “Here is the man.”


The occupant of the chair dismissed him with a wave of the hand, watching me.


“You call yourself Hernandez?”


He hadn’t risen to greet me, he didn’t remove the cigar to talk, and his voice was curt. So it was going to be that kind of a job. I felt a surge of sympathy for the military gent, whoever he was, who said that he could deal with his enemies, but God would have to protect him from his allies.


“Who asks?” I demanded.


“I am Colonel Hector Jiminez.” He pronounced it Himayness, Spanish fashion, with the accent on the second syllable.


“Then if you are Jiminez, I call myself Hernandez,” I said.


“What is your true name?”


This wasn’t really a state secret. The cover was primarily for his benefit, not mine. If he wanted me to break it, that was his business. It was his country and he’d have to live in it afterward. I wouldn’t. Assuming, of course, that both of us survived the mission.


“My name is Helm,” I said. “Matthew Helm.”


He took the cigar out at last, looked at it, and threw it aside. He looked me up and down carefully.


“All this,” he said, gesturing towards the fire and the group around it, “all this for just one man. All this merely to assist one long, clever gringo with a gun. Is that the gun?”


“Yes,” I said. It didn’t seem like the proper time to resent being called gringo.


“Show it to me.”


“You’ll see it when the time comes, Colonel,” I said. “Not now.”


His eyes narrowed. “It was an order, Señor Helm.”


“And it was refused. With all due respect,” I said. “The gun was prepared in a climate much dryer than this. It was enclosed in an airtight case with silica gel to maintain it at the proper humidity. To show it now would be to expose it to moisture prematurely.”


He stared at me hard for almost a minute. Then he dropped his hand abruptly to the holster at his hip. If he wanted to get rough, I didn’t have a chance, but I couldn’t help putting my left hand—the right was grasping the rifle-case strap—on the butt of the little .38 on my belt, ready to twist it out of its trick spring holster. I guess I could have sold my life dearly, as the saying goes, but it wasn’t exactly what I’d been sent there for.


Jiminez glanced at my hand, smiled faintly, and undid the flap of his big military holster with careful deliberation. He pulled out a fresh cigar. From another compartment inside the holster, he produced a tool with which to trim it and a lighter with which to light it. Then he returned the instruments to the holster and buttoned the flap down neatly.


“If I had been able to shoot as a junior officer,” he said, blowing smoke at the nearby trees, “I would be a general now, Señor Helm. It is a great handicap to a military career, being a poor marksman. Since I cannot shoot, why should I burden myself with a big pistol?” He smiled a little. “Besides, if one has the firearms, one can always find men to use them. And even if one does not have them, generous friends will often supply them.” He looked at the gun case significantly.


I drew a long breath. “I will open the case if you repeat the order, Colonel. But afterward I won’t guarantee the results.”


He nodded. “Very well. Get some sleep. It is not very practical to travel the jungle at night. In the morning we move.”


“Yes, sir,” I said, and started to turn away.


“Señor Helm.”


I looked back. “Yes?”


“This silica of which you speak,” he said curiously. “What is it?”


“It’s a dessicant,” I said. “Silica gel. It takes moisture out of the air. When it has absorbed all it can hold, you have to heat it in an oven to restore its efficiency. But we’re not apt to be here long enough to make this necessary.”


“No. We should reach the village of El Fuerte by tomorrow afternoon.” He took the new cigar from his mouth and regarded it thoughtfully. “Silica gel. The wonders of North American science applied to the problems of Central American rebellion. Good night, Señor Helm.”
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Fuerte means strong in Spanish, and it would make an interesting project for some statistically minded graduate student to determine just how many lawless gents have come out of those monkey-and-orchid jungles calling themselves El Fuerte, The Strong One. This particular contender for the strong-man title of Costa Verde was named Jorge Santos, pronounced Horgay. He was apparently doing well enough in a military way to worry the government of the country, not to mention some people in Washington.


“He’s already got about a quarter of the country under his control,” Mac had told me, briefing me on the assignment in his second-floor office in a shabby old building that isn’t pointed out to visitors taking the standard rubberneck tour of the nation’s capital. “Except for a few coastal plantations, it’s the quarter nobody wants, but still it’s real estate, and General Santos rules it in the name of the revolution. President Avila has asked the United States for help. For one reason and another, military intervention isn’t feasible right now. We’ve been asked to do what we can.”


I said, “Avila? Haven’t I read something about President Avila of Costa Verde?”


“Probably,” Mac said. The bright window behind him highlighted his clipped gray hair, but made his expression hard to read. “He is not the nicest friend we have down there. But his morals aren’t the concern of this department, Eric, nor is the character of his government.”


It was an official rebuke, emphasized by his use of my code name. He was reminding me that this wasn’t the bureau of bleeding hearts. That was over in the State Department somewhere.


“No, sir,” I said.


“The fact is, this Santos gentleman with the boastful nickname seems to have grown himself a beard like Castro and acquired the same kind of friends. The Fidelista movement seems to be quite contagious. Your contact will be a colonel in the Federal army named Jiminez. He’ll arrange to get you in and out.”


“Cheerfully?” I asked.


“Well,” said Mac dryly, “they were apparently hoping for a couple of divisions of Marines. They may be a trifle disappointed. Furthermore, we have already made one attempt that failed. This will complicate your mission in several ways...”


I thought of these complications now, lying with my eyes closed at the side of the jungle clearing. It was going to be a pleasant assignment, I reflected, with my target alerted and my allies disappointed and disillusioned, having already seen the job loused up once by an Americano miracle worker sent to take the place of the troops they’d requested. You could hardly blame Colonel Jiminez for being, let’s say, a trifle reserved in his greeting.


It was getting towards morning, and the camp was starting to come awake after some hours of quiet, but I saw no reason to jump up and start functioning. There was nothing for me to do, and somebody might think I was too jittery to sleep. I lay there breathing evenly with my arm through the sling of the rifle case, until a man came to wake me and tell me that there was food by the fire and the colonel wished to inform me that we would march in ten minutes.


South of the Rio Grande—and we were a long way south—ten minutes usually means half an hour, but apparently our diminutive C.O. wasn’t one of the standard mañana boys. In ten minutes we were on the trail, if you could call it that, with daylight showing gray through the tangled jungle. In fifteen minutes I was sweating copiously, although the heat of the day was still to come. The little man set a fast pace. I was in fair condition, but it wasn’t my kind of country, and the pathfinders out ahead were picking holes for people their own size. Long-legged gringos six feet four could damn well look out for themselves.


I stuck behind Jiminez, near the head of the column. He never looked back. His faded shirt remained dry across the shoulders. Behind me came the men who weren’t swinging machetes out front, and the two women. I heard good-natured grumbling in Spanish and deciphered some of it. It was all very well for their coronelcito to amuse himself by running the legs off the tall Americano, they were saying, but he should take some thought to his own people, who had marched hard yesterday and the day before. It was not a joke worth killing oneself for.


If their little colonel heard them, you couldn’t tell it from his stride. He kept us as close to a lope as conditions permitted, with only an occasional pause for breath and food, and brought us to the outskirts of the village about five in the afternoon, after circling wide to make the final approach from inland.


At last I was told that our destination was just over the ridge when we finally came to a halt in a wooded ravine. We’d climbed all day, and this was a different, higher, and dryer kind of forest from the jungle in which we’d started, but it still wasn’t likely to be mistaken for the arid New Mexico country I’d hunted as a boy. The ravine was apparently a prearranged rendezvous. A man was awaiting us among the trees, a barefoot peasant type in dirty white pajamas and a big hat. Jiminez spoke to him briefly in Spanish that was so different from my border lingo that I couldn’t really follow it. I gathered only that the man came from the village, and that the situation there was favorable in some respects, unfavorable in others.


The man slipped away. Jiminez got the two women and three of the men off to one side and gave them instructions I couldn’t hear. The older of the women carried a machine pistol in a negligent manner. The younger packed a rifle as if she knew what it was for. In pants, both looked as tough as their male companions or tougher. I wondered where all the gentle, shy, beautiful little Latin heroines were hiding, the ones who share the hero’s bed, or bedroll, in every jungle epic ever written or filmed. Then I wondered what the hell I’d do with one if I had her. I wasn’t exactly in the mood. I sat down on a log and rubbed my right thigh, from which a bullet had been extracted some months before.


“You have trouble with the leg, Señor Helm?” Jiminez asked, coming up to seat himself beside me.


“No trouble,” I said. I couldn’t have him thinking he had a cripple on his hands, on top of everything else, so I lied a little. “An old injury. It just stiffens up sometimes.”


The mixed quintet, male and female, was moving off up the ravine. The older woman seemed to be in command. I assumed they’d been assigned to deal with one of the complications Mac had told me about. Jiminez caught the direction of my look and confirmed my thought.


“They will do what they can when the shooting starts,” he said. “I do not have very great hopes for their success, however. There are at least two hundred men in the village, I have just been told. A few of those are paid by us, of course, but they cannot help openly or their usefulness is at an end.”


“We’re supposed to give it a try,” I said. “But it’s a secondary objective and they’re your people. How hard you want them to try, under the circumstances, is for you to say. Is our primary objective at home?”


“Yes. I am told that he is expecting visitors by road before nightfall. We can hope that they will arrive before the light fails, and that he will come out of his hut to greet them. The entrance faces this way, as you will see when you get up there.” He inclined his head towards the top of the ridge.


“Sure.” I slid the pack off my back and got out the ten-power binoculars I’d brought along. “Will you assist me, Colonel, or can you assign me a man who speaks some English?”


“I will assist you personally.”


It was good in some ways, bad in others. “It is understood,” I said carefully, “that if I make requests or give instructions, I mean no disrespect for your rank.”


He gave me his thin smile. He was a good-looking little man; he must have been a pretty boy. I didn’t let that influence my judgment. Some of the meanest, switchblade-packing pachucos I’d known back home were real handsome kids.


He said, “It is understood.”


“Then I want you to take these glasses,” I said. “I want you to be watching through them when I fire. If I miss, you must tell me where it goes so I can correct the next shot properly.”


“There will not be time for many shots,” Jiminez said.


His expression didn’t change, but it was clear nevertheless that he didn’t like my talking about misses. One American agent had already missed.


I said, “If there’s time for one, there’s generally time for two. If I miss, look for the dust where it hits and give me the distance I’m off. In meters or fractions of a meter if you like. Give me the direction by the clock. Twelve o’clock, three o’clock, six o’clock, nine o’clock, or points between. You understand?”


“Si. I have shot at the targets, señor, if without much success. I understand. Just a moment.”


He rose and spoke softly to a man standing by, who seemed to be a non-commissioned officer of some kind. The NCO went over to a group of others and spoke to them, pointing to the ridge. They all started scrambling upward, fanning out. Jiminez returned and sat down again.


“We will let them get into position and dig in,” he said. “They will remain to cover us as we withdraw, as long as they can hold, outnumbered. Then they will retreat inland, while we hide overnight in a place that has been selected. If things go well, they will draw the pursuit after them and confuse it in the darkness, leaving us to make for the coast undisturbed tomorrow. It is a good plan, I think. Of course it will not work.”


I glanced at him quickly. “Why not?”


He shrugged his shoulders. “No battle plan has worked in every detail since the dawn of history, señor. Why should this one?” He glanced at his watch. “We should take our positions within ten minutes. We must be ready when the visitors arrive.”


“Sure.”


I reached for the plastic case and pulled the long zipper and broke the seal inside. I suppose it was a solemn moment, kind of like finally consummating the marriage after a long courtship. Well, the real consummation was still to come, but I’d spent a long time preparing this equipment and bringing it here; just taking it out should have been celebrated with a little ceremony, say a toast or a prayer. However, it was no time to be drinking, and I’ve kind of got out of the habit of praying. I just reached in first and found a little bag containing what looked like white gravel and tossed it to Jiminez.


“There’s your silica gel, Colonel,” I said.


Then I took the big rifle out of the case. It was a heavy match barrel on the long Mauser action, shooting a hand-loaded version of the .300 Holland and Holland Magnum cartridge that I’d cooked up myself. I slipped off the rubber bands and removed the corrugated cardboard that gave additional protection to the scope, a twenty-power Herrlitz. We’d used European components for the same reason that I’d dyed my hair and called myself Hernandez. American interference is kind of unpopular down there and tends to bring unpopularity on the party that requests it. If we were killed or caught, there wasn’t supposed to be too much Yankee debris left lying around.


The stock was a plain, straight-grained hunk of walnut without much sex appeal, but it was fitted to the barrel and action with artistry. A regular G.I. leather sling completed the outfit.


It was quiet in the ravine as I got ready, except for an occasional murmur of conversation among the five men who remained with us, and an occasional rustle or scuffle from above, where the men who were to protect our retreat and lead off the pursuit were getting set for phase one of their suicide assignment. I was glad I wasn’t the one who’d had to give those orders; on the other hand, I couldn’t help remembering that I was the one who had to make all risks and losses worthwhile. If I fluffed my part, as my predecessor had done, a lot of men might die here for nothing. Well, that wasn’t anything it would help to think about.


I saw the colonel pick up the case I’d dropped and slip the bag of silica gel back inside, closing the zipper. He looked at the gun I held.


“It is an impressive firearm,” he said.


“Let us hope the man we came to impress finds it so,” I said.


He glanced at me sharply and started to speak, but checked himself and was silent, watching while I rigged the rifle sling for shooting, and dug one box of cartridges out of the pack. They were big, fat shells. They looked as if an ordinary service round had had a clandestine affair with some anti-aircraft ammo. I could only get four of them into the gun: three in the magazine and one in the chamber. I stuck the box in my pocket and closed up the pack.


“Well, Colonel?” I said. “Let’s look the situation over.”


He hesitated. “You do not seem very confident, Señor Helm. You have some reservations?”


“What do you want me to do, claim the turkey before the target’s been scored? You want some shooting done, it says here. Or your president does. Let’s go.”


He did not move at once. I could see what he was thinking. He had no faith in me, and he was thinking that he was still not fully committed. He could still pull out, or try. He might get away; he might even make it back to the coast undetected, with his task group intact. As for the inefficient Americano, he would of course have to die so that he could not tell what had happened—in a brush with El Fuerte’s men, the report would state regretfully. It would be a very fine report, full of heroism and courage, the kind you send in to excuse a failure. With the American dead, who could contradict it except General Jorge Santos, who wouldn’t be asked?


All this went through his mind; then he shrugged and reached for my pack. “You want this brought, I suppose. I will carry it. Follow me.”


With the big rifle heavy in my hand, I followed him up through the brush. Below us, in response to a signal he gave as he passed, the five men in the ravine were picking up their weapons and drifting up into cover after us. I guess they constituted our mobile reserve, or something. The little man trotted up the slope at a slant, and I made my long-legged way after him, until he flattened out near the top and waved me down. We crawled the rest of the way.


A man lay behind the rock up there with a carbine. It was the NCO. He had several extra clips arranged in front of him. We crawled into a bush to his left and looked out.


It was worse than I’d expected. There was a road down the cleared valley below. I guess they grew some kind of corn there, but I never got close enough to be sure. The road was the usual two wagon ruts. Well down along it was the village. The huts weren’t much, mainly roofs thatched with some kind of leaves, supported by walls that looked insubstantial and drafty, but the housing standards of rural Costa Verde weren’t my concern, and in that climate I guess you generally don’t need much more than a roof, anyway.


The place was full of men. They had several fires going. There were women among them. There were a great many weapons in evidence. That wasn’t my concern, either. At least it wasn’t supposed to be. The military aspects of the situation were the colonel’s worry. What did concern me was the fact that the nearest hut was at least a quarter of a mile away. I spoke softly without looking at the little man lying beside me.


“Which one?”


“It is the third hut along the road, on the left. The third from this end. Of course, when he emerges, he may come this way.”


“And he may go the other, too,” I said. “It depends where the damn visitors decide to stop. I was told the range would be approximately three hundred and fifty meters. Three hundred and eighty yards.” He did not speak. Still looking down the valley at the distant huts, I collected some saliva in my mouth and expelled it on the ground in front of me. “To use a phrase from your language, Colonel, I spit on your lousy three hundred and fifty meters, sir. Give me that pack.”


“Señor Helm—”


“Just give me the damn pack. Let’s see what we’ve actually got here. There’s no chance of getting closer, I suppose? What about that point of woods down to the right?”


“There is an outpost right below it. There are patrols. It was determined that the thing would have to be done from here.”


“Sure. Three hundred and fifty meters away. You grow damn long meters in this country, Colonel Jiminez.”


I pulled the pack in front of me for a rest and laid the rifle across it. I had to hunt a bit to pick up my target— those big target scopes have a narrow field—then the third hut was clear and sharp in the glass, but it still wasn’t exactly at arm’s length. It was going to be one hell of a shot, if I made it.
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I lay there telling myself hopefully that at least the wind wasn’t blowing. As I watched through the scope, a man walked into the field of the instrument from the right and entered the hut, walking right through the scale and crosshairs. A moment later he reappeared, leaving, but stopped in the doorway, apparently addressed by someone inside. He answered respectfully, saluted clumsily, and walked out of the scope.


“Five hundred and fifty yards,” I said. “Approximately. That, Colonel, is over five hundred of your meters. Your informant was damn near fifty per cent off.”


“You can read the distance?” He sounded more interested than apologetic.


“There is a scale inside the telescope,” I said. “You take a man like that one, approximately five and a half feet tall—at least I hope he wasn’t a pygmy or a giant— and you place the lowest division of the scale at his feet and read the range opposite the top of his head, making allowance for the sombrero. Then you take this figure and enter the table I have attached to the stock of the rifle, here. You learn that to hit a target five hundred and fifty yards away, the way this particular rifle is sighted at this particular time, you must hold over eighteen inches. In other words, I will have to shoot for the top of the head to hit the chest.”


Actually, of course, I hadn’t ever believed their story of three hundred and fifty meters. I’d sighted in the rifle at four hundred and fifty yards, and run my compensation table from three to six hundred, just in case. There has seldom been a spy yet, or a hunting guide for that matter, who wouldn’t underestimate a range badly. You always hope the day will come when somebody will hand you the straight dope, but a fifty per cent error wasn’t much more than par for the course.


“That is truly scientific,” Jiminez said. I couldn’t tell whether he was being ironic or not.


“Sure,” I said. “It assumes I can find a man the right size to take the range from, and that he’s standing up straight, and that I’m not looking at him from too great an angle up or down. It assumes the gun is shooting where it was when I made up the table, a few thousand miles away in a different climate. And at five hundred meters, Colonel, it takes this bullet the better part of a second to reach its target. A running man can cover thirty feet in one second. You’d better pray the guy stands still for us. What do you want me to do afterward?”


“Afterward?”


“Do we pick up and run for it, or do we try to give your boys a hand in stopping the first rush?”


“That is for you to say, Señor Helm. I cannot ask you—”


“If you don’t ask,” I said, “who will? I’m sure as hell not volunteering; I gave that up when I got old enough to vote, or a little before. But El Fuerte’s men have got an open valley to cross, and I’ve got sixty rounds of ammunition nobody told me I had to bring home. Once we’re back in the woods, this gun is useless. With a twenty-power scope, it’s got to be shot from a rest; it’s no good for jungle fighting. But right here I might do some good, if I’m so ordered by my commanding officer, in this case you.”


He hesitated and looked at me for a moment. He laughed softly. “Very well. It is an order. Señor Helm?”


“Yes, Colonel.”


“It is sometimes hard for men of different languages to understand each other. I may owe you an apology. I—”


He stopped abruptly, and picked up my binoculars, hanging from their strap around his neck. He crawled forward to focus them on the road where it came into sight below and to the left of our position on the ridge. I heard it now, the sound of a motorized vehicle approaching from up the valley. Well, that wasn’t anything I needed to look at.
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