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Pietro “Peter” Abate had taken the job on a whim. Raised in Allentown, Pennsylvania, the Italian-born cop had joined the police force straight out of high school, working his way up the ranks. Then came the FBI, where he spent years in Austria and West Berlin shadowing the Stasi, attached to the International Cooperation Administration. Brazil followed, and in 1964 he was sent to Asunción, Paraguay’s capital, where he was robbed, shot, and left for dead. He counted himself lucky—only a punctured lung and a grazed neck. In his line of work, suffering rarely went unrewarded. Thanks to his record in Latin America, he was now seconded to Uruguay, charged with aiding President Jorge Pacheco Areco’s Colorado Party in its struggle against the leftist urban guerrilla movement, for the covert Office of Public Safety—OPS.

He had brought his wife of twenty years and their three young children. For Abate, a son of Cagliari, Sardinia, Montevideo was a Latin wonderland, sunlit and sea-brushed, like a memory from his birthplace.

Two weeks had been enough to settle in: a house found, schools chosen. Now came his first day on the job. OPS headquarters was an unremarkable building on a small street off Boulevard España in downtown Montevideo. There, he would meet Uruguayan Chief of Police Intelligence, Pablo Portero, his superior for the duration.

Portero’s English was flawless. A Police Academy graduate from the capital, he had trained in Washington D.C. and Texas, mastering counterinsurgency. His government was at war with the National Liberation Movement—MLN-T—better known as the Tupamaros. Uruguay, once one of Latin America’s economic jewels, had been sliding for a decade. President Pacheco had frozen wages to curb inflation and declared a state of emergency. Strikes and protests erupted across the country, from factory floors to university halls. The government had lost control, and so had the police. Washington’s answer was to send in Abate to cleanse the capital of insurgents.

At nine sharp, Manuel Flores, OPS driver, arrived at Abate’s Pocitos villa in a black Ford Falcon Sedan. Like Portero, he spoke good English.

“Hello, Manuel,” Abate greeted him at the door.

“Good morning, sir,” Flores replied.

They drove mostly in silence. The streets of Montevideo teemed with police vans and officers gripping batons and rifles. Ordinary citizens lived between two fears: police raids and guerrilla kidnappings. The urban war spared no one, and the innocent bore its weight.

Inside the OPS building, Flores led Abate upstairs.

“Mr Portero’s in there,” he said, then disappeared.

Abate knocked.

“Come in,” Portero called in Spanish. Then in English: “Oh, Mr Abate, you made it.” He set aside his mate gourd. “Please, come in and sit down.”

Immaculate in a dark civilian suit, Portero radiated authority. They shook hands. They had met before, at an international security conference in Brasília two years earlier.

“Would you like something to drink?” Portero asked.

“No, thanks.”

“How do you like it?”

“Like what?”

“Your office.”

“This is mine?” Abate’s eyebrows rose.

“Yes. Sparse now, but I’ll have it equipped—typewriter, filing cabinet, stationery, all of it.”

“And a secretary?” Abate asked, eyeing the bare room. In Rio, he’d had an office fit for a king.

“I know you think it isn’t much, but your presence here mustn’t be tomorrow’s news, and—”

“I don’t understand,” Abate cut in.

“Your government doesn’t want anyone to know you’re helping us.”

“I already spoke to Luke Millington, Byron Engle’s secretary. USAID’s director approved it.”

“And he did.”

OPS fell under USAID—the United States Agency for International Development. But final say lay with Richard M. Helms, Director of Central Intelligence.

“Those cocksuckers,” Abate muttered about his Washington bosses.

“We have a saying in my country,” Portero said.

“And what is it?” Abate asked, lifting Portero’s bombilla from the mate.

“Hens perched above will shit on those below.”

“I don’t get it.”

“Oh, come now, Mr Abate,” Portero said, taking back the mate. “You’re clever. Your government wouldn’t have sent you otherwise. Now, I’ll let you get acquainted with your office. Manuel will wait outside—he’s at your disposal.”

“So no car of my own?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“That wasn’t part of the deal.”

“Speak to your bosses in Washington.”

“I might just do that.”

At the door, Portero paused. “My wife and I are hosting a dinner party Saturday. You and your wife are invited.”

“We’ve got prior arrangements.” Abate was already erecting walls in Uruguay.

“Fine.” Portero lit a cigarette. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“And the secretary?”

“We’ll see.”

“And make sure she’s bilingual!” Abate called after him.

The office was his first complaint. The Uruguayans would not kowtow to the Americans as Brazil had under President Castelo Branco, showering agents with wine, women, and song.

That had been then. This was now. Abate would have to get used to it.
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The fifteen-metre caravel, captained by Pilot-Major Juan Díaz de Solís, had been sailing upriver for days. It was now near the confluence of what would one day be called the Uruguay and Paraná Rivers, having navigated the broad, silver expanse of the Río de la Plata—already named by De Solís in honour of his patron, Queen Joanna of Castile, now also Queen of Aragon. They had met the Charrúa people along the way: some welcomed them, others had turned away with narrowed eyes.

“What do you think we should do, Captain?” asked Lieutenant Pedro Durán, his second-in-command, as they stood together at the bow.

“Go on—what else?”

Durán was the more cautious. Thirty men had already been lost farther downstream. Now the two officers and eleven heavily armed Conquistadors were taking their greatest risk since leaving Sanlúcar de Barrameda months earlier. De Solís’s mission was to chart the southern extremes of the newly unified Spanish crown, adding precision to the Royal Register—the master map carried aboard all Spanish ships. The Pilot-Major had no intention of failing.

Among the rank and file, discontent simmered.

“He’s taking us into hell,” muttered Simón Padilla, a veteran of ten years in the New World, to his companions Patricio Ramírez and Francisco del Puerto.

It was high summer. Heat and humidity pressed down like a living weight, made worse by the steel morion helmets, breastplates, halberds and arquebuses they bore. In battle, such burdens could mean life; at all other times, they were an exhausting penance.

That night, they camped on the riverbank. After recent skirmishes with local tribes, De Solís had ordered half his men to stand guard in three-hour shifts while the rest slept.

In a large hut elsewhere, Paimaca Tacuavé, chief of the Charrúas, sat with elder Pamayo Incayam and his second-in-command, Tomárahon Zamúca. Their war party was ready to strike. Paimaca’s younger brother, Maputi, had been killed days earlier by a “magic stick that sprouted fire.” The Charrúa confederation was fragile at the best of times, its villages scattered along the Río de la Plata and far inland. For two generations they had fought the Yaro people. The pale strangers were an unwelcome complication.

“Go. Kill them. Bring their bodies back so we can feast upon them,” the elder commanded. Nearby, his granddaughter turned a giant anteater on a spit for the pre-battle feast.

“No prisoners?” Paimaca asked.

“No—the shaman forbids it.”

The day before, Talú Tavé, the shaman, had read the future in the twenty-six rib bones of a jaguar, as he had done countless times. His visions always weighed on the elder before such decisions. The Charrúas could raise two thousand warriors if they united, but they had not done so since their great war with the Bohán people two and a half centuries earlier. The tale had become legend in Paimaca’s mind, passed from father to son until the details blurred into obsession.

The chief left the hut with a full belly and a smile. There would be no forgiveness for his brother’s killers—only pain, torture, and death for the strangers who had defiled their hunting grounds.

By morning, De Solís resolved to push farther upriver. Durán and others argued against it, but the Pilot-Major’s authority—and his power to execute for insubordination—kept their protests brief.

“I’m worried, señor,” Durán said after an hour’s travel.

“About what?”

“We might run aground.”

Durán was as seasoned a sailor as his captain. On the Uruguay River they saw creatures neither had encountered before. De Solís had explored the Yucatán and parts of northern Brazil years earlier, then as navigator for Vicente Yáñez Pinzón, when they had been well supplied. Now, nearly a decade later, resources were thin.

“I told you—he’s taking us to hell,” Padilla murmured again, out of earshot of the officers.

“We’ll just have to trust them,” Del Puerto said.

Padilla snorted.

Meanwhile, Paimaca was ready. He carried a long spear, good for both throwing and thrusting, a bow and a dozen flint-tipped arrows on his painted back. Blue and yellow streaked his face, marking his rank; a headdress of white-tailed hawk feathers crowned him. His 156 warriors advanced across the savannah. Their best scout, Chorro Kopkayo, and his brother, Policána Polancán, had tracked the strangers for days. Policána had travelled four hours from the river to meet them.

“My Lord, do you have water and food?” he asked, bowing.

“Give him sustenance,” the chief ordered. Once fed, Policána said: “A half-day from here—the pale faces are on their ship, sailing north.”

“And your brother?”

“Still watching them.”

Paimaca raised his spear. “It is time for war, my men!”

Kopkayo shadowed the Spanish caravel, staying far enough not to be seen. Durán spotted a high embankment and suggested making camp there. As the ship eased toward shore, a giant otter slipped into the water. Kopkayo prayed his trail would be easy for his brother to follow. An armadillo burst from a bush and vanished again. Hungry, the scout decided to fish.

The Spaniards camped; two soldiers fished for piranha, the staple here. Downriver, Kopkayo had caught three and ate them raw—firelight would betray him.

“This way, my Lord,” Policána said, guiding the warriors.

“You’re certain?” Paimaca asked, wary of leading his men into a trap.

“Yes—look!” He pointed to three tight grooves in an arbol de Artigas tree.

“Your brother’s mark?”

“Yes, my Lord.”

Tomárahon Zamúca placed a hand on Policána’s shoulder. “Think well—are these truly his?”

“They are,” said Policána.

Pirú Umaiva, Policána’s childhood friend, stepped forward. Zamúca glared, but Paimaca silenced him. “Let him speak. He is our equal in arms.”

“These are his marks. We should go on,” Pirú said.

Paimaca, reassured by Talú Tavé’s prophecy, declared, “The soldier has spoken. The old sage too. We go on!” Three hundred feet lifted dust into the hot air.

The Spaniards, meanwhile, spoke of home. Ramón Machado Gil, on his first expedition, confided to Del Puerto, “I want to go home.”

“We all do.”

“No, I truly do.”

But Gil was wanted for banditry in Huelva. The merchants who financed such voyages cared little for a man’s past; crews were assembled for profit, not virtue.

At first light, camp was broken. De Solís glanced south. A flock of starlings wheeled overhead, a dark cloud of omen. “Let’s move,” he told Durán. Gold drove him forward—gold that could change his life.

Paimaca’s war party joined Kopkayo on the bank.

“Where are they?”

“Beyond the bend.”

Paimaca and Zamúca conferred while Policána embraced his brother.

“Should we do it?” the chief asked.

“Yes,” said Zamúca.

“And their weapons?”

“We can overcome them. We have before.”

“With clubs and arrows?”

“Yes, my Lord.”

Paimaca hesitated. “I don’t want my men walking to their deaths.”

Zamúca looked over the warriors. He believed they were ready—and dreamed of one day taking the chief’s place. “They won’t die. Remember the jaguar bones—Talú Tavé has never been wrong.”

The plan was set. Zamúca would lead two-thirds of the men in a frontal assault when the Spaniards landed; Paimaca would hold the rest in reserve. It was stone and sinew against steel and gunpowder—Neolithic warriors facing the Iberian empire.

By late afternoon, the Spaniards camped on a sandbank. Another night passed quietly. At dawn, they loaded the ship again, unaware that the Charrúas waited only a few hundred yards away.
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