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Captain Gringo following a
trail of danger paved with, gold!

Even for the courageous
Captain Gringo, this mission has impossible written all over it.
From Costa Rica to El Salvador he’s to run a caravan of gold across
steep mountain passes and wild rivers... while bandits and
insurgents block his path and German agents play search and
destroy. But when he’s not waging war with his trusty Maxim,
there’s a red haired and sexy Irish code expert to conquer—not to
mention a brace of seductive traveling actresses. Then Captain
Gringo discovers he’s a victim of a vicious international triple
cross. That’s when tempers seriously start flaring and the Renegade
starts blasting!
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The girl who was about to
die while saving Captain Gringo’s life that night was a petite
brunette with a big red rose in her hair and a pair of tetas too
big for her low-cut peon blouse. She said she was called Nina. That
couldn’t have been her real name—it translated roughly from the
Spanish as ‘Babe.’ He’d picked her up at the paseo in front of the
San José Cathedral a few minutes ago, and the joint they were in
now had been her idea.

When he’d asked her if
she’d had dinner yet, Nina had suggested what she’d described as a
muy romantico little side street restoran. Now that they were in
it, seated at a corner table covered with a coat of blue paint in
lieu of linen, it just looked dark and smoky to Captain Gringo.
There were no other customers in sight, so the smoke meant that
they needed to do something about the kitchen or the ventilation.
Probably both. When the waiter wandered over at last, Nina didn’t
wait for Captain Gringo to order. She decreed that they would share
a platter of rococas con carne. So Captain Gringo ordered them a
pitcher of cerveza—a big pitcher of cerveza— before the waiter
could get away, for it figured to be a hot time in the old town
tonight whether Nina put out or not.

Captain Gringo had learned
to tolerate, if not enjoy, red peppers since he’d been chased
across the Mexican border one jump ahead of a U.S. Army hangman’s
noose. But to compare the notorious rococa peppers of Central
America to mere chilaquiles would be to compare a roaring bonfire
to a flickering candle flame. It was accepted as simple fact
throughout Costa Rica that the kiss of a virgin tough enough to
chew rococas would restore life to the dead, provided the corpse
was mestizo, of course. Rococas were said to be injurious to the
health of paler Hispanics, and one bite had been known to kill a
gringo. So as they waited for the volcano to erupt, the tall, blond
Captain Gringo couldn’t help but wonder whether Nina was trying to
tell him something.

She still looked friendly
enough, as far as he could tell in the murky light. She’d managed
to work her blouse even lower, and unless the place was
rat-infested, that had to be her playing footsie with him under the
table. It was hard to tell when a guy was wearing mosquito boots.
He heard a muttered masculine curse and turned in time to see their
waiter recovering from a collision with a fat guy in a white panama
suit. The other customer sounded drunk as he said he was sorry and
asked directions to the men’s room. The waiter told him that nobody
was allowed to piss in the kitchen and suggested the plainly marked
door near the front entrance. Then he came on over to place the big
beer pitcher and tray of food on their table as he muttered, ‘That
was close. I almost spilled your rococas con carne on the
floor.’

Captain Gringo was too
polite to ask if he’d have served it to them, anyway. Somewhere in
the gloom a toilet was flushing loudly, and as the waiter turned
away, he added, ‘I knew it. The cabrone did not even order a drink.
Some people seem to think we are running a public lavatorio here!’
Captain Gringo thought that the steaming platter in front of him
smelled like shit too. But as the waiter left, Nina plopped a glob
of the over spiced goo on a tortilla, rolled it up, and bit off a
considerable mouthful without screaming or even bursting into
tears. She chewed, swallowed, and said, ‘Oh, bueno, just the way I
like it, Deek. Do you wish for me to serve you or would you prefer
for to help yourself?’

He poured them each a
tumblerful of cerveza as he assured her that he knew how to eat
native-style. He didn’t see how he was going to get out of it now,
and he was sort
of hungry.

He put a much smaller glob
of the steaming rococas con carne on his own tortilla, took a deep
breath, and ventured a dainty bite. The tortilla, of course, was
almost tasteless. The carne was just meat, probably goat. The
rococas exploded on his tongue like a string of firecrackers, and
he hastily reached for his beer glass. It didn’t work. Swishing the
cerveza around in his tortured mouth just helped the pepper juice
find the few nerve endings it hadn’t already reached, and the suds
went down like molten lava. He stared in wonder at the pretty
little thing across the table. She didn’t look like a fire-breathing dragon.
But her exposed chest wasn’t even sweating as she gobbled the last
of that first stick of dynamite and calmly proceeded to roll
another for herself.

Fortunately she seemed to
be a little piggy as well as imperious, so he was able to fake it
by rolling another tortilla with nothing in it before she looked up
and asked, ‘Isn’t this good?’

He took a heroic bite of
bland cornmeal and replied, ‘Yum, yum,’ as he noticed that even a
tortilla alone tasted awfully hot right now. But the agony began to
fade as he kept chewing cornmeal and beer alone. He had to fill his
gut with something, and he had to make sure that they went to his
place instead of hers, later, lest she trap him into a late-night
snack. He wasn’t sure he was even up to kissing a dame with rococas
on her breath, but as he studied her in the dim light, he decided
that it was a risk worth taking. She sure was a pretty little
dragon, and if she made love with half as much enthusiasm as she
showed at the dinner table, he’d just have to put up with spicy
kissing. She didn’t seem to notice that she was eating the whole
order by herself. He wasn’t about to remind her. Thanks to the one
bite he’d swallowed, he was starting to feel sick. He drank some
more cerveza. It tried to come back up. He swallowed harder as his
brow broke out in sweat. How in the hell could anyone eat a
platter of that awful
stuff? He was afraid he was going to puke, and that was about as
lousy a way to start a romance as he could think of. He ate more
tortilla and drank more beer. If he couldn’t keep it down, he might
at least make it to the john up front at a sedate walk, now that he
knew where it was. From a great distance Nina was saying, ‘My, that
cerveza sure is strong. I have only had one glass, and I feel
so dizzy, Deek.’

He stared soberly across
the table at her as she slowly fell forward, facedown into the
remaining rococas con carne. He blinked and said, ‘Hey, you can’t
be that hungry!’
and then he ever so slowly reached across the table with arms of
lead through air as thick as glue to raise her face from the
platter. Mushy red peppers were in her black hair, and her face was
covered with the goo. Her mouth and eyes were both open. When he
saw a bit of red pepper skin stuck to one staring eyeball, he
gasped and called out, ‘Hey, somebody call for an ambulancia! I
think this dame is dead!’

Nobody answered. He tried
to rise from his seat to get a better grip of her. It didn’t work.
The already dim lights went out, and somewhere down the tunnel he
heard a male voice say, ‘That’s him. The one they call Captain
Gringo.’ So as he fell off his chair the semiconscious soldier of
fortune went for the .38 under his jacket. It wasn’t too clear what
he meant to do with it if ever he could find the fucking thing, and
in the end it was academic. He was out like the lights by the time
he hit the floor.

 


When Captain Gringo opened
his eyes a few hours later, the first thing he saw was an Edison
bulb shining down at him from a cracked plaster ceiling. The second
thing he saw was the head of his sidekick, Gaston Verrier, late of
the French Foreign Legion. So he knew that wherever he was, it
couldn’t be heaven. Old Gaston was wanted for more crimes, in more
places, than he was, and unlike Captain Gringo, the dapper little
gray-haired Frenchman cheerfully admitted that he’d been guilty as
charged every time.

Captain Gringo took
another sip of the brandy Gaston was holding to his lips, belched
red peppers, and croaked, ‘Never mind me. What about the girl I was
with?’

Gaston said, ‘Dead, of
course. They pumped her stomach too. Just in case they were wrong.
You alone had enough poison in you to kill a bull, mais as I
assured them, you are stronger than a bull, hein? They think it was
some sort of refined opiate. The Boche is known to be advanced in
chemistry as well très tedious music, non?’

‘Hold the thought. Just
before our waiter brought our order to the table a guy dressed
European bumped into him, and yeah, that works. But why would some
German want to poison poor little Nina, for Pete’s
sake?’

‘Merde alors, they were
not after the girl or even Pete. They were after
you, you
idiot.’

Captain Gringo tried to
sit up, saw that he was nude on a narrow cot, and said, ‘It would
have worked if she’s ordered anything more edible. Where are my
duds and where the hell am I?’

Gaston said, ‘We’re at the
British consulate. Your clothes are being dried—after a good
soaking, of course. You were covered with shit and vomit even
before they put you on the stomach pump. It was still a near thing,
Dick. Had not British agents arrived, looking for you, just about
the time the poison hit, the doctors say you never would have made
it.’

‘Oh, right. I heard some
guy mentioning my name in English as the floor was coming up at me.
But what the fuck’s going on? We’ve been hanging out here in Costa
Rica between jobs because it’s the one place nobody’s supposed to
be after us. Now you tell me Germans tried to kill me and Brits
were trying to find me, all at once?’

‘Oui, they picked me up
shortly after they rushed you here to pump out your disgusting
dinner. We’d better let Grey stoke tell you about the proposition
he has for us, as soon as you feel up to it.’

This time Captain Gringo
made it when he tried to sit up. He swung his naked legs off the
cot and said, ‘Damn it, Gaston, I told British Intelligence I never
wanted to work for them again, but does anybody listen?’

Gaston said, ‘Mais non.
The Germans must have assumed that you and I were working for the
Widow of Windsor even before we were informed we might be,
hein?’

Captain Gringo shook his
head to clear it and growled, ‘Yeah, and the cocksuckers killed the
only girl I ever loved, so that’s one I owe Der Kaiser. Where’s
that other cocksucker, Greystoke?’

Gaston opened the nearby
wardrobe to produce a terry-cloth robe as he said, ‘Where else
would one expect to find the local head of British Intelligence but
in the local British consulate? Unless, of course, he’s discovered
a local steam bath too depraved for a dirty old man like me to
patronize. Mais, are you sure you are feeling well enough to walk
down the hall to his lair, Dick? I would offer to carry you, if I
were twenty years younger and a lot bigger, mais—’

‘Oh, shut up and hand me
that robe.’ Captain Gringo cut in as he stamped his bare feet on
the tiles to restore some circulation. His feet still felt like he
was wearing rubber boots as he put on the robe and followed Gaston
outside.

Fortunately it was only a
short way to the heavy oaken door of the office Greystoke of
British Intelligence used when he was in San José. The two soldiers
of fortune entered, and the sardonic English spy master rose from
behind his mahogany desk to wave them both to leather seats and ask
them if they’d like some tea. Captain Gringo said not unless their
host wanted him to puke all over the expensive Oriental rug. So
Greystoke sat down and asked how much Gaston had told him about the
current operation.

Captain Gringo said,
‘Nothing. But whatever it is, I’m in. I want a Maxim .30-30 or at
least a Browning, and then I want you to show me the nearest route
to the German consulate.’ Greystoke looked pained and said,
‘Temper, temper. Hasn’t anyone ever told you that Her Majesty is
quite fond of her Grandson, Kaiser Bill? I agree he’s a bit of a
twit, but these things must be handled rather delicately at the
moment. We don’t expect Der Kaiser to start his big war with us
before his grandmother’s dead. He hates his Uncle Edward, Prince of
Wales, almost as much as his Uncle Edward hates him. Meanwhile
Whitehall won’t allow us to slaughter Germans openly.’

Captain Gringo grimaced
and said, ‘I’m not related to anyone involved, and they just
declared open season on me.
What do you call what they just did to my dinner
date if it wasn’t cold-blooded murder?’

‘Politics,’ said Greystoke
flatly, adding, ‘They don’t play the Great Game as delicately as we
do. You said you wanted in. They must have expected me to hire you,
so consider what just happened a German compliment to your
professional skills. Frankly I’m not so sure you can pull it off
for me. As I said, it’s a delicate matter.’

‘Okay, tell me what the
deal is or let me have my pants back so I can go after them on my
own.’

Greystoke sighed and said,
‘Alas, the beast who probably gave the orders is probably sleeping
the sleep of the just on his Prussian estate at the moment.
Different time zone and all that. Before I cut the cards, I want
your word that you’ll do things my way this time. When I say it’s a
delicate matter, I mean it’s a delicate matter. If you go into one
of your homicidal rages on me, you may bring down a friendly
government, get a lot of innocent people killed, and make the
British Empire ever so cross with you.’

‘They’ve already killed an
innocent person, and she was pretty too. So cut the bullshit. You
know we’re professionals.’

Greystoke nodded, reached
in a drawer, and tossed them each a packet of paper money. As they
examined it he said, ‘As you see, the fine print on those
Salvadorian colones assures the bearer that the face value of each
and every bill is redeemable in gold or silver at a one-to-sixteen
ratio. There was no need to say in even fine print that the Bank of
England runs off paper money for friendly governments that may not
have our engraving facilities. But it’s perfectly legal and no
secret to those involved in international finance.’

Captain Gringo tossed the
bills back on the desk and said, ‘Don’t look at me if you want to
know if those bills are good or not. I don’t know much about
counterfeiting.’

Greystoke looked pained
and said, ‘I just told you that those were perfectly good bills run
off for El Salvador by the Bank of England. Let’s not get sickening
and call the current ruling junta democratic, but they are
reasonable, at least, and friendly to both your countries and
mine.’

Captain Gringo shrugged
and said, ‘Gaston and me don’t have any countries. But I get the
picture. You guys are interested in keeping the status quo in
Central America. Der Kaiser would rather see governments friendlier
to Germany around here, when and if they ever finish that stalled
Panama Canal project. What do the Germans have to do with
Salvadorian colones printed by the Bank of England?’

Greystoke replied,
‘Nothing directly, but the bastards are born opportunists, and last
month a crooked Salvadorian treasury official gave them a
disgusting opportunity to help overthrow the current friendly junta
and replace it with a pro-German one. The crook was too old for his
young mistress but too young to retire on a pension that wouldn’t
be enough to support such tastes in women in any case. So he and
the lady ran off, together with over ten million colones worth of
bullion—gold reserves meant to back their paper money. Lord knows
how. They must have used a wagon. The silver on hand was even
heavier for its value, of course. So they were kind enough to leave
it in the vaults. So, as of now, El Salvador has the specie to back
a little over half its paper money. Not enough to weather a bank
run should word get out that the paper’s not sound.’

The little Frenchman
yawned. Captain Gringo shrugged and asked, ‘What the hell
are we supposed
to do about it? Do we look like bank dicks? El Salvador is a good
four hundred miles from here, and it’s the middle of the week. The
bank run will have started long before we can get there. I don’t
see why it hasn’t started already.’

Greystoke sniffed and
said, ‘That’s because you talk too much and fail to listen, old
bean. The Germans control an opposition newspaper in San Salvador.
So, of course, they can publish an expose and start a financial
panic anytime they’re ready. They’re not ready yet. You know how
thorough Germans are. They mean to do it right. For
them, that is. It’ll be
a perishing mess for our
side.’

He took a perfecto from
his desk humidor and bit off the end before he continued. ‘When the
theft was discovered, the government we want to keep in power
naturally cabled the Bank of England for advice. There was only one
thing Great Britain could do, but you know how slow Whitehall
moves. So long before the Bank of England agreed to an emergency
loan and the R.N. agreed to dispatch more gold reserves to El
Salvador by cruiser, the bloody Germans had the same information
and, to give the devil his due, got the jump on us. By the time our
cruiser stopped at Trinidad to take on more fuel, a German torpedo
ram had already passed Trinidad with a bone in her teeth and a
cargo of German bullion in her safe!’

Greystoke lit his cigar
and continued. ‘Fortunately we have our own spies. So, when the
skipper of the British cruiser saw that there was simply no way he
was going to overtake the German ram in the South Atlantic, he had
the good sense to cable us from Trinidad for new instructions. He’s
getting a medal, and I was put in charge of the case. The cruiser
just put in to Limon, and the British bullion is on its way up here
by mule train. Naturally some German agents are on to the new plan
and can make an educated guess as to what I mean to do next. That
was why they tried to murder you before I could contact you. Pity
about the girl. But now I have
contacted you. So there you have it, old
bean.’

Captain Gringo frowned and
said, ‘No, I don’t. I can see what you plan to do next. I can’t see
why you need Gaston and me. The Germans won’t attack your mule
train here in Costa Rica for the same reason you won’t let me throw
rocks at the German consulate across town. The Costa Ricans
wouldn’t like it, and they have a pretty good police force. Anyone
starting rough stuff would be tossed Out of the country, and Costa
Rica’s even closer to Panama. So you don’t need guards to get the
gold down to Puntarenas and load it aboard a west-coast anything.
A sailboat could
make it up to El Salvador before that German ram can get around the
horn, right?’

Greystoke nodded but said,
‘The Germans know that as well as we do. They may or may not have
the hair on their balls to attempt a torpedo attack on the vessel
taking the bullion north through international waters. I’ve assumed
that they might. So I’ve cabled our Pacific fleet for a battle
wagon to carry the gold safely past any jolly little U-boats Kaiser
Bill might have lurking off El Salvador.’

‘Jesus, do you think
they’d go that far, this soon?’

‘Of course not. The cable
for help was a ruse. I sent it through a young lady in our code
room who doesn’t know we know she’s a German spy. You see, the
nearest battle wagon our Pacific fleet can spare has almost as far
to steam as that German ram, and the ram is faster. If the Germans
fear that their own vessel may lose the race, they’ll of course
publish the expose early and just let the egg hit the fan. They say
Kaiser Bill was a poor sport as a child too. But as long as they
think it’s a sea race, they’ll hold off, and as long as they hold
off, the present Salvadorian government won’t have to worry about a
bank run they can’t stand up to. As I understand the German plan,
they mean to deliver their
bullion not to the current government but to the
rebel junta, along with some guns, of course.’

Gaston sighed and said,
‘Eh bien, the Boche will stop playing dirty when the leopard
changes his spots. The plan is not only très sneaky. It has to
work. Let the somewhat excitable Salvadorians read that the paper
money issued by one government is not good, while the money issued
by the rival faction is as sound as the Yankee dollar or British
pound and, merde, the rebels will not need many guns. They will
simply have to pick up the pieces, non?

Greystoke nodded, grimly,
and said, ‘Now you can see why it has to be handled delicately,
gentlemen. We have to get the gold reserves to the capital, San
Salvador, before the Germans can either deliver their own gold by
sea or, should they guess that they might not win as planned, sweep
all the pieces off the chessboard with a no-doubt nasty newspaper
expose and no-doubt total chaos. When they don’t think they can win
fair, Germans are always willing to accept chaos as a consolation
prize, eh what?’

Gaston wrinkled his nose
and growled. ‘I fought them in Seventy at Sedan, and you wish to
tell me how much
the Boche admires noise?’
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Captain Gringo frowned
thoughtfully and said, ‘I’m still missing something. If you don’t
really mean to send the gold across Costa Rica by land and up the
west coast by ship, how the hell do
you expect to get it there?’

Greystoke leaned back as
if he had all the time in the world and said, ‘Overland all the
way. While the Germans are watching the hot air I mean to send on
down to Puntarenas aboard the same mule train, you and
another mule train will
simply nip up to San Salvador on the QT via the back roads between
hither and yon. I make it about four hundred and fifty miles as the
crow flies, and everyone knows a pack mule can be driven thirty or
forty miles a day, so—’

‘So .shit of the bull,’
Gaston cut in, adding, ‘Show me ten miles between here and there
that does not zig itself into a zag and I shall show you how to
walk on water. Mais, forget the overland route that would be at
best six or seven hundred miles in a more reasonable universe. What
about the civil war in Nicaragua?’

Greystoke looked blank and
asked, ‘What has that ongoing political stalemate got to do with
you lot?’

Captain Gringo growled.
‘You must not have an atlas handy. Two thirds of the way between
here and there is called Nicaragua, and it’s not a political
stalemate, it’s total chaos. Gaston and I found out the hard way,
fighting on both sides while we tried to figure out which side made
any sense. Neither do. Aside from the opposing León and Granada
troops, there’s a do-it-yourself warlord under every other pepper
bush who’ll be glad to kill a stranger for his boots, and you
expect us to run ten million in gold through a wall-to-wall war
zone?’

Greystoke sniffed and
said, ‘Piffle. We’re not talking about ten million in British
pounds or even Yankee dollars. I only want you to rush about a ton
of specie to San Salvador as soon as possible. I can let you have
all the mules, muleteers, and guards you need to deal with minor
emergencies on the trail.’

Captain Gringo snorted in
disgust and asked, ‘Do you call a civil war a minor emergency? God
damn it, it would take at least a dozen mules to carry the gold
alone. Make that another dozen to pack our supplies and ammo, and
we’d be a walking war prize even if nobody knew we had any
money with us. There’s
no way to sneak that big a party through the war zone. There’s no
way to move forty or even twenty miles a day while engaged in a
running gunfight. So I was wrong when I said we were in. You’d
better count us out. It can’t be done your way. Not by human
beings, at any rate.’ Greystoke flicked ash from his cigar and
said, ‘You’ll just have to muddle through, Dick. Now that you know
the plan, it’s too late for you to back out. That German ram is
steaming a good five hundred miles a day even as we talk. So I can
give you two weeks, tops, to beat it to San Salvador by
land.’

‘Have you got wax in your
ears, Greystoke? I just told you that no mortal born of woman could
make it that far in anything like two weeks! Frankly I don’t think
it could be done in a month, even if we somehow managed to beat
both sides in the Nicaraguan civil war.’

Greystoke shook his head
and said, ‘I’m afraid I can’t accept that, and neither will
Whitehall. You’ve been hired to do a job, and we expect you to do
it right.’

‘We can’t,’ said Captain
Gringo flatly.

Greystoke shook his head
again and said, ‘I fear you must. For, should you fail, the
government of El Salvador will fall, and the British Empire will be
ever so cross with you both. I hate to bring up the past, old bean,
but both of you chaps do have outstanding murder warrants out on
you, eh what?’

‘You limey bastard, are
you trying to blackmail us into committing suicide for
you?’

Greystoke smiled and said,
‘Of course not. I’m counting on you getting through with the
gold alive. On
the other hand, if you don’t, suicide might be your best bet.’

 


The two soldiers of
fortune were escorted to separate quarters that could be described
as spartan guest rooms or luxurious prison cells, depending on
whether one tried to get out of them or not. Captain Gringo didn’t
think it was worth the effort. He had no place better to go at this
hour, wearing nothing but a bathrobe. He found out that the
plumbing worked in the adjoining bath, that there was nothing to
read or even smoke, and that the bed linen on the functional
iron-pipe bedstead was clean. He tossed the robe aside and climbed
in nude. The mattress was spartan, too, but a little softer than
sleeping on the floor would have been, so what the hell.

He figured it had to be
somewhere around midnight by now. His watch was in the suit they’d
said they’d clean for him. It didn’t matter what time it was. He
was sure he’d fall right to sleep after the long, hard night it had
been so far. But he didn’t. He couldn’t. His stomach was feeling
better. He was a little hungry, but his brain was full, too full to
sleep. He kept telling himself that there was nothing he and Gaston
could do but try it Greystoke’s way and then run for, say, Tibet
when it didn’t work. It was knowing that it wouldn’t work that was
keeping him awake. He and Gaston had been through the Nicaraguan
war zone more than once, with only their own asses to worry about,
and so they knew that it was a lot easier to plan an end run to El Salvador along
the inland spine of Central America while sitting behind a desk
with an atlas than it was to stick one’s head across the Nicaraguan
border without getting it blown off. He plumped up the pillows and
lay his head down again to study his own mental map of the ground
to be covered. It studied grim. A lot of Nicaragua was filled with
two big lakes, and the lakes were filled with freshwater man-eating
sharks and patroling gunboats. To the west of the lakes the hilly
country was brushy and dry, too narrow to maneuver a lot in and
lousy with towns and villages. The wetter woods east of the lakes,
provided one swung well away from the lakeshore, provided plenty of
cover and elbow room. But that route was simply too fucking far.
Even if they beelined through Nicaragua and somehow managed to
remain invisible, it would be a bitch to move a mule train far
enough to matter in two weeks. He had no idea how one made at least
two dozen mules invisible, either. The south of Nicaragua was held,
sort of, by the desperate forces of the losing Granada faction.
Everything to the north that wasn’t out-and-out bandit country was
held by the León faction. At this stage of the game both sides
tended to assume that strangers had to be spies, and there were a
lot of walls to stand against in Nicaragua.

He found himself
speculating on the corner of Honduras they’d have to punch through
when and if they fought their way through Nicaragua. He snorted in
disgust and muttered aloud, ‘Screw Honduras. Screw the half of El
Salvador you have to cross to reach the capital. You know damned
well you’ll get within ten miles of the Costa Rican
border.’

He rolled over and reached
for the bedside Edison lamp. He was still looking for a way to
switch it off when someone tapped politely on his door and then
came in sort of rudely, without waiting for an
invitation.

He forgave her when he saw
that she was carrying his boots and hat in one hand and his duds on
a hanger on the other. She was a well-stacked redhead in a midi
blouse and dark gray skirt. Her carrot-colored hair was pinned atop
her head in a bun with a pencil stuck in it. Her eyes were as amber
as a kitten’s, and she had the kind of skin that freckled more than
it tanned down here in the tropics. She said, ‘I hope I didn’t wake
you up. I thought you’d like your things, now that they’re dry,
sir.’

He grinned up at her and
said, ‘You didn’t wake me up. I sure did want my stuff, and you can
call me Dick, Irish.’ She dimpled down at him and told him in the
same faint brogue that her name was Kate O’Hanlon and that she
worked as a code clerk down the hall.

He asked, ‘At this
hour?’

She explained. ‘I just
came off duty. His nibs just left to meet that mule train from
Limón. He told you all about that, of course?’

Greystoke had also told
him that at least one of his female code clerks was a German spy,
and some Irish weren’t too happy with Queen Vickie at the moment,
either. So Captain Gringo thought it wiser to just smile at her and
say, ‘Just put all that stuff on the chair over there, if you don’t
mind. I’d rise in a lady’s presence, but those are the only pants I
brought with me. By the way, did I get my gun back?’
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