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A Note to the Reader

This story takes place in a country in which Spanish is the first language. I love the language myself, though I am far from fluent. Still, where I deemed it necessary in dialogue, I allowed the characters to speak Spanish, then provide a translation into American English. I hope this will enhance, rather than hinder, your enjoyment of the story.
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We seven moved along the mountain trail roughly east to west. The sun bore down from the three-quarter point of its own path. The heat made our packs heavier, the grips on the rifles less sure. That’s only one reason I also had a holster on my right hip. In it was my .357 magnum revolver. Some of the others carried semiautomatic pistols, but revolvers don’t jam.

It radiated up, too, from the well-worn trail. Right through the short, stumpy dust clouds we raised with our boots. The temperature hadn’t abated since we’d left the valley floor. But at least it was mitigated a bit by a gentle breeze. Sometimes. It was as if the cooler air that should have been at this elevation was offset by being that much closer to the sun.  

At least the breeze brought the heady scent of the Saragosa pines. The forest was some thirty meters above us on the left, a little past the rim of the cliff face we were traversing. 

His rifle carried loosely in his right hand, Carlos raised his left hand to indicate we should stop. 

As the second in command, I did some quick calculations. 

It was only the fourth hour of the march. We had been on the mountain for less than half that time, and we had stopped at the base for a smoke break. So it couldn’t be that he thought we needed a rest.

Plus we would have to be in position for the ambush well before sundown. That might require a faster march than we had sustained so far. And one with no unnecessary breaks. 

Of course, Carlos knew all of that. 

Yet there had been no unusual sounds. No sounds of engines, no rifle fire. And the natural sounds and movements that should have been there were all around us. Sometimes a rock clattered off the trail and away down the slope to our right. Roughly a thousand feet to the bottom, and the slope was not gentle. 

With a flick, the occasional squirrel or lizard jerked himself laterally around the trunk of a Saragosa pine or a quavering silver leaf maple to keep himself out of our line of sight. Now and then a bird called from the trees on the hill above the cliff to our left. Or another might flit among the bushes down the slope to our right as we passed. 

But there had been nothing that should have warranted a halt. Well, nothing I had heard. But Carlos was in the lead and I was at the back.

I wondered why we were stopping. But whatever the reason, as the rear guard, I had to tend to my own responsibilities first. I couldn’t allow anyone behind us to catch us unaware of their presence.

Those ahead of me slowed with one step and stopped with the next. Of the five men, only one had some experience at our craft. Garcia.

He was a good man. He wore his pack draped only over his left shoulder, as I and Carlos did. Carrying it that way interfered less with shooting and running, and it could be dropped easily. I supposed it also made us look more like country boys out for a hike than what we really were. 

The other four men were replacements. New replacements. Their packs were heavier, filled with unnecessaries. They would learn. For now, their packs seemed ready to press them face-first to the trail at any time.

Privately, Carlos called them cannon fodder or grave fillers. An inexperienced someone who would take a bullet that would miss a more experienced man. Still, they knew what to do when Carlos called the stop. At least I hoped so.

I left them to it and moved to the outer edge of the trail. There I crouched above the slope, holding my rifle with only my right hand. It lay loosely across my lap as I swiveled around to glance back down the trail. 

First I eyed the woods where the hill and the cliff face sloped down to the path. No movement. Nothing. 

From there I allowed my gaze to move up along the rim of the cliff just to be sure nobody had moved up without me noticing. Nothing. 

Of course, they could do nothing from up there but shove rocks down on us anyway. Still, they might be farther back and moving parallel to us. Which meant for now they weren’t our problem.

I glanced along the path itself as far as I could see. That was quite a distance since the trail was mostly straight from here all the way to the valley. There were only a few shallow curves. Watching those for an extra second proved they were devoid of anything. 

Then I looked along the downhill side of the trail and across the valley at the opposing slope. I gave those only a cursory glance, though. Only a mountain goat could traverse either slope without sounding like a heavy tank unit moving into place over shale.

I twisted back around and straightened, then leaned a little right so I could see past Juan and Paco. Apparently they didn’t know what to do after all. Both were still standing where they had stopped. At least they were turned sideways to the sun. The rays wouldn’t bake the skin beneath their unbuttoned shirts. I’d have to talk with them about that later.

Simeon, Rafael and Garcia already had moved to the left. Each leaned his left shoulder against the rock face and watched Carlos as they waited. 

Garcia kept his pack where it was. The others removed theirs and set them on the ground at the base of the cliff. 

But Juan and Paco were silhouetted on the heat-baked path, talking quietly. Little puffs of dust kicked up each time they shifted from one foot to the other. It was as if they were on a street corner in a secure city, perhaps discussing women. 

I tapped Paco on the shoulder and gestured toward the cliff face with my chin. 

He looked at it as if he had only then realized it was there, then began moving in that direction. 

Juan, still talking quietly, drifted along with him. 

I shook my head. They would remain nonchalant until they saw someone killed. It’s the nature of the young to believe themselves bullet proof. I moved toward the outer edge of the path again where I could better see Carlos, then crouched again. 

He was some fifteen meters from me, still upright, leaning slightly forward at the waist. He was concentrating, his head turned slightly as if to hear better.

I cast a quick glance at the slope to my right. If I had to go over the edge, there was a scrub juniper about four meters down that would arrest my slide on the shale. 

Back to the front, Carlos had just lowered his pack to the ground and crouched to one knee. He brought his rifle up to his shoulder, rested his cheek on the stock and waited. He seemed to be aiming at the outside of a curve maybe two hundred meters away.

I adjusted my stance, then brought my rifle up too. I aimed generally at the turn of the same curve. If I had to fire, my bullet would pass about a meter to the right of Carlos’ head.

A bead of sweat trickled from beneath my cap. It trailed down my forehead, just left of my right eyebrow, and along the side of my nose.

In the distance, a quiet clattering of rocks. 

The muscles between Carlos’ shoulders tensed under his faded blue cotton shirt. 

I felt mine do the same as I tightened my own grip on my rifle. I straightened the index finger of my right hand, then hooked it around the trigger again. I took a breath, released it. Took another, and let half of it seep out. Then I held it, and— 

An old man appeared around the curve, a thin leather strap in his left hand. 

I watched for a moment. When nobody else came behind him, I lowered my rifle and watched.

Like most men his age, he wore a flat cap and a  jacket. Those and his trousers looked to be made of wool. He seemed to keep his attention on the ground before him.

The jacket hung open over an off-white shirt. I couldn’t tell much about his footwear, but they didn’t look like boots of the kind people in my profession wear. 

He moved with more of a shuffling gait than an actual step. The trail was more rocky where he was. Probably he was being careful of rocks that might roll beneath his feet. It would take a long stumble to send him over the side, though. The path was plenty wide at about two meters.

The burro trailing along behind him was another matter. He was careful of nothing. With each step he dragged his front hooves, toe first, as if reluctant to be on this journey at all. More than likely he was the one who made the rocks clatter earlier. Eventually, he probably would kick a rock forward and it would roll under his friend’s feet.

Still, the old man had little to worry about otherwise. 

Certainly he wouldn’t be involved in the coming conflict. Nor did he appear to be fleeing it. He simply happened to exist in the same world. The war was only something that went on around him. It was of no more consequence than the occasional breeze or a bee passing by on its way to the hive.

As he moved through the thickness of the curve so his face was in profile, I saw that I was right. His attention was riveted to the trail before him. Then he completed the curve back toward the mountain and shuffled out of our line of vision.

Carlos watched for a moment longer, then turned and looked back at me. He shrugged slightly.

I nodded to indicate I had seen what he saw. Then I shrugged to add that it seemed of little consequence.

He picked up his pack and shouldered it, then started toward me. He gestured toward the cliff face with his left hand. His rifle was still loosely cradled in his right. 

At the cliff face, Carlos again slipped his pack to the ground. Since we’d left the valley, he still hadn’t broken a sweat. It was as if the heat didn’t affect him. 

He looked at the men. “I think we will wait here for him to pass. We could use a few minutes to rest anyway. If he asks, we’re hunting.”

Juan pointed out the obvious. “Hunting parties go out early in the morning.”

I said, “He won’t ask.”

Carlos said, “And it doesn’t matter what he believes. Only what we say.”

Simeon took off his cap and rubbed his head. “I wonder where he’s going.”

“Down the mountain,” Garcia said. “If you ask him, he’ll say he’s going down the mountain. Or down the hill.”

Carlos said, “But we won’t ask him. It’s not our place to interrogate. He has a right to go where he wants to go.”

Paco frowned. “What if he’s an advance scout?”

Carlos and I laughed. “If he’s an advance scout,” Carlos said, “then he will have to pass by us again to report us.” 

Rafael said, “Unless he’s already turned around. Or maybe cut off the trail.”

“He hasn’t turned around or cut off the trail,” I said. “Besides, Carlos has said we will wait here for him to pass. That should solve all mysteries.”

“But what if after he passes—”

I looked at Rafael coolly. “After he passes, he is my responsibility.”

“You men wait here,” Carlos said. “Sit or crouch if you want. Save your legs. After he passes, we will move much faster than we have up until now.” He glanced at me. “He should be out of the second curve soon. Let’s go see whether he’s turned around.” He laughed quietly. 

He left his pack where it was sitting. He was more confident than I.  

Carlos walked eight or ten steps, then stopped a couple of meters to the left of his former position alongside a boulder that had dropped from the cliff. Apparently then someone had shoved it to the side of the trail.

I stopped just behind him on the right, my eyes trained on the trail where it would snake out of the second curve. Both Carlos and I had made this trek before. The first curve the man had exited was shallow. The one he had gone into was twice as deep. The third, the one he would encounter next, was shallower even than the first. 

From the first and second curves, there were no easy trails up the slope of the mountain. The first was a steep climb through heavy brush. The second also was a steep angle, but over a shale spill. 

In the apex of the third inside curve there was an old waterway. It was dry at this time of the year, and it might serve as a trail to the ridgeline. But it was still steep and the ridgeline from there was still some twenty or twenty-five meters above the trail. It was overgrown with brush too, and the rocks rearranged themselves with each seasonal watershed. 

It wouldn’t be an easy climb, especially leading the burro. Or even riding on him.  

Quietly, Carlos said, “There.”

I looked past the point of his right shoulder just as the old man emerged from the second curve. He still had the lead for the burro in his left hand. Nothing had changed except that he was closer at about ninety meters. 

He was still watching the trail and had the same shuffling gait. Probably watching for rocks so he could go around them rather than kicking or stumbling over one. He kicked up only the smallest puffs of dust as he walked. 

His flat cap was dark with sweat to the crown and sun faded above.  

I could almost feel the sweat trickling through the gray stubble on his cheeks. It made my own cheeks itch.

His cap, jacket and trousers were brown, about the same shade as the burro. I couldn’t make out the shoes yet, but they looked like regular shoes. They still didn’t look like boots. And if they had been, he wouldn’t have been so careful on the trail. 

Carlos didn’t raise his rifle this time, but held the forestock behind his back, the butt resting on the ground. Perhaps he did so in case the man looked up. 

I thought about raising mine, but left it dangling loosely in my right hand. But I kept my finger on the trigger. 

We watched the progress of the man for a long moment. Sooner than I expected, the trail and the man and his burro wound to his right and were out of sight again.

Without turning around, Carlos said, “This curve is shallow, remember?”

I nodded at first, then remembered he wasn’t looking. “Yes, I remember.” I waited for a moment. “How long, do you think?”

He glanced over his shoulder and grinned. “Not long enough for a smoke.” He turned his head back to the front. “Maybe half.”

So three minutes. Maybe four. I hadn’t thought of a smoke. But I was now. It could wait until the old man was past and we were underway again.

I looked around to check our charges. They knew better than to light up while we were waiting for a possible enemy to appear. Too easy for a wisp of smoke or a red ember or the odor to give away a position.

They were behaving themselves. Still in the shade. Two crouching, three sitting flat on the ground. No smokes. Paco’s lips were moving, but I couldn’t hear the words so that was all right.

I squatted down, flexed my legs a few times, then stood again. My pack tugged at my left shoulder. There wasn’t a lot in it. A little food, each small can tucked into an extra sock. A few boxes of ammo for my rifle. Four pounds of C4 in quarter-pound blocks, a dozen or so receivers, and three remote-control transmitters to set them off. I also had a handful of caps, some wire and a couple of electric detonators just in case. Finally I had thrown in an extra shirt and more socks. And my entrenching tool on the outside of my pack. I never went anywhere without my e-tool.

I looked up. A cloud would be nice. Just one cloud to block the sun for a minute or two.

The breeze had died out too, as if nature herself were holding her breath.

Again, almost as if the breeze had returned to whisper one word, Carlos said, “There.” 

I peered past his right shoulder. 

The old gentleman exited the last curve at around forty meters.

I still held my rifle down at my side, the barrel pointed toward the ground a few meters ahead of me. Still, I tightened my grip on the trigger. 

But Carlos grinned and seemed to relax. Still under his breath, he said, “El Abuelo.” 

I frowned. The old man was his grandfather? But he was too close for a discussion. Things would unfold as they should.

Whoever he was, the old man was still watching the trail. His jacket still hung open, and I could see plainly that his shirt wasn’t off-white. It was stained. 

It was also buttoned unevenly. The right side of the collar was a few centimeters higher than the left. The skin was a bit darker above the left side of the collar. A rash probably. Maybe he buttoned the shirt that way intentionally to keep the collar from rubbing.

Behind empty belt loops, his brown wool trousers sagged beneath his abdomen. His shirt was pulled out a bit. The trousers were frayed at the cuffs where they moved across his shoes. 

The shoes themselves were boxy, regular old oxfords, and I was glad to see it. A farmer probably. The shoes had been brown at one time, but now only a few bits of brown leather showed through the scuffs and scrapes. 

The knot had come loose on the right shoelace, which was threadbare and frayed at one end.

As the man closed the distance, he continued to watch the trail. His burro still dragged his front hooves. 

When the old guy was only twenty meters away, Carlos grinned and cleared his throat. 

The man looked up. He seemed to appraise us for a moment, then raised his right hand. A grin spread across his face, displaying exactly three teeth. “Hola, hola.” His gaze flicked to me, then back to Carlos. “Ah, cómo estás?” 

The grin still in place, Carlos said, “Nada por nada, amigo. Caza de ciervos. We’re deer hunting.” He shrugged. “Tu sabes. You know.”

The old man nodded. “Ah, sí, sí. Lo sé. Yes, I know.” 

He glanced back along the trail, and I looked again at the rash above his left collar. It wasn’t a rash. It was a scar from a bullet.

He turned his face back to Carlos. His eyes seemed to hold all the knowledge of the world. “No hay muchos ciervos aquí. Pero tal vez muchos en el otro lado de la montaña. There aren't many deer here. But maybe many on the other side of the mountain.”

On the other side of the mountain? Did he know what we were about? Or was he testing us?

On the other side of the mountain was a major north-south route through the hills. It was a route that would save the enemy days, maybe even weeks, in their advance. 

But at one place it crossed a deep chasm. 

The place was not far north of the intersection of this trail and the road. 

Could he know we were on our way to kill a bridge?

Carlos said, “Oh sí, y eso esperamos. Y vamos allí de todos modos, eh? We hope so. And we’re going that way anyway, eh?”

The man laughed lightly as his left eyebrow twitched and he cast a quick glance in my direction. 

Then he looked at Carlos again and raised the burro’s lead slightly. He gestured toward me with that index finger. “Y su amigo. Es él inglés? Es un especialista?”

I smiled and said, “No, abuelo. Soy Americano. Y nada especial.” I laughed. 

He shuffled his feet a bit as he turned to look at me directly for the first time. His gaze met mine. His eyes were an incredibly clear blue, and earnest. “Ah, usted es un americano,” he said as he nodded. “Y hablas español. Muy bien. So you are an American. And you speak Spanish. Very good.” 

He frowned. “Pero abuelo? Me cree un anciano? But grandfather? You believe me an old man?” 

I felt the color rising in my cheeks. Maybe I had misheard Carlos. “No, no sir. I meant no—”

He raised one hand an laughed lightly. “Solo bromeo. Por supuesto hablas con respeto. Only joking. Of course you speak respectfully.” He extended his hand. “Me llamo Jorge Olveda. Me gusto.”

“Mucho gusto,” I said as I shook his hand. Olvedo? Maybe he’s the father of Carlos’ mother. Or maybe I did hear wrong. “Me llamo Nick Porter.” 

He nodded, then looked pointedly down at my boots.  Speaking for the first time in English, he said, “Good shoes, eh?” He glanced up at my face again. “I mean, good for hunting the deer.” 

Then he looked at my boots again, and from there his gaze moved steadily upward. It was an honest, very open assessment. 

His attention lingered for a moment on my pack, which was peeking from behind my left arm. 

For an instant I wondered whether he could see through the thick canvas. 

But he continued upward and stopped at my eyes again. “It is good to meet you, señor Nick. I think it is a good thing, that you are helping your friend Carlos with hunting the deer.” 

He flicked a glance back at Carlos, then to me again. Finally to Carlos, he said, “Creo que se pueden encontrar muchos ciervos, suficiente para todos. I think you will find many deer, enough for all of you.” 

I almost allowed a frown to cross my forehead. All of us? 

Carlos said quietly, “You have seen the deer?”

He wagged his right hand in the air. “Oh sí, sí. Un pequeño rebaño a las cinco o seis kilómetros. Tu sabes, pululando. Yes. A small herd at maybe five or six kilometers. You know, milling around.” 

He laughed. “Va a encontrar muchos más en el río, a diez kilómetros. Pero no van a acercarse a beber hasta caer la noche. You will find many more at the river at ten kilometers. But they won’t approach to drink until nightfall.” 

Carlos only nodded. “Gracias, mi amigo. Y vaya con Dios.”

“Oh, por nada. Todo es nada por nada, verdad? You’re welcome. It is nothing for nothing, right?” He laughed lightly again, then raised his right hand in a half-wave as he started past us, the burro still in tow and still listless. “Y tu, y tu. Vaya.”

We both turned to watch as he continued down the trail. The right cuff of his trousers had been caught beneath his heel too many times. It was worn through, and groups of threads protruded around the edge.

As the back end of his burro passed by us, Jorge shifted his attention to the trail a meter or so ahead of his feet again. And as he passed the place where the others were waiting, he took no notice of them. 

I looked at Carlos. “Your abuelo?”

He laughed. “No, no. El Abuelo. El Guerrero Abuelo.” 

He started toward where we had left the men, and I walked alongside. “I don’t understand. He is your friend?”

Carlos smiled. “I like to think so, but he is far above me. El Abuelo is the greatest warrior this country has ever known.”

I looked after Jorge again. “But he seemed so—”

“He seems as he must, my friend.”

“So when he said we would encounter many deer—”

“He knows what we are hunting. And he verified for us that they are where we thought they would be, though some are closer. But I think that is a good thing.” As we neared the men, Carlos looked at them and circled his left index finger in the air. “Let’s go.” 

As the others were prying themselves from the ground near the face of the cliff, Garcia and Rafael sauntered toward us. Rafael was wearing his pack only on his left shoulder. 

To Carlos, Garcia said quietly, “That was El Abuelo?”

Carlos nodded.

“So how far?”

“About nine kilometers.” Carlos turned his head to judge the position of the sun, then looked at Garcia again. “And I see it as a little over two hours.”

Garcia glanced at the sun, then nodded. “I agree.” He looked at me. “You still have the rear?”

“It works for me.” 

Garcia turned away and Carlos grinned. Quietly, he said, “A good man there. He assumes more responsibility than he is assigned.”
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