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They picked me up with a floatplane, which must have taken some arranging. It wasn’t as if I’d backpacked into remote Alaska. Amphibian aircraft are common up there; but they’re scarce down in arid New Mexico where, except for the high mountain lakes like the one on which I was camped, we’ve hardly got enough water to drink, let alone land a plane on. I was never told why they didn’t use a helicopter; and I never asked. Foolish questions are not encouraged in our outfit.


Anyway, there was the plane, roaring in low over the ridge to the east where the sun was just about to appear, slipping in neatly, and undoubtedly giving every trout in the lake a nervous breakdown as it taxied close to the rock from which I’d been trying to catch my breakfast. When it turned into the wind, a lean young man in jeans, a blue windbreaker, and a blue baseball cap descended to the nearer float.


“Mr. Helm?” he called.


I wanted to ask whom he’d expected to find by this lost lake up in the Sangre de Cristos, Ronald Reagan? But we were both, presumably, slaves of the same cruel master, tyrannical old Uncle Sam, and there was a certain protocol to be followed. I confessed that I was indeed Mr. Matthew Helm, code name Eric. He threw a corny ID phrase at me, the flavor of the month; and I threw an equally corny response back at him. Identification confirmed, I opened a couple of buttons of my wool shirt, the thick, red-and-black-checked, scratchy kind—I was wearing jeans and hip boots at the other end—and returned to its armpit holster the short-barreled .38 Special I’d been holding out of sight behind my leg. I mean, in my line of work you don’t just assume that all approaching aircraft are friendlies.


If it had been a hostile, my big, yellow Labrador pup would have been no help at all. He was a hunting dog, not an attack dog. He just stood beside me, watching with interest, his thick tail waving gently. He’d already made his professional estimate of the situation and let me know that it was a hell of a big bird, and he was under the impression that the season was closed, but if I shot it down he’d be glad to retrieve it for me.


“I’m Greer,” called the young man on the float. “You’re wanted in El Paso, soonest.”


It was no time to protest that I still had eleven days of my month’s leave coming. We’re better trained than the pup is. When the whistle blows, we come. He doesn’t always.


I said, “It won’t take long to strike camp if you give me a hand. It’s over that way a couple of hundred yards. Well, you must have seen it from the air. In front of it, I think you can bring that thing right up to the shore if your flyboy is careful.”


“You’ll take off with him immediately,” Greer said. “I’ll stay and bring out your gear and your dog. Just show me the trail down to your car, give me the keys, and tell me where in Santa Fe you want it stored and what boarding kennel you use.”


I started to voice a protest but strangled it. I said instead, “So we’ve got another goddamn panic party.”


“When don’t we? Let’s get moving.”


Hurrying back to my little camp with the pup trotting beside me, I drew deep breaths of the cool, spring air, quite thin at this altitude—a little over nine thousand feet, if it matters. There was still snow on the surrounding peaks. There were even some snowbanks along the shores of the lake, although they’d shrunk considerably in the time I’d been there. Spring was finding its way up here; it would be well advanced down in El Paso, Texas. Well, I’d had good luck with the weather, I’d had the lake to myself this early in the season, and the fishing had been great after I’d got it through my young retriever’s skull that I was capable of landing the trout I hooked all by myself, they weren’t ducks, and he didn’t have time to dive in to fetch them for me. It had been a good, peaceful time, even if it had ended early. I looked around, fixing the place in my memory. In the business you never know which good, peaceful time is going to be your last.


Getting airborne was a bit hairy at that altitude, and we used up most of the lake before we broke loose, but the pilot knew his stuff and made it with a few inches to spare. Apart from such moments of suspense, I find the little planes more restful than the big ones. You know that one of those giant, jet-propelled monsters will go in like an overgrown artillery shell if anything goes wrong, but you kid yourself that you’ll just flutter gently to earth like a falling leaf in one of the little ones if the fan up front should quit.


The pilot was one of the taciturn plane jockeys. He didn’t ask me about my business, and I didn’t ask him what he was doing with a seaplane a thousand miles from the sea. I spent most of the flight worrying about the pup I’d left behind, whose name was Happy: worrying that he’d run off and get lost looking for me, worrying that Greer would let him tangle with a porcupine. I didn’t worry about his settling down well in the kennel once he got that far. He was a good, relaxed young dog, and he was getting used to being left here and there while the boss tended to business. Another thing I didn’t worry about was the mission ahead of me, whatever it might be. When you start worrying about that, it’s time to get a job as a night watchman while you’re still in one piece.


Coming out of the mountains, we picked up the Rio Grande and followed it south down its great valley, leaving Santa Fe nestling in the foothills behind us, and passing Albuquerque under its dome of smog. I recognized a couple of places along the river where I’d hunted ducks and geese in the past; and Elephant Butte Lake and Caballo Lake. Those impoundments were pretty full this spring, I noted; our chronic water shortage wasn’t quite as short as usual. Then we were settling onto another, smaller reservoir that was new to me—in that country, you can go to sleep by a running stream and wake up in the morning to find it dammed by the government’s industrious human beavers. A gent I didn’t know was waiting on the ramp. I went through the recognition routine again, and he led me across the parking lot to a shiny blue American sedan styled like a slippery bar of soap with all sharp corners and edges washed away. The Palmolive school of automotive design. I suppose they call it aerodynamics.


Three-quarters of an hour later I was in a hotel room in El Paso on the Mexican border being restyled myself. The little man with the dye and scissors had me take a shower first because he didn’t like the way I smelled—that lake water had been too cold for frequent bathing. He didn’t like my face much either; but he was pleased with my backwoods whiskers. Apparently he’d been afraid that he’d have to fit me with somebody else’s chin hairs. He got to work, referring occasionally to a set of color photographs spread out on the small table nearby. They showed an older gent with a cropped gray beard and not too much hair who didn’t resemble me very closely. At least I hoped he didn’t.


While the makeup artist was doing his stuff, Mac came in. He does turn up out in the field occasionally, but it’s always a surprise. He was carrying a white linen suit on a hanger, a big white Stetson or the equivalent, and a pair of white—truly—cowboy boots. There was a white Western-style shirt, also on a hanger, with snaps instead of buttons, and a bolo tie with an overgrown turquoise that wasn’t quite as handsome as some that size, but what can you expect with a government disguise, the Kohinoor diamond? There were also socks and underwear.


“That’s quite an outfit,” I said. “You could put some sequins on it and bill me as the new cowboy Liberace. Those boots look like real toe-squashers.”


“Wardrobe assures me they’ll be a good fit.”


“Wardrobe doesn’t have to wear them.”


For his own costume, Mac was sporting one of his customary gray business suits. He has them in every weight from tropical to arctic; this was kind of a medium number. A lean, gray-haired man of medium height, he looked as cold and ageless as ever. There’s a theory floating around the Washington office to the effect that he sold his soul to the devil in return for eternal life. I don’t believe a word of it. No devil with a proper sense of self-preservation would deal with Mac for fear of being conned out of his pitchfork. He laid the clothes on the bed and studied me for a moment.


“Well, Eric,” he said by way of greeting. It let me know that the makeup man was cleared, and we could talk normally. Otherwise Mac would have used my real name instead of my code name.


“Eric at the moment, sir,” I said, “but who’ll I be when this guy gets through with me?”


“You’ll be a wealthy Texas oilman named Horace Hosmer Cody, known as Buffalo Bill Cody, or just plain Buff.”


“Wealthy sounds good,” I said. “Do I get an expense account to match?”


Mac ignored that as frivolous. “Mr. Cody, sixty-four, is just about to be married in the Little Chapel of the Bells, a few blocks from here. The bride is Gloria Henrietta Pierce, twenty-two, a very lovely young lady and reasonably wealthy in her own right.”


“December and May,” I said. “Do I gather that I’m being groomed to stand in for Mr. Cody at the altar when his child bride comes up the aisle all done up in a veil and white satin? How many people will I be expected to fool besides the girl herself? It doesn’t sound very practical.”


“It’s an informal wedding,” Mac said. “The bride will be wearing a suit and, as you see, the bridegroom’s attire, although spectacular, will not be formal. No, we didn’t feel you could carry off the impersonation in front of a chapel full of Mr. Cody’s friends and acquaintances. The substitution will take place afterwards. The honeymoon car will be stopped in a quiet place, the real Horace Hosmer Cody will be arrested and spirited away, and you will slip into the driver’s seat beside the blushing bride.”


I said, “So she’s in on it.”


Mac nodded. “She is cooperating.”


“Is he?”


“You will be given a general briefing shortly; later you can have the young lady herself fill in the details.”


Clearly he hadn’t come clear from Washington to answer a lot of questions. I said, “I suppose those are shots of the groom on the table. Do we have a picture of the bride?”


“Here.”


I studied the glamorous wedding photograph. The girl was beautiful. Well, all brides are.


“Well, I’ve had worse-looking wives in the line of business,” I said. “But why is a walking young dream like that, with money of her own, marrying a man almost three times her age? You’d think all she’d have to do was stand on a street corner and blow a whistle and take her choice.”


“I repeat, she will tell you everything you need to know.”


I said, “At least explain this arrest nonsense, sir. Since when do we go around arresting people?”


We’re known, by the few who know about us, as a counter-assassination agency. When a homicidal individual or organization proves too much for the other fine, high-principled agencies of our government to cope with and still keep their hands clean, they send for us because we don’t mind getting our hands dirty. Legally I suppose we’re empowered to arrest people—under the proper circumstances, any citizen is—but it’s not something we make a habit of. If you want somebody arrested, call a cop. Our methods are slightly more drastic.


Mac said dryly, “We won’t be doing the arresting. We are involved simply because we just happened to have a man available who’s the right size and shape for the job. Sometimes I think the rest of our government must be staffed entirely by short, fat men. When they need a tall, thin one, they invariably come knocking on our door.”


I said, “Oh, God, not another beautiful friendship deal!”


“We call it interdepartmental cooperation.” He picked up the phone between the beds, punched a number, and said, “He’s almost ready for you, Warren. Five minutes. Room 512.” Then he put the instrument down and spoke to me: “You will be under the orders of the gentleman to whom I just spoke, Mr. Warren Somerset, or whomever he may deputize as your control.”


“Control!” I said. “Jesus Christ, what is this, a TV superspy caper?”


The only control with whom we work is Mac himself. Sometimes it gets a little complicated, and he must feel like a juggler with a dozen airborne plates; but most of our operations are pretty straightforward, and he just points us in the right direction, gives us a gun and shove, and lets us run.


The makeup man stepped back, gave me a professional scrutiny, and said, “It is finished. As well as it can be done in so short a time. You wish to see yourself?”


I said, “I wish to see myself.”


The hand mirror he gave me showed that I’d gained some years, turned as gray as Mac, and lost some hair.


“Very distinguished, no?” the makeup man said.


He was a nice enough little man and good at his job. I guess my only objection to what he’d done was that I seemed to age quite fast enough without help; I didn’t need a hair-dye expert pushing me towards senility.


“Swell,” I said. “Looking in the mirror, I could almost believe my name was Buffalo Bill, and I went in for cowboy boots and bolo ties.”


“A fine job, Arthur,” Mac said. “That’s all.” He watched the little man pick up his tools and bottles and hurry out; then he smiled faintly. “Mr. Somerset is going to complain that the resemblance is not really very great. I did not want Arthur to hear it. He’s a very sensitive artist.”


“Yes, sir.” I couldn’t help thinking that I’d never noticed him worrying about my sensitivity. Well, maybe I’m not an artist.


Mac spoke in a different tone, and I knew we were getting down to the business for which he’d come here. “You will do whatever Mr. Somerset requires, Eric, in the manner in which he requires it done, with one reservation. You will keep in mind that we want a man who calls himself Sábado, no desiption available. The reason for Señor Sábado’s unpopularity does not concern you. You’re about to be sent into Mexico. While you’re down there impersonating a loving bridegroom, keep your ears open for that name. We have reason to think that Sábado is closely involved in the problem with which you’ll be asked to deal there; I’ll let Warren Somerset brief you on that. However, when you have determined the identity of Señor Sábado, you are to find the man and make the touch even if it has to be done at the expense of Mr. Somerset and his operation. If you act with reasonable discretion, the Mexican authorities will be careful to look the other way. Do I make myself clear?”


I grimaced. So it was another piggyback job. Whenever he starts talking interdepartmental cooperation, you can bet there’s some little unimportant errand he wants you to run under cover of the other agency’s mission. Like dealing with a gent named Sábado who seemed to have made enemies on both sides of the border: We wanted him, and the Mexicans would apparently be glad to let us have him. Dead.


I said, “There’s only one catch, sir.”


“What’s that?”


“I’m almost bound to hear the name before the week is up if I’m there that long. Sábado means Saturday in Spanish.”


Mac frowned. “Indeed? It is not one of my languages, unfortunately… Eric.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Forbearance is not a virtue. Any accomplices of Señor Sábado qualify for the same treatment. Oh, and you should be very careful. Don’t take anything for granted. Things aren’t necessarily what they seem.”
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They don’t build Cadillacs the generous way they used to; at least, the honeymoon heap was somewhat less than a block long. However, it was still a fairly sizeable vehicle, a sporty convertible called Allante. At the moment it wasn’t at a Cadillac’s dignified and silent best, since it was well-sprinkled with rice and dragging behind it a bunch of rattling tin cans.


We hadn’t witnessed the ceremony or attended the subsequent champagne reception catered by the chapel management in the hall they maintained for the purpose across the street. We’d been lying in wait a couple of blocks away along the route the happy couple would take afterwards, we hoped. Mr. Somerset had determined that Buff Cody had reserved, for his wedding night, the honeymoon suite of El Presidente Hotel in Juárez, Mexico, just across the border from El Paso. There were only so many ways he could drive to get to the appropriate international bridge across the Rio Grande, and this was apparently the most likely.


The clattering white Cadillac attracted some amused attention when it appeared on schedule. Cars slowed to let their occupants look at it, and grinning pedestrians watched it turn into the grocery store parking lot where we waited. Safeway. Mr. Somerset, sitting beside me in the rear of the inconspicuous gray four-door sedan, from which he was masterminding the operation, cleared his throat in a satisfied way.


“Yes, it seems I guessed correctly. I thought he’d turn in here to get rid of the rice and junk, the first convenient area, safer than doing it at the curb on a busy street even if he could find a parking space. There was no risk; as I told you, we have him covered. If he’d passed us up here, or taken another route, we’d have caught up with him and followed until he did stop. Or, if necessary, forced him to the curb; but I wanted to avoid that if possible. Mr. Cody may have become somewhat civilized in his wealthy old age, but he spent his lean younger years in some fairly rugged places. He’s been known to carry a gun. It’s unlikely he’d wear it to his wedding, but he could have put it in the car, and he might be hasty about using it.”


I’d been waiting for an opening like that. I spoke deliberately: “A man after my own heart, it seems, sir. If you’re going to use a gun at all, hasty is the only way. Waiting for the other guy to shoot first is for the birds. He might not miss.”


Mr. Somerset said, rather stiffly, “That may be the attitude in your organization, Helm; but unlike you we are basically a law-enforcement agency, and our people are trained to wait until a real threat develops before employing deadly force.”


I said, “How do you employ deadly force after somebody’s shot you dead?”


He said irritably, “I don’t know how we got on this irrelevant subject.”


“Hardly irrelevant, sir,” I said. “If I’m to work with you and your people, we’d better establish a few ground rules. As far as I’m concerned, a threat is a threat. I don’t wait around to see whether it’s ‘real’ or ‘unreal’ before I react; in fact, I don’t understand what you mean by the distinction. Menace is menace, and I don’t ever gamble my life on the chance that the guy may be bluffing or kidding. That’s one reason I’m still here. Which means that on this job, if your boys approach me for any reason, they’d damned well better do it carefully, and empty-handed except for identification. Tell them that they do not jump out of the bushes at me and say boo, and they most particularly do not wave any weapons at me. I consider the muzzle of a firearm pointed my way to be a very unfriendly object, no matter what sweet things the mouth of the guy behind it is saying. I won’t stop to listen; I’ll just shoot the stupid bastard loose from his piece. Please pass the word, sir.”


It was a little exaggerated, of course, a little flamboyant, and it was meant to be. While it wasn’t the most diplomatic way of embarking on my latest career of interdepartmental cooperation, I didn’t want any misunderstandings. The world is full of people who can hardly ask the time of day without brandishing a .357 Magnum. If he had any of those on his payroll and lost one, he couldn’t claim I hadn’t warned him. However, I had another reason for behaving objectionably: I wanted to see if he’d take it.


He started to get mad, of course. He was the head of an important government agency. He didn’t like being given arrogant instructions by a mere field man like me. Furthermore, he obviously wanted to protest against my calm assumption that if I got into a shootout with one of his fine, supertrained operatives, I’d just naturally be the one to survive.


Nevertheless, he swallowed hard, and said, “Yes, we don’t want any unfortunate accidents, you are quite right. I will advise my people of the difference in operating philosophies.”


Okay. He needed me. Well, we’d already known that; I seemed to be the only reasonably competent person immediately available who could impersonate Horace Hosmer Cody for him. But what we hadn’t known was how badly he needed me, badly enough to swallow his pride and accept the rude directive I’d given him—or at least pretend to accept it. I’d sensed it from the moment he entered the hotel room and greeted me in the overcordial fashion that people employ when meeting a member of a minority race they really think is pretty far down the evolutionary scale under circumstances in which they can’t afford to show it because the guy is going to make them lots of money somehow. Mr. Somerset had stopped just inside the door to admire my disguise.


“Excellent!” he’d said. “Oh, that is very good! A very close resemblance indeed!” Coming forward, he held out his hand cordially. “You’re Helm?”


“Yes, sir. “I’d winked at Mac with my off eye to remind him that this wasn’t the reaction he’d predicted. “Matthew Helm, sir,” I said to Somerset.


I returned his handshake without too much muscle. Senior officers, even senior civilian officers, love to be sirred and hate to have their hands crushed. I don’t mind being tactful when it doesn’t hurt.


Seeing that things were under control, Mac moved to the door, saying, “Well, there he is, Warren. I’ll leave the briefing to you. I have a plane to catch.”


Alone with Mr. Somerset, I took a moment to study my temporary commander-in-chief. He was a rather handsome man with a smoothly rounded face and very white teeth. Of medium height, he obviously worked hard at keeping himself tanned and trim and hated the fact that he was nevertheless a little thicker in the tummy than he used to be: not fat, not even chubby, just moderately well-upholstered and trying to conceal it. Brown hair, carefully blow-dried, probably helped out by a hairpiece although, if there was one, it was good enough that I couldn’t be sure. A dark red suit—jacket and pants only, no vest—of some synthetic material that had a little gleam to it and a pink sports shirt worn with the tails out. And a stubble of beard.


It’s the current fashion among the bright young people, I understand. The Happy Hobo look. Young women are supposed to look as if they’d slept in their clothes and forgotten to wash or comb their hair; young men are only in style if they appear to be recovering from a three-day drunk, still too shaky to consider using a razor, even an electric razor. But why this fairly senior bureaucratic character would fall for the gag baffled me for a moment; then I understood. He was worshipping at the altar of eternal youth. He was hoping that his thick hair, real or otherwise, his tanned face, his well-controlled middle, his sharp threads, and his fashionable chin shadow would fool people into thinking he was still one of the kids, still hip, even though he was well into his fifties.


The idea of being under the orders of a character who spent his time worrying about losing a couple of pounds, or saving what was left of his hair, or just looking youthful, wasn’t encouraging since it meant he couldn’t be too bright. Why brood about the years when you really can’t do much about them? Nobody looks forward to senility, and I guess there were some nice things about being a kid, like the resilient muscles and snappy reflexes that went with the territory; but there are things to be said for being an adult, too… Then I saw that the brown eyes watching me, estimating my reactions, were cold and clever. Mr. Warren Somerset knew exactly what I was thinking. He knew exactly the impression he was making because he’d worked very hard for it; and if I wanted to think him a youth-seeking fool, that was the point of the exercise. It would make it that much easier for him to put one over on me, if the occasion should arise—and maybe the occasion was right here, right now.


“I think we have time for a drink and a quick council of war,” he said, with a glance at the gold watch on his left wrist that was the approximate diameter and thickness of a fifty-cent piece. “I see that your chief has left us the essentials. What’s your pleasure?” He lifted a hand quickly. “Never mind. I’ve read your file, at least a carefully edited version designed for out-of-house people like me. I see no martini ingredients, so it’s Scotch, I believe.”


“Right, sir.”


I took the glass he presented me. He was showing off, of course, demonstrating how well he’d researched this operation even down to my taste in liquor. I noted that his tipple was Perrier water. Well, maybe it was another of the youthful attitudes he was copying, or pretending to copy—these days a lot of the younger ones have the Demon Rum syndrome as badly as Carrie Nation—but maybe, on the other hand, it was one of the executive tricks they like to play to see if the underlings can be conned into drinking on duty, and if so, how much. To hell with him. I hadn’t asked for employment; he’d asked for an employee. If he didn’t like my personal habits he could find himself another Horace Hosmer Cody. Anyway, alcohol is a food, and it was the first nourishment I’d been offered since daybreak—hell, since supper the night before; I’d been interrupted in the process of catching my breakfast. I partook of the Scotch gratefully. Mr. Somerset waved me to a chair and pulled another around so he could sit down facing me.


“You must have been doing some guessing,” he said.


“I never guess, sir,” I said. “Why waste the effort of trying to anticipate what somebody’s, bound to tell me? Anyway, I haven’t had much time for guessing. A few hours ago I was trying to interest a pan-sized trout in a small gold spinner. I’ve been on the move ever since.” He waited as if he hadn’t heard me. I shrugged and said, “Okay, I gather it’s Mexico. But it isn’t drugs.”


He glanced at me sharply. “What makes you say that?”


“Because my chief wouldn’t play if it were drugs. He says that boys and girls simply aren’t gaining on it, they can’t stop it any more than their predecessors could stop booze during Prohibition, and he won’t risk any of his operatives in a lost cause even if it’s a worthy lost cause.”


Mr. Somerset laughed shortly. “Well, his attitude is practical if hardly idealistic.”


He’d slipped just a little; a hint of anger had come through. They do get fanatical about it and deep down, apparently, he was one of the fanatics, although he was trying hard not to show it. Well, it’s a serious problem all right, but I always wonder at people who wouldn’t hand over a quarter to save a beggar from starvation—Mr. Somerset didn’t look like a generous man to me—but are perfectly willing to spend millions to save him from sticking a needle into his arm.


I said, “If idealism is what you want, you’ve come to the wrong shop, sir.” I took a slug of Scotch. It glowed warmly in my empty stomach. I went on as if I hadn’t spotted his betraying reaction. “So it isn’t drugs; and I doubt that the U.S. government would be sending me into Mexico to track down the lost treasure of the Aztecs or the missing gold of the Sierra Madre, although there are plenty of legends about both. And it seems unlikely that there’s a sudden official interest in señoritas and margaritas. Which leaves, among the objectives usually sought below the border, only arms or politics. Or arms and politics. Although why a Texas millionaire would be involved with either, I couldn’t guess.”


Mr. Somerset nodded approvingly. “Very good, Helm. The answer to your question, if it was a question, is that our millionaire Mr. Cody will stop being a millionaire if he doesn’t do something drastic soon—drastic and profitable. The decline in oil prices caught him seriously overextended.”


“I see. So he’s looking for mucho dinero. How does he hope to get it?”


“It seems that he had a two-pronged strategy in mind. For his long-term requirement, matrimony apparently seemed the best solution to his difficulties. However, it takes time to get married and squeeze money out of a rich wife, one way or another, so while he was working on that he looked toward Mexico for, let’s say, a quick buck. I suppose I should say that his strategy was three-pronged, since he did try the usual method of obtaining instant wealth; but his attempt at drug smuggling failed and cost him part of his remaining funds. He escaped arrest, but the little adventure brought him to our attention, and he was wary enough not to try it again. His next effort… What do you know about the political situation in Mexico, Helm?”


I shrugged. “Not too much, I’m afraid.” He gave me that waiting silence again, so after a moment I continued: “Well, they’ve had the same political party in power for umpty-umpteen years, each president designating his successor. The Institutional Revolutionary Party, or PRI. There are elections, but they’re pretty much rubber-stamp affairs, or were until recently, when the PRI was challenged by parties both left and right and barely made it. There seems to be a lot of dissatisfaction. The Mexican economy is a shambles, and the peso was a couple of thousand to the dollar and climbing last I heard. If things don’t improve, there could be some kind of a popular revolt, not necessarily at the ballot box. The old Winchester .30-30 used to be the primary instrument of political change down there; most of Mexico’s history since the time of Spanish rule has come out of a gun barrel. A man with a nice lot of, say, modern M-16s for sale complete with ammo, not to mention heavier stuff… Well, the major opposition parties seem to be a little too stuffy and respectable for revolution, but there are other protest groups, and I shouldn’t think it would be hard to find a bunch of hotheads willing to use the arms. Finding a bunch of hotheads capable of paying for them would be harder, of course; and if this should be the way Cody hopes to bail himself out until his new wife’s money becomes available, he’d want a cash deal. A big cash deal.”


Mr. Somerset chuckled. “For a man who doesn’t know much about Mexican politics, you paint a very clear picture. With Cody’s rather colorful background in the oil industry, and his international connections, obtaining and transporting arms would not be difficult. He undoubtedly has unsavory contacts around the world. As you say, his big problem would be finding somebody who wants the weapons and is in a position to pay well for them; but apparently it’s a problem he’s managed to solve. He’s come to an agreement with a minor but well-financed Mexican political group that calls itself the National Liberty Party or, in their political shorthand, PLN. We understand that the guns are on their way.”


“Where and how?” I asked.


He hesitated. “Unknown.”


“And I presume my job is to make it known,” I said.


He nodded. “Yes, that’s the major objective of your mission.”


I thought about it for a moment. I could see a lot of ramifications, mostly unfavorable to success, and probably even to survival.


I sighed. “Well, give me the gory details. I suppose the idea is that somebody’ll make contact with me on this Mexican honeymoon and whisper everything you want to know in my eager ear…”


It was apparently one of my better guessing days. I was pretty close, and he straightened me out on the details and gave me elaborate instructions; and here we were behind the big Safeway store watching the man whose bridegroom spot I was supposed to usurp—well, within limits—get out of the rice-sprinkled and tin-can-adorned Caddy. Bareheaded at the moment, he had exactly the lanky, dressed-up cowboy look that Arthur, the makeup artist, had made a big effort to bestow on me.


Men who spend their lives working in the sun don’t generally worry about getting smooth, even, facial tans; they wear hats or caps habitually to keep their brains from frying. Although he’d made his millions, Buff Cody had the mark: the weathered face and the pale, protected forehead. Old habit made him reach behind the car seat now and bring forth a white Stetson identical to the one in my lap and clap it on his head.


The face I saw across the parking lot, the same face I’d seen in Arthur’s color photographs, was that of a tough, opinionated man who’d been, as we say out west, to the head of the creek and the top of the mountain. I wouldn’t expect him to have many scruples, and I wouldn’t want to cross him without a club in my hand. On the other hand, he wasn’t a man I disliked or despised on sight. He looked like a reasonably cheerful old ruffian. I’d expect all his sins to be large ones. He carried a little more weight than I did, but not a significant amount. His movements were those of a younger man, so I wasn’t going to have to pretend to creeping senility; and he held himself straight, so a kink in the spine would not be required. The neat, closely trimmed bristle of gray beard made his face pretty anonymous under the wide hat brim. It might work out at that, I reflected. Cody went to the rear of the car to cut the strings holding the tin cans, using a pocketknife of modest size.


“That’s not the kind of knife I’m carrying,” I said.


“We hope you won’t meet anybody who knows what kind of knife Mr. Cody carries. If he does, he’ll probably also know what Mr. Cody looks like… There’s the young woman now.”


“To hell with the young woman,” I said. “I’m going to have plenty of time to look at her later.”


Beyond a quick glance, I paid no attention to the girl who’d emerged from the convertible and, after smoothing down her white suit, had reached into the back of the car for a small whisk broom, with which she’d started brushing away the rice. I’m as dedicated a girl-watcher as anybody under ordinary circumstances, but the man was the one I’d have to impersonate, and this was the only chance I’d have to study him before I went into my act…


“Able, Able, this is Baker.”


Mr. Somerset reached for the microphone. “Able here.”


“One man tailing bridal couple. We’ve taken him out of circulation.”


“Nobody else interested?”


“No. The Caddy’s clean now.”


“Very well. You may send in the arrest team.”


“Acknowledged. Baker out.”


Waiting there, we saw two men, one long and one short, both in neat, three-piece suits, appear from somewhere among the parked cars and cross the lot briskly. They were marching in step, which, considering the disparity in leg lengths, took some doing. Horace Hosmer Cody, having got rid of his car’s noisy decorations, straightened up and turned to face them as they approached. He looked as if he was wondering, in a normal way, who they were and what they were up to; I could detect no other reaction. He studied the IDs he was shown, started to protest, and was quickly and expertly spun around with his wrists yanked behind him, instantly handcuffed. For a man with a moderately violent background, he’d been easy to take, I reflected; but the Mutt-and-Jeff team had known its business, and I guess a man isn’t at his most alert on his wedding day. The girl in the white suit stood looking after her husband of less than an hour as he was marched away. I couldn’t read her expression.


“Come on, Helm,” said Mr. Somerset. “I mean, Mr. Horace Cody. Let me introduce you to Mrs. Cody.”
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The girl was breathtaking in the way a work of art can be breathtaking. She would, of course, have been even more spectacular in a long satin gown, a jeweled tiara, and a veil; but she was still a vision in her smart silk wedding suit with her blond hair piled onto her head in golden swirls. Some kind of retaining spray had obviously been used to insure that not a single rebellious strand would escape. She was a moderately tall girl, nicely constructed, slender but by no means ethereal. The jacket of her suit, worn without a ‘blouse, was cut low enough above to reveal the graceful throat and, discreetly, the upper curves of the breasts; it flared a bit below to emphasize the narrow waist and rounded hips. The skirt was slim and straight.


The elaborate wedding gown customarily worn, and the endless yards of veiling, tend to overpower the human being inside the bridal glamour, giving the impression that the face is a beautiful blank. Even in her less formal costume this young woman was, to some extent, victim of the same effect. It was hard to analyze the girl-face behind the meticulous lipstick and dramatic eye makeup, all framed by the intricately sculptured hairdo. I had to concentrate on it, feature by feature, to determine that the eyes were blue, the cheekbones were good, the nose was straight, but the mouth could probably pout given an excuse—well, many rich kids tend toward that spoiled and dissatisfied look.


Gloria Pierce, now Gloria Cody, merely nodded in response to Mr. Somerset’s introduction. She had something more important on her mind.


“You did make the legal arrangements, I hope,” she said. “I would hate to think that I was really married to… to that man!”


Somerset said soothingly, “Have no fear; we took all steps necessary to insure that the ceremony would not be valid.”


“Well, it wasn’t a very nice experience anyway! I found it very hard to keep smiling at him in proper bridal fashion.” She condescended to look my way at last. “What’s this one’s name?”


“You don’t need to know his name, Miss… Mrs. Cody.”


She sighed unhappily. “Yes, I suppose I’ll have to call myself that for a while, won’t I? Until this man gets your job done, whatever it is… The resemblance isn’t really very great.”


“He isn’t supposed to fool anybody who really knows Mr. Cody; we aren’t playing The Prisoner of Zenda here.”


“Has it been explained to him that if he takes this pseudo-marriage too seriously the whole deal is off?”


“It has been explained to him.”


“Then what are we waiting for?” She spoke directly to me for the first time: “Horace always did the driving, so you’d better.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


I helped her into the car and went around to get behind the wheel. Since Cody was as tall as I was, the seat was already set right for my legs, and the steering-wheel adjustment was comfortable. I started the engine and studied the dials for a moment, not so much to see what they read as to learn where they were. Well, at least the bridal barge did have instruments.


“Well?” said my companion impatiently.


I waved a friendly hand at Somerset, although his friendship wasn’t something in which I had much faith, and took us out of there. When the Safeway and its parking lot had vanished behind us, I said, “Helm. Matthew Helm.”


She glanced at me sharply. “Your name?”


I nodded. “That need-to-know nonsense is a pain in the butt. Those bureaucrats get all tangled up in their own security.”


She was looking around, frowning. “Where are we going? You should have kept straight at that last intersection, for Juárez.”


I said, “We’re not going to Juárez.”


“But we have reservations—”


“Buff Cody never had any intention of picking up that hotel reservation in Juárez. He was planning to make contact with someone at dinnertime in a small Mexican town called Cananea some two hundred miles to the west, Mr. Green’s Restaurant, if you’ll believe it. Fine old Spanish name. We’re going to keep Mr. Cody’s appointment. Afterwards, he was planning on spending his wedding night with you in the Hotel Gandara in Hermosillo, about a hundred and fifty miles farther on. With luck we’ll make that, too, without too much night driving, which is not recommended in Mexico.”


She said, “That’s around three hundred and fifty miles. I thought we’d just be ducking across the Rio Grande to our honeymoon hotel.” She glanced down at her shining costume. “I’m not exactly dressed for long-distance touring.”


I said, “Cody was probably counting on that, figuring that nobody’d expect him to take any vigorous evasive action with both of you still in your wedding clothes.”


She said, “Now we seem to be heading north. That’s hardly the way to get to Mexico.”


Well, at least the girl knew her compass directions. I said, “We’ve lost our tail, at least temporarily. Buff Cody’s tail. He was taken into custody just before Cody himself, to clear the scene for the substitution. Presumably Cody had figured out some other way of escaping surveillance. We don’t know what route he planned to take to Cananea, but we’re taking the interstate west, I-10. We’ll run it as far as Lordsburg, New Mexico. Even though it takes us a little out of the way, we can make better time up there on the U.S. freeways than we could on the little Mexican roads south of the border. From Lordsburg—well, a few miles beyond Lordsburg—we’ll cut back down across a corner of Arizona to Douglas, which is on the border. From there we’ll cross over into Agua Prieta, Sonora, Mexico, and continue west on their Highway 2. Okay?”


She asked, “How do you know what… what Horace was planning?”


I grinned. “Don’t ask. I didn’t. I think there was a snitch involved, an informer. Actually, I understand you met him; he’s the guy who told you some unpalatable truths about your elderly fiancé that made you decide to cooperate with Mr. Somerset.”


Gloria made a wry face. “Yes, a nasty little man, but would he know all of… all of Horace’s plans in such detail?”


I said, “Perhaps not, but Cody’s activities had already attracted attention, and I’m sure Somerset had him under close surveillance. I don’t think our federal friend is a man who bothers with official authorization for every wiretap he uses; and then there are gadgets like parabolic mikes… Unfortunately you see before you an obsolete secret agent. I don’t know much about that newfangled stuff. My main qualification for the job is that I learned to shoot pretty good as a kid.”


“I hate guns,” she said.


I managed to stifle a groan, I hoped. I was heading into a foreign country pretending to be a man I didn’t look much like and messing with a potential revolution in a way that could make me a target for both sides. All I needed to make it a real suicide mission was to be stuck with one of the beautiful, nonviolent, gun-hating people as my partner.


I said, “It’s going to be a long drive. Why don’t you recline that fancy seat and take a nap?”


She turned on me fiercely, “Don’t you dare change the subject in that condescending way! I think guns are terrible and I think men who use them are terrible. That’s one reason why I had to do that to Horace! Regardless of everything else, he was my father’s partner, and I’ve known him a very long time. I couldn’t have deceived him like that, smiling at him in the chapel in front of all those people and giving him his wedding kiss like a female Judas if…” She drew a long breath. “But Mr. Somerset said he was going to import all kinds of dreadful weapons for people who planned to overthrow the Mexican government by force, as if we didn’t have enough violence and enough stupid, bloody revolutions in this world already. If there was a chance of stopping it by helping Mr. Somerset, I had to do it, didn’t I?”


She sounded as if she was trying to convince herself; and I thought better of her for feeling a touch of guilt—after all, whether or not he deserved it, she had deliberately used her feminine wiles to first lead a man to the altar, and then to the slaughter.


I said, “Horace. Is that what he liked to be called by you?”


She said, “Well, all my life I’ve called him Uncle Buffy, but I could hardly go on calling him that after we decided to get married; I’d have sounded like an idiot child playing at matrimony with her mama’s diamond on her pinkie. And I wasn’t going to call him Buffalo Bill like some of his roughneck friends, or even Buff; and in this day and age I wasn’t about to go all respectful and call him Mr. Cody even if he was somewhat older than I. So we settled on Horace for him, and he called me Glory.”


“Hi, Glory.”


She gave me a reluctant smile. “Hi, Horace,” she said. The smile faded. “And I do hate guns and violence. Do you think I’d have betrayed him like that otherwise? Even though he…” She stopped.


“Even though he what?”


She shook her head. “Not now. We’ll talk about it later. I think I will rest a bit now. It’s been… a lot of strain, playing Delilah.”


She used the tricky seat adjustments to allow her to lie back comfortably, first making sure that her skirt wasn’t tucked up so it would wrinkle or show me anything I wasn’t supposed to see. She closed her eyes. We were soon out of Texas; in that direction it terminates a few miles outside El Paso. As I followed the big four-lane highway across the arid New Mexico plains, with a steep, jagged mountain range off to the east, I saw that her breathing was soft and steady in sleep…


We had no trouble at the border. As a rule, driving south into Mexico, only two classes of people have trouble at the border: the cheapskates who can’t bear to part with a little cash and the highly moral folks who feel that it’s terribly, terribly wrong to present a foreign official with a small monetary reward for his services. I’m not particularly tightfisted at any time, certainly not when operating on a government expense account, and morality isn’t a big thing in our agency, so we went through in a breeze.


“You didn’t have to be quite so generous!” My lovely young bride, who’d been awake since we’d made our first pit stop in New Mexico, spoke tartly as we drove away. “You’re the great Mexico expert, of course; but even I could tell they’d have been happy with a buck or two apiece. A veritable blizzard of five-dollar bills was not indicated.”


“That’s my girl,” I said. “You’re doing fine. You sound just like an honest-to-God, genuine wife.”


She started to make some kind of a retort, but glanced around and said instead: “You’d better pay a little attention to your navigation, mister. That doesn’t look much like a main highway out of town up ahead. Unless their roads are even lousier than I remember.”


She was perfectly right. I must have taken a wrong turn somewhere or, since I’d made no turns, failed to take the right one, forgetting that Mexican road signs tend to be inconspicuous when they aren’t totally nonexistent. Actually, I was far from being the great Mexico expert she’d called me. Although I’d spent my younger years in the border state of New Mexico and crossed into old Mexico frequently, my knowledge of the language is rudimentary; and I hadn’t been down here recently…Counting back, I was shocked to realize that it had been well over ten years since, also in the line of duty, I’d last made this crossing from Douglas to Agua Prieta. Dark Water, to you.


I saw that we’d reached the ragged and run-down edge of the town. The low buildings were adobe brick from which, in many cases, the plaster had flaked off if it had ever existed. The street could be called paved, but you had to dodge the numerous and sizeable potholes; beyond the next cross street it degenerated abruptly into a dirt track leading across a cow pasture. As my ersatz bride had pointed out, it was clearly not the highway we wanted.


I made a U-turn and started back the way we’d come only to have a loafer outside a shabby cantina wave a warning hand to let me know that I was proceeding the wrong way up a one-way street. They don’t mark them any more clearly than the highways; there’s only an occasional, casual little arrow painted on the comer of a building or tacked to a telephone pole. I U-turned again—fortunately there was very little traffic here—and pulled up beside the gent who’d warned me. I hit the switch to bring down the right-hand window. The honeymoon heap boasted every power convenience known to man, including some I hadn’t figured out yet.


I leaned across the front seat and called, “Cananea, por favor.”


The man came forward, frowning. My pronunciation was apparently a little off; he hadn’t caught the name. When I repeated it, he grinned happily, showing big, white teeth in a dark, unshaved face.


“Ah, Cananea!”


He proceeded to let me know, with gestures and rapid-fire Spanish, exactly where I’d gone astray and in what manner I should now conduct myself in order to rectify my unfortunate error. How they choose to speak their language is their business, of course, but they’d make it easier for dumb gringos if they slowed it down a bit. The elaborate sign language helped, however. I got the general idea, thanked my informant profusely, and drove away.


My companion wasn’t impressed. “Terrific!” she said sourly. “People are trying to kill me, I’m coerced into doing crazy things like pretending to be the wife of a perfect stranger; and it turns out that the high-powered guide and protector they’ve married me to, more or less, can’t even find his way through the first Mexican town we hit without asking directions from a sidewalk bum!”


I glanced at her sharply. “What’s this about killing?”


She said, “I suppose I’ll have to tell you all about it, but let’s not overload your feeble intelligence until it’s got us on the right road.”
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I found the main road and made the prescribed turn. The town of Agua Prieta fell behind us. The Mexican landscape was bleak and rugged. It was covered with low, spiny brush punctuated by prickly cactus and thorny mesquite. That southwestern vegetation takes its defenses seriously. The highway was a narrow, winding, patched strip of blacktop that was not designed for a freeway locomotive like our Allante; but the beast had fairly quick power steering, and its suspension wasn’t too soggy. I’d driven worse roads in less suitable automobiles.


The day was sunny, the sky was very blue, and the desert air was so clear that the hills on the distant horizon were as sharply defined as those nearby; there were no atmospheric gradations whatever. It was a good day on which to start on a honeymoon, but I would have preferred to pick my girl and have nothing on my mind but love. As it was, I was conscious of having been thrown into this job very low on information; and I couldn’t help wondering how much of what I’d been told in the rush was the truth. Mr. Somerset with his careful, three-day whiskers wasn’t a gent who inspired a great deal of confidence in me, although he seemed to have sold himself thoroughly to Gloria. But where business is concerned, there’s only one man I trust—and even Mac has been known to pull a swifty occasionally. Or two or three. He was doing it now, of course. He’d thrown me into this mess with the warning that things weren’t what they seemed, which is as much warning as he ever gives us; just enough, he hopes, to keep us from spoiling the operation by getting killed.


As I drove, I glanced at the girl who shared with me the fancy car belonging to the man whose name I’d appropriated along with his brand-new wife. Gloria sensed my attention and gave a pull to her skirt, brushed away an imaginary smudge, and grimaced.


“It’s not exactly the costume I’d have chosen for a Mexican tour, but at least I’m getting some wear out of it,” she said dryly. “At one point, I was about to stuff it all into the fireplace and pour charcoal lighter all over it and watch it burn.”


“Seems kind of drastic,” I said mildly. “An expensive bonfire, by the looks of it.”


Her voice was suddenly harsh: “How do you think a girl feels about the gorgeous wedding outfit she’s picked very carefully to please the man she’s about to marry… How do you think she feels after learning that this wonderful man is planning to murder her for her money afterwards?” Gloria shook her head quickly. “Oh, it wasn’t that my heart was broken or anything like that. Our marriage was more a practical arrangement than a passionate romance; after all, he was quite literally old enough to be my father. I’d known him all my life; he’d been Papa’s friend and partner since before I was born. Good old Uncle Buffy! And all those years I’d believed in that kindly, helpful, sympathetic… I didn’t love him, not in a romantic way, but he was an old, trusted friend, a solid rock… Oh, God, you can’t stand being so wrong about somebody, the sneaky old bastard!”


I said deliberately, “So you got back at him by preserving your expensive bridal finery to use in a phony wedding instead of burning it. You didn’t let him know you were onto him; instead you got hold of the proper authorities and set him up. Or did they get hold of you?”


“They got hold of me, of course.” She shook her head ruefully. “I never suspected a thing, and I wouldn’t have known where to go if I had. I’m sure the police would just have treated me as a hysterical girl with the bridal jitters. After all, Horace is a wealthy and respected citizen. I didn’t believe it myself when Mr. Somerset first told me, and I thought his proposition was downright wild. It wasn’t until he proved to me what Uncle Buffy was planning… After that, I had no choice but to cooperate, did I? I had to go through with the wedding so Mr. Somerset could make this crazy bridegroom switch, although I still don’t understand what it’s supposed to accomplish.”


I said, “Well, it’s supposed to lead us to the arms somehow, but don’t ask me exactly how. Presumably we’ll know more after we’ve made contact with this character Cody arranged to meet in Cananea.” After a moment, I went on: “So you’d known him all your life? Cody?”


She nodded. “Yes. He was always there, off and on, as far back as I can remember, good old beanpole Uncle Buffy, seven feet tall in his cowboy boots—well, almost—and so skinny he used to say he had to stand twice in the same place to cast a shadow. A real Gary Cooper type. He’s a little more substantial nowadays, but not much. Well, you saw him. He used to bring me lollipops and ice cream cones when I was a little girl. He never forgot Christmas or my birthday; he’d always send me something wonderful even when he couldn’t bring it himself, like when I was going to school in the East.”


I glanced at her. “So that’s where the accent went,” I said. “I wondered. I haven’t heard you cut loose with a single Texas you-all, not one.”


She grimaced. “Yes, they did a pretty good job of beating it out of me, those eastern bitches. I don’t know why they had to pick on me. Some of those honey-chile southern belles in the school talked pretty funny, too. But Papa said I’d better play along…” She drew a long breath. “You know that my father was murdered here in Mexico?”


I nodded, preoccupied with the immediate traffic situation. I gauged my distances, pulled around a slow-moving semi, and ducked back into the right-hand lane in time to miss an oncoming bus. You can take a bus anywhere in Mexico a car can go and some places you’d think it can’t.


I said, “I gather that after your daddy died, down here in Mexico, strange things started happening to you in El Paso. Peculiar enough that you finally took your troubles to good ole Buff Cody, your late parent’s friend and business partner.”


She drew a long breath. “Yes, stupid me, but how could I guess… It seemed like the natural thing to do, at the time. I went to his office, and… and I was so scared and confused, with Papa dead like that and all those weird things going on, that I broke into tears telling him about it. He gave me his hanky to blow my nose on, just like when I fell off my pony when I was a kid; and he asked me some questions. Then he told me to run along and he’d put some of his people to work on finding out the score. He told me to be real careful until he got it all taken care of; and he turned me around and shoved me toward the door, whacking me affectionately across the rear of my smart tailored slacks just like he used to slap the seat of my dirty jeans when I was a little girl… Only I wasn’t a little girl anymore and suddenly, when he touched me like that, we both knew it.”


“He’d never made a pass at you when you were little?”


She shook her head. “Oh, I always used to kiss him hello and good-bye, the way you kiss family. He was family, Uncle Buffy, and I’d sit on his lap sometimes, but he never… No, no passes, although just the other day he told me that he’d surely had a hard time keeping his hands off me all those years, I was such a purty li’l thang.” She smiled grimly. “But kids don’t know. God, he was Papa’s friend, he was Papa’s age; and it never occurred to me to think of him that way. Until that day. But we didn’t say anything that day.”


I asked, “How did the subject of matrimony finally come up between you and Uncle Buffy?”


She said, “Well, the first time I was almost killed after… after Papa died, I naturally assumed it was an accident. This crazy man in a pickup cut in and ran me into the ditch, but I was lucky, it was a shallow ditch. I was just bounced around a bit, and it didn’t even hurt my little Mercedes. I didn’t even need a wrecker; a couple of nice men stopped and got behind and shoved when I stepped on the gas, and she came right up to the road. I was mad, of course, drivers like that shouldn’t be allowed loose, but it didn’t occur to me, when it happened, that it might have been deliberate. But that night I got a phone call: ‘You were lucky, lady, but we’ll get you next time just like we got your daddy.’”


She stopped and was silent for a moment, clearly reliving the experience.


I asked, “What kind of a voice, male or female?”


“I thought male, but it was really just a hoarse whisper.”
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