



[image: image]






The Adventurers


The most magnificent, most seductive novel from America’s master storyteller…





“Harold Robbins is a master!”
—Playboy




“Robbins’ books are packed with action, sustained by a strong narrative drive and are given vitality by his own colorful life.”
—The Wall Street Journal




Robbins is one of the “world’s five bestselling authors… each week, an estimated 280,000 people… purchase a Harold Robbins book.”
—Saturday Review




“Robbins grabs the reader and doesn’t let go…”
—Publishers Weekly




The Adventurers


Harold Robbins




Copyright


The Adventurers
Copyright © 2014 by Jann Robbins
Cover art, special contents, and electronic edition © 2014 by RosettaBooks LLC


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages in a review.


Cover design by Alexia Garaventa
ISBN ePub edition: 9780795340888




Many thanks to the man who wears the hat, Bradley Yonover.



Epilogue as a Prologue

It was ten years after the violence in which he died. And his time on this earth was over. The lease he held on this last tiny cubicle of refuge had expired. Now the process would be completed. He would return to the ashes and the dust of the earth from which he had come.

The tropical sun threw waves of white-hot humidity against the black-painted crosses on the white clay cemetery walls as the American journalist got out of his taxi at the rusted iron gates. He gave the driver a five-peso note and turned away before the driver had time to say, “Gracias.”

The little flower stalls were already busy. Black-clad women were buying small bunches of flowers, their heavy dark veils seeming to shield them from the heat and the world from their grief. The beggars were also there, the little children with their large dark eyes set in hollow black circles, their bellies swollen with hunger. As he passed they held out their grubby little hands for the coins he negligently dropped into them.

Once through the gate there was silence. It was as if some master switch had turned off the world outside. There was a uniformed man sitting in an open booth. He went over to him.

“Xenos, por favor?”

He thought there was a faint expression of surprise on the man’s face as he answered, “Calle seis, apartamiento veinte.”

The American journalist turned away smiling. Even in death they clung to the routines of living. The paths were called streets and the buildings within whose walls they rested were apartments. Then he wondered about the surprise on the man’s face.

He had been in the lobby of the new hotel, leafing through the local newspapers as he always did whenever he came into a new town, when he found the notice he had been searching for. It was a tiny four lines buried amidst the back pages, almost lost in the welter of other large notices.

He was walking down a path of elaborate private mausoleums. Idly he observed the names. Ramirez. Santos. Oberon. Lopez. He sensed the chill coming from the white marble despite the heat of the sun. He felt the perspiration damp and cool on his collar.

Now the path had widened. On his left were open fields. There were small graves in them. Small, untended, forgotten. These were the graves of the poor. Thrown into the earth in flimsy wooden caskets, left to disintegrate into nature without care or memory. To his right were the apartados. The tenements of the dead.

They were big buildings with red and gray Spanish tiled roofs, twenty feet high, forty feet wide, eighty feet long, of white cement blocks, three by three, and cheating a little on each side so that more tenants could occupy the walls they filled. Each three-foot square bore the name of its tenant, a small cross above the name etched into the cement and the date of death below.

He looked up at the first building. There was a small metal plate attached to the overhanging sheaf. CALLE 3, APARTAMIENTO 1. He had a long way to walk. The heat began to pour into him. He loosened his collar and quickened his pace. It was almost the time and he didn’t want to be late.

At first he thought he had come to the wrong place. There was no one there. Not even the workmen. He checked the metal plate on the building, then the time on his wristwatch. They were both correct. He opened the newspaper to see if he had mistaken the date but that was right too. Then he let out a soft sigh of relief and lit a cigarette. This was Latin America. Time wasn’t as exact here as it was at home.

He began to walk slowly around the building, reading the names on the squares. At last he found what he was looking for. Hidden in a shaded corner under the overhang on the southwest corner of the building. An instinct made him throw down his cigarette and remove his hat. He stared up at the inscription.
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He heard a creaking wagon on the cobblestones behind him. He turned toward the sound. It was an open wagon drawn by a tired burro, its ears flat against its head in protest at being forced to labor in the heat. The wagon was driven by a laborer in faded khaki work clothes. Next to him on the seat was a man dressed in a black suit, black hat, and a starched white collar already yellow from the sweat and dust of the day. Beside the wagon walked another laborer, a pickax over his shoulder.

The wagon creaked to a stop and the black-clad man clambered down from his seat. He took out a sheet of white paper from his inside coat pocket, glanced at it, then began to peer along the walls at the nameplates. It wasn’t until he came to a stop before him that the journalist realized that they had come to open the vault.

The man gestured and the laborer with the pickax came over and stared up at the cubicle. He muttered something in soft Spanish under his breath and the other laborer wearily climbed down from the wagon, pulling behind him a small ladder made of pieces of wood nailed together. He placed it against the wall and climbed up. He peered closely at the cement-block vault.

“Dax,” he said, his voice unnaturally harsh in the muted cemetery.

The director nodded. “Dax,” he repeated in a satisfied voice.

The laborer with the pickax nodded also. There was a sound of pleasure in his voice. “Dax.” He spat into the dust at his feet.

The laborer on the ladder held out his hand. “El pico.”

The other laborer handed the small pickax up to him. With a tight expert blow the man on the ladder sent the pickax smashing into the dead center of the concrete block. It splintered in radiating lines tearing through the chiseled lettering in all directions just as the sun crossed the corner of the overhang. The laborer cursed at the sudden sun and pulled his hat down over his eyes. He slammed the pickax into the cement again. This time the stone broke through and pieces came flying down, rattling against the cobblestones.

The journalist looked at the director. He was watching the laborers but it was evident he wasn’t much interested in what they were doing. He seemed bored with the whole thing. It was just another job. He turned as the journalist came up to him.

“Dónde están los otros?” the journalist asked in his hesitant Spanish.

The man shrugged his shoulders. “No están los otros.”

“Ero, en la prensa—” The journalist stopped. He had almost reached the limit of his Spanish. “Habla inglés?”

The director smiled proudly. “Sí. Yes,” he hissed sibilantly. “At your service.”

“I saw the notice in the newspaper,” the journalist said with a feeling of relief. “I thought there would be others.”

“There are no others,” the director said.

“But… who placed the notice? Surely there must be someone. He was a very famous man. Muy famoso.”

“The office put in the notice. The time has long passed for someone to claim the body. There are others waiting for this space. The city is growing. We are very overcrowded. You can see.”

“I can see,” the journalist said. He hesitated. “Wasn’t there anyone? Family. Or friends. He had many friends.”

A veil came across the man’s eyes. “The dead are alone.”

A muttered cry came from the laborer on the ladder. They turned to look up at him. He had broken through the cement façade and through it could be seen the discolored, termite-ridden wood of the coffin. Now, using the edge of the pickax as a lever, he pried out the remaining pieces of cement from the vault. He lowered the pickax to his assistant and brushed away the final crumbs of cement with his hand. He reached inside the vault and began to pull out the coffin.

The journalist turned back to the director. “What will you do with him now?”

“He will go to the fire,” the director answered. “It will be very quick. By now there is nothing left but bones.”

“And then?”

The director shrugged. “Since no one has come for him, the ashes will be placed with others in the cart and sent to fill in the land we are reclaiming from the swamp.”

The coffin was lying on the narrow strip of cement next to the building. The director walked over and looked down. He brushed his hand over a small metal plate on the cover. He checked the lettering on the plate with the paper in his hand. “Verificado,” he said.

He looked up at the journalist. “You want to look in the coffin?”

“No.” The journalist shook his head.

“You do not mind then?” the director asked. “When there is no family to pay, the men are allowed to—”

“I understand,” the journalist said quickly. He turned away as the men began to lift the coffin lid. He took out a cigarette and lit it. He heard the soft murmur as the men discussed what they found and how it was to be divided. Then there was a muttered curse and the sounds of the lid being nailed back.

The director came back to him. “The men are very disappointed,” he said. “There was nothing but a few gold fillings in his teeth and this ring.”

The journalist looked down at the ring in the man’s hand. It was encrusted with grime.

“I have taken the ring,” the director said, “and let them have the fillings. The ring is valuable, no?” He took a grimy handkerchief from his pocket and cleaned it, then held it in the palm of his hand.

The journalist looked down at it. It was gold with a crimson facing stone. He picked it up and read the familiar lettering. It was a Harvard class ring, year of 1939. “Yes,” he said. “It’s valuable.”

“Ten U.S. dollars?” the director asked.

It took a moment before the journalist realized that he was being offered the ring. He nodded. “Ten U.S. dollars.” He took the bill out of his pocket.

“Gracias,” the director said.

The journalist put the ring in his pocket. They turned toward the laborers. The coffin was already on the wagon.

The director looked at him. “Vámonos. We go now to the fire.” He climbed up on the wagon and gestured to the space on the seat beside him.

The sun was hotter now than it had been when he first came into the cemetery and even the faint breeze afforded no relief. The journalist’s shirt was wet through to his jacket. They moved through the cemetery in silence. It was almost twenty minutes before they reached the flat dull-gray building that served as the crematorium.

There was a faint smell of smoke in the air as the journalist climbed down from the wagon. He followed the director and the two laborers as they carried the coffin through the wide entranceway.

Once inside he was surprised to see there was no roof; only the sky and the hot sun above. There were six stone open-topped furnaces placed in a circle within the walls of the building. Over each the air shimmered and danced with the heat contained within. A man in a dusty ash-covered gray coat came up to them. “Verificado?”

The director nodded and gave him the slip of white paper. “Verificado.”

“Sí,” the man answered. He gestured to the laborers. “A las uno.”

The laborers walked to the nearest stone furnace and slid the coffin into it. They turned and left the building.

The director took the journalist’s arm and they moved over to the furnace. The coffin rested on smoke-blackened steel bars; underneath was what seemed to be a fine wire netting. “For the ashes, no?” the director said.

The journalist nodded.

The man in the gray coat was watching.

The director tugged at the journalist’s sleeve. “He expects ten pesos for his work. It is the custom.”

The journalist reached into his pocket and held out a bill.

The man’s teeth flashed whitely in his swarthy face. “Gracias.”

He gestured toward them and, still following the pressure on his arm, the reporter moved back until they were against the far wall. Then the man in the gray coat began to pump the bellows.

There was a faint rumble in the furnace at first, then the rumble turned quickly into a roar. It felt as if thunder were confined in the little box, but still there were no flames visible. The coffin seemed merely to shimmer in the waves of hot air. Then suddenly the man pulled a lever and for a moment it seemed as if all the fires of hell suddenly leaped up.

The journalist felt the intense blast of heat against his face, but only for a moment, then the flames were gone and the coffin seemed to disintegrate into gray dust and settle slowly into the furnace.

The director tugged at his sleeve. “We will go outside and smoke a cigarette. Before we are finished, he will bring the ashes.”

The hot sun seemed cool compared to the heat he had felt inside. He offered the director a cigarette. The man took it in that delicate manner some Latin Americans have and quickly offered a light to the journalist’s cigarette, then to his own. They smoked in silence.

The director was right. They hadn’t finished their cigarettes when the man came out with a small gray ceramic urn. He looked at the director.

“The urn is five pesos,” the director murmured apologetically.

The journalist found a five-peso coin in his pocket. The man nodded his thanks again and offered the urn to the director.

“Now we go to the wagon,” the director said. He led the way around to the back of the building. There a small wagon stood, with a sleepy-eyed burro before it. It was filled with dirt and refuse and flies were buzzing around it. “We empty the ashes here.”

The reporter started at it. Something inside him was suddenly sick. “Is there no other place?”

The director stared at him. He nodded. “There is a farm across the road. For five pesos the farmer will let us scatter the ashes there.”

“We will go there.”

He followed the director across a field, then over the road. It was a field of potatoes and the farmer who appeared seemingly came from the ground in which they were growing. He vanished as quickly as he received the five-peso coin.

The director held out the urn. “Señor?”

The journalist shook his head.

“You knew him, señor?” the director asked.

“Yes,” the reporter said. “I knew him.”

The director removed the cover from the urn and with a practiced twist of his wrist scattered the ashes to the wind. Silently they watched the wind scatter them across the field.

“It’s all wrong,” the journalist said suddenly. “It’s all wrong.”

“Por qué, señor?”

“This was a strong man,” the journalist said. “The earth moved before him when he walked, men loved him and feared him, women trembled at the power in his loins, people sought his favors. And now there is no one here who remembers him.” He began to turn away. “You were right. The dead are alone.”

The director caught at his sleeve again. The journalist turned to face him. He felt weary and tired. He wanted to be back in the bar at the new hotel with a tall cool drink. He wished he hadn’t found the notice, hadn’t come out in the terrible sun to this horrible place, to this world without memory.

“No, señor,” the director said softly. “I was wrong. He was not alone. You were here.”



BOOK 1


VIOLENCE and POWER
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I was playing in the hot sun of the front yard when I heard the first thin scream from far down the road toward town. My dog heard it too, for suddenly he stopped frisking around me and the little adobe hut I was trying to build in the hard-baked dirt. He looked up at me, his eyes white and frightened, his yellow tail curving protectively against his testes. He stood very still and began to tremble.

“Quién es?” I asked, my hand reaching to soothe him. I knew he was frightened but I didn’t know why. The scream had been eerie and curiously disturbing but I wasn’t frightened. Fear is something that has to be learned. I was still too young. I was six years old.

There was the rattle of gunfire in the distance. It quickly died away and then came the sound of another scream, this one louder and more terrified than the first.

The dog broke and raced away to the cane field, ears flat against his head. I ran after him, screaming, “Perro! Perro! Venga aqúi!”

By the time I reached the edge of the field he was already gone. I stood very still, trying to locate him by sound amidst the heavy stalks.

“Perro!” I shouted.

He did not come back. The sugarcane rustled slightly in the warm breeze. I could smell its pungent sweetness. It had rained last night and the sugar was wet and heavy in the stalks. Suddenly I was aware that I was alone.

The workmen who were there only a few minutes ago were gone. They had vanished like the dog. I stood there thinking that my father would be very angry with them. At ten centavos an hour, he expected each of them to give him a full measure of work.

“Dax!”

The scream came from the house behind me. I turned around. My older sister and one of the kitchen girls were standing on the galería along the front of the house.

“Dax! Dax!” my sister screamed, her arm waving.

“The dog ran into the cane,” I shouted back, and turned once more to look into the field.

A moment later I heard her footsteps behind me and before I could turn around she had scooped me up in her arms and was running back toward the house. I could hear her labored breath against my ear and the sobbing husky murmur of her voice, “Ah, Dios! Dios!”

My mother was at the doorway even before we reached the galería. “Quickly. A la bodega!” she hissed. “The wine cellar.”

We pushed through the doorway. La Perla, the fat Indian cook, was standing behind my mother. She took me from my sister and began to hurry through the house to the pantry off the kitchen. Behind us I heard the click of the heavy bolt on the front door.

“What is it, La Perla?” I asked. “Dónde está Papá?”

She held me tighter to her heavy bosom. “Shh, niño.”

The pantry door was open and we clattered down the cellar steps. The other servants were there already, their faces dark and frightened in the shadows cast by the small candle burning on top of a wine barrel.

La Perla set me down on a small bench. “Now sit there and be quiet!”

I looked up at her. This was fun, I thought, more fun than playing in the yard. It was a new kind of game.

La Perla hastened up the stairs again. I could hear her hoarse voice shouting above me. A moment later my sister came down, and there were tears running down her cheeks. She ran over to me and put her arms around my neck and pulled my head down to her chest.

I pulled away angrily. Her chest hurt my face. It was bony. It wasn’t comforting and soft and warm like La Perla’s.

“Leave me alone,” I said.

My mother came down the steps, her face drawn and thin. I heard the sound of the heavy cellar door being slammed and bolted, and then La Perla came too, her face red from the exertion. In her hand she held a huge cleaver, the one she used to chop off the heads of the chickens.

Mother looked down at me. “Are you all right?”

“Sí, Mamá,” I said. “But Perro ran away. He ran into the cane field. I couldn’t find him.”

But she wasn’t listening. She was trying to hear any sounds from the outside. It was a waste of time. No sound could penetrate this far into the ground.

One of the servant girls suddenly began to cry hysterically.

“Shut up!” La Perla hissed, with a threatening gesture of the cleaver. “Do you want them to hear us? Do you want to get us all killed?”

The girl shut up. I was glad that La Perla had made her because my sister stopped crying too. I didn’t like her to cry. Her face gets all ugly and red.

I held my breath and tried to listen. I could hear nothing. “Mamá—”

“Quiet, Dax,” she whispered sternly.

I had a question to ask. “Where’s Papá?”

At that my sister began to cry again.

“Shut up!” my mother hissed, then turned to me. “Papá will be here in a little while. But we must be very quiet until he comes. Comprende?”

I nodded. I turned to look at my sister. She was sobbing under her breath now. I could see that she was frightened but there was no real reason for her to cry. I reached out for her hand. “No tengas miedo,” I whispered. “I am here.”

Somehow a smile pushed its way through her tears. She pulled me close. “My little hero,” she whispered. “My protector.”

The thud of heavy boots came from the ceiling overhead. Suddenly they seemed to be all over the house.

“Los bandoleros!” one of the maids screamed. “They will kill us!”

“Shut up!” This time La Perla did more than speak. Her hand flashed in the dim light. The maid tumbled to the floor whimpering softly. The footsteps seemed to be coming toward the kitchen.

“The candle!” my mother whispered hoarsely. The small light went out abruptly. We sat there in the blackness.

“Mamá, I can’t see,” I said.

I felt a hand press across my mouth. I tried to see in the dark but all I could do was listen to the sounds of the others breathing. The footsteps were over our heads now. They seemed to be in the kitchen.

I heard the crash of a table as it was overturned and dimly the voices of men, the sound of their laughter. There was the creak of a door, and now they were in the pantry. The cellar door rattled. I could now hear their voices more clearly.

“The chickens must be hiding down there,” one of them said, and there was a sound of laughter.

“Cock a doodle doo,” another crowed. “Your rooster is here.”

There was a kick at the door. “Abre la puerta!”

I could feel the girls shrinking back against the wall. I felt my sister shiver. “They’re only looking for chickens,” I whispered. “Tell them they’re in the coop back of the house.”

No one answered. They didn’t seem to mind anymore if I spoke. La Perla pushed past me in the darkness and stood at the foot of the steps waiting. A heavy blow against the door reverberated through the cellar.

One of the maids fell to her knees and began to pray hysterically as there was another crash from above. A panel of the door gave way and then it sprang open, as a stream of light came tumbling down the steps to reveal La Perla standing there, resolute as a rock, the cleaver reflecting the light like a silvered mirror.

Some men came down the stairs. There were three that I could see. The others were behind, so all I could see were their legs.

The first one stopped when he saw La Perla. “An old fat hen. Not worth the bother.” He knelt slightly and peered under the overhang. “But there are others. Young and juicy ones. The old hen stands guard on her flock.”

“Bastardos!” La Perla said through her teeth.

The man straightened up almost negligently and the short-barreled musket in his hand exploded with a blinding flash.

The acrid smell of gunpowder was strong in my nostrils and as my eyes cleared I could see La Perla stagger back against the wall opposite the steps. She seemed to hang there suspended for a moment, then began slowly to slide down the wall. The side of her face and neck was completely gone. There was nothing but a raw red mass of flesh and bone.

“La Perla!”

My mother screamed and ran toward her. Almost without effort the man seemed to reverse the musket in his hand and club my mother across the head as she ran past him. She collapsed suddenly, falling across La Perla’s body with a curiously crumpled look on her face.

“Mamá!” I started to run toward her but my sister’s fingers were like vises and I couldn’t move. “Mamá!” I screamed again.

The servant girl who had been praying fainted, sprawling grotesquely out on the floor. The man came down off the last step, stepping over La Perla and my mother. He looked down for a moment at the servant, then rolled her casually out of the way with his foot. The others pushed down the steps behind him. There were eleven of them.

He noticed the candle on the barrel. “La candela,” he said, gesturing.

One of the men struck a match. Its yellow light danced eerily in the cellar. The leader looked around at us. “Ah, four pullets and a young cock.”

My sister’s voice came from behind me. It suddenly sounded older and more full bodied than I had ever heard it. “What do you want?” she asked. “Take what you will and go.”

The man stared at her for a moment. His eyes were black and they shone like coals. “This one is mine,” he said casually. “You are welcome to the others.”

The girl who had fainted came to her senses just in time to hear. She screamed and scrambled to her feet. She tried to run past the others toward the stairs but one of them caught her by her long loose black hair. He jerked her back, and she stumbled backward to her knees.

He turned her toward him, holding her head back until her face was almost turned completely up to him, her mouth open, gasping for air. With his free hand he ripped at the front of her dress but the coarse cotton was too strong. It wouldn’t tear.

With an angry curse he let her go, then his hand came up with a knife. It slashed quickly down the front of the dress. The coarse shift fell away like the husk from an ear of corn. A thin pencil-like streak, starting at her throat and running down between her breasts and across her brown Indian belly into the heavy matting of pubic hair, suddenly began to well crimson. She screamed and tried to get away, scrambling on her hands and knees, but he laughed aloud and pulled her back by her hair.

She tried to get away again. Quickly he reversed the knife in his hand and hooked the butt end viciously upward between her legs, and this time she screamed in pure agony.

She crumpled to the floor at his feet, writhing in pain. The sharp blade end of the knife reflected the crazy yellow lights from the candle as it stuck upright from between her legs. He put his heavily booted foot on her belly to hold her still and started to pull at the rope belt that held up his pantalones.

By now the others were at the other servant girls. Niella, who was my mother’s personal maid, was already stripped naked and bent backward across a wine barrel, held on either side by a bandolero as a third began to mount her. Sarah, the Indian girl La Perla had brought down from the hills to help in the kitchen, was sprawled on the floor on the other side of the cellar behind a row of wooden crates.

The leader turned. His broad body blocked the rest of the room. “Get rid of the boy,” he said quietly, “or I will kill him.”

My sister began to push me away.

I turned to look up at her face. It was dull and glazed. Her eyes seemed to have no life in them. “No! No!” I screamed.

“Go behind the boxes in the corner and do not look,” she said. It wasn’t her voice. It was a stranger’s voice, cold and distant. One I had never heard before.

“No!”

The sharp sting of her slap ran down my cheek. “Vaya! Do as I say!”

It wasn’t the pain. It was the note of authority in her voice. I began to cry.

“Go!”

Rubbing my eyes, I turned away and huddled down behind the boxes. I was still crying. Suddenly I started to wet my pants. How quickly we learn the meaning of fear.
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It was my sister’s penetrating scream that stopped my tears. They seemed to dry up inside me as a wave of intense blinding hate coursed through me. I sucked in my breath and held it as I raised my head and peered over the boxes.

My sister’s back was to me and her naked buttocks were twisting violently as the bandolero forced her backward toward a crate. Her nails clawed at his face, leaving a red welter of scratches, but he slapped her viciously and she fell backward across the crate.

Her mouth was open and she was screaming but no sound was coming from her lips. Her eyes were wild as they stared up at me without seeing. Her little tetas were stretched flat across her chest bones and her belly was almost a concave hollow.

Suddenly I knew what he was going to do. I had seen enough bulls when the cows were led to them. I looked at the bandolero as his pantalones fell about his legs. His belly was a thick matted rug of hair from which his swollen manhood rose like the white shaft of the broom that was used to sweep the galería.

She tried to get up and away but he leaned down on one hairy elbow, resting it in the pit of her stomach, and with his open hand around her throat, he pinned her back against the crate, almost choking her. She screamed again and bucked, sliding away from him, but he cursed and increased the pressure against her throat. She bucked and writhed and angrily he swiped his hand across her face. Her head hit viciously against the side of the crate.

For a fraction of a second he was still, half suspended in the air above her, seemingly balanced on himself. Then she screamed again and shuddered. Slowly he disappeared into her as her screams faded away to a low agonized moan.

He moved again on her. Twice more he seemed to tear into her, and then a peculiar agony of his own seemed to overtake him as a curious shuddering animal-like cry escaped him.

Just at that moment he looked up and I stared straight into his face. His eyes were glazed and tortured, his mouth open and gasping for air. Then my sister screamed again and I saw the blood bubbling up from her. I felt a hatred rising inside me. I began to tremble. I wanted to kill him.

I heard something clatter to the wooden floor, and I looked down. The knife had fallen from his belt. Without thought I scrambled over the crate for it. Slowly, as if with a great effort he turned toward me.

“Bastardo!” I screamed, plunging it toward his throat with both hands.

He threw up an arm and the knife flew out of my hands, falling between us. I flung myself at him, trying to hit him with my clenched fists, and almost lazily he swung his open fist at me.

I spun back off the wall and crashed into the crates. I could no longer feel any pain. There was only hatred and a wish to kill I never before had known. I am not sure if I realized what could happen. I was only aware that nothing mattered. I had to destroy him.

My sister had twisted her head and was staring at me. Suddenly there was clarity in her eyes. “Dax!” she screamed, grabbing at his hand, the one that now held the knife.

Angrily he tried to wrench his arm free, half pulling her out from under him. “Dax! Run, por Dios!” she screamed again. “Run!”

I stood there frozen.

He lunged at me.

“Run, Dax!”

He started to lunge again, and suddenly she seemed to cross her legs, pulling her knees together. He screamed in pain.

“Dax! Run to Papá!”

This I understood. This got inside me. I whirled and began to run up the cellar stairs. I heard another scream behind me. It stopped almost in the middle, and I heard him shouting hoarsely, “El niño!”

I was up the steps and through the house. I burst out into the sunlight. For a moment I was blinded; I could not see. Then I began to run toward the cane fields where Perro had gone. “Papá! Papá!”

Some men were coming up the road. I didn’t know who they were but I ran toward them. I was out past the fence before the first of the bandoleros came out of the house. I streaked down the road screaming hysterically, and then I heard a shout come from up the road, my father’s voice.

“Dax! Dax! Gracias a Dios!”

“Papá!” I screamed.

I leaped into his arms crying. Papá! Papá! Tengo miedo! Don’t let them hurt me!”

My father’s dark face was glistening in the midday heat. He held me closely. “Don’t be afraid,” he whispered. “No one will hurt you.”

“They hurt Mamá,” I cried hysterically, “and sister. La Perla is dead, and sister is bleeding.”

I could see my father’s face turn ashen under his dark skin. “This is your army, General?” His voice was savagely sarcastic. “They make war on women and children?”

The slim man standing next to my father stared at him, then those cold gray eyes turned to me. The mouth pressed into a thin line. “If my men have committed any wrongs they will die for them, señor.”

He started toward the house, and the bandoleros who had started after me stopped when they saw him. “El jefe!”

They shrank back against the wall as we pushed past. The general paused in the doorway and looked back at us. “Where are they?”

“En la bodega,” I said.

Suddenly my father broke into a run. With me still in his arms he hurtled past the general into the house, through the kitchen, and down the cellar steps.

He stood there for a moment staring at the havoc. Then he put me down slowly. “Dios mio!” he cried softly, sinking to his knees and raising my mother’s head to his lap. “Dios mio!”

My mother’s face was white and very still. Her head seemed to be hanging at a curious angle. I looked across the room for my sister. She still lay across the crate, her head dangling backward. I ran over to her. “It’s all right now,” I cried. “Papá is here.”

But she didn’t hear me. She would never hear me again. The knife was still caught in her larynx where the bandolero had plunged it. I stared at her, disbelieving. Then I screamed.

For the first time I realized what had happened. They were dead. They were all dead. Mamá. My sister. La Perla. All dead. I screamed and screamed and screamed.

Later, after my father had picked me up and taken me out of that place of blood up into the sunlight, we stood in the courtyard. It was late afternoon, and there were many more men than there had been earlier. There must have been more than a hundred. They were standing around watching silently.

Eleven of them were separated from the others. They were tied together, each with a rope leading to the man on either side of him. They stood silently in the bright sunlight against the wall, staring back at their compatriots.

The general was seated on a chair at the table on the galería. He looked out at them and at the other bandoleros. He spoke quietly but his thin cold voice carried to the farthest among them.

“Look. And remember. For their punishment will be yours if you, too, forget that you are liberators, not bandoleros. You fight for freedom and for your countrymen, not for your own gain or profit. You are soldiers in the service of your homeland, not looters and rapists.”

He got to his feet and turned to an aide, who placed a submachine gun in his hands. Slowly he turned to my father. He held the gun out toward him. “Señor?”

My father stared at the gun for a moment, then at the general. He took a deep breath, and turned to look at the men standing against the wall. “No, General,” he said softly. “I am a man of law, not of war. The hurt is mine but not the vengeance.”

The general nodded and walked down the steps from the galería onto the hard, sun-baked earth of the courtyard. Holding the machine gun loosely in his hand, he strolled toward the eleven men. He stopped in front of the first in the line, the man who had raped and killed my sister.

“You, García,” he said quietly, “you I made sergeant. You should have known better.”

The man didn’t speak. He stared back into the general’s eyes without fear. He knew there would be no mercy and he didn’t expect any.

A knife flashed in the general’s hand as he walked down the line. As he stepped away we could see what he had done. The rope belt holding up each man’s pantalones had been cut and they fell to the ground exposing their white lower bodies and legs. Slowly the general moved back until he was ten paces away. He started to raise the gun.

I was staring at García. The memory of him poised over my sister exploded back into my mind. I screamed and ran down from the galería. “Let me, General! Let me kill him!”

The general turned in surprise.

“Dax! Dax! Come back!” my father called after me.

But I didn’t hear. I ran to the general. “Let me!” I cried.

“Dax!” my father shouted.

The general looked back at the galería. “It is justice,” he said.

“But he’s a child!” my father replied. “What could he know of justice?”

“This day he has already learned of death,” the general said. “He has learned to hate, he has learned to fear. Let him now learn to kill or it will rankle forever like a cancer in his soul.”

My father fell silent. His dark face was somber as he slowly turned away. “It is in his blood,” he said sadly. “The cruelty of the conquistadores.”

I knew what he meant. Even then I knew. The blood that came from my mother, who could trace her family back to the Spaniards who came with Cortez.

The general knelt down. “Come here, boy.”

I walked over to him. He rested the gun across his forearm and guided my hand so that my finger was on the trigger. He held the recoil barrel in the crook of his elbow. “Now,” he said, “look down the top of the barrel. When you see it is aimed at their cojones pull the trigger. I will do the rest.”

I squinted along the blue metal barrel. I pointed the gun at García. I could see his white legs and hairy belly just below the end of the short metal barrel. I squeezed the trigger.

The noise exploded in my ears and the white body shattered into a thousand tiny bloody fragments. I felt the general sweep the gun down the line. And everywhere it pointed was white flesh dissolving into torn and bleeding flesh. I felt the trigger turn hot under my finger but there was an exultation and excitement in me and I wouldn’t have let it go even if it had burned my fingers.

Suddenly the clip ran out and the gun was silent. I looked up at the general in bewilderment.

“It is over, niño.”

I turned to stare at the eleven men. They were sprawled on the ground, their faces tortured in a last frozen agony, their eyes staring unseeingly up at the white sun.

I began to tremble. “Are they dead?” I asked.

The general nodded. “They are dead.”

I shivered now as if the day had turned into ice. Then I began to cry. I turned and ran toward my father. “Papá! Papá!” I cried. “They are dead. Now will Mamá and sister be alive again?”
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Diogenes Alejandro Xenos. The name was too long for a little boy. At first my mother used to call me Dio. But my father became angry. He thought it was sacrilegious. Somewhere along the line it became Dax. I think it was La Perla who first called me that. The Greek sound of Diogenes was too much for her Indian tongue.

My father was born in the coastal city of Curatu, of a Greek sailor and a Negro woman who ran a small restaurant down near the wharfs where sailors used to eat when they came ashore. I remember once seeing a daguerreotype of my grandparents that my father showed to me.

Even seated, it was apparent that my grandmother was taller than my grandfather, who was standing beside and slightly behind her chair. My grandmother’s face seemed very black and she looked into the camera with a kind of poise that indicated an inner strength and purpose. My grandfather had the eyes of a dreamer and a poet, which indeed he had been before he went to sea.

My father had his mother’s complexion and his father’s gentle eyes. He had loved both his parents very much. Proudly he would tell me that his mother was descended from Bantu princes who had been brought here in slavery and how her father had indentured himself for life after the slaves were liberated, so that she could get whatever small education was available to her.

Jaime Xenos. My father had been named after his maternal grandfather. When my grandmother became too big with child to run the small restaurant, my grandfather took over. But it wasn’t for him. Before my father was a month old the small restaurant, and all my grandmother had worked for and accumulated, was sold.

My grandfather, who wrote a beautiful script, then became a clerk to the alcalde to the wharf district, and they moved to a small house about two kilometers from the port, where they kept a few chickens and could look out at the blue Caribbean and watch the ships that came in and out of the port.

There wasn’t much money but my grandparents were very happy. My father was their only child and they had great plans for him. His father had taught him to read and write by the time he was six, and through the alcalde was able to get him into the Jesuit school the children of the officials and aristócratas attended.

In return for this honor my father had to begin his day at four thirty in the morning. His chores were to empty the slops and clean the rooms before classes began. These tasks extended some three hours after classes ended at six o’clock, plus any others the teachers or staff desired.

By the time he had reached sixteen, my father had learned all that the school had to offer. He had inherited the stature of his mother’s family, being almost six feet tall, and his father’s inquisitive mind. He was by far the brightest student in all the school.

A great conferencia was held between the Jesuit brothers who ran the school and my grandfather, at the end of which it was decided that my father should be sent to the University to read for the law. Since his father’s salary as a clerk was too meager to pay for this, it was further agreed that he would be sponsored by the Jesuits out of the school’s limited scholarship fund. But even this would not have been enough to cover the costs of tuition had not the alcalde, for whom my grandfather worked, agreed to make up the difference in return for five years’ indenture once my father finished school.

Thus it was that he first began the practice of law without salary in the office of the alcalde where his father was a clerk, working in the dank, dark outer room perched high on a stool copying in his flowing hand the early briefs and summations my father prepared for his master. It was there he was working at the age of twenty-three, in the third year of his indenture, when the plague came to Curatu.

It arrived on a ship with clean white sails, a ship that sailed almost jauntily atop the crests of the waves that capped the clear blue waters of the harbor. It was hidden in the secret darkness of the ship’s holds, and within three days almost the entire city of three thousand souls was dead or dying.

That first morning when the alcalde came in my father was at his desk on the far side of the room in which he worked. The older man was visibly agitated but my father did not ask what had upset him. It was not the thing to do with his excellency. He bent his head over the law books and pretended not to notice.

The alcalde came up behind him. He peered down over my father’s shoulder to see what he was doing. After a moment he spoke. “Jaime?”

My father looked up. “Sí, excelencia?”

“Have you ever been to Bandaya?”

“No, excelencia.”

“There is a matter there,” the alcalde said, “a question of land rights. My good friend Rafael Campos has a dispute with the local authorities.”

My father waited patiently.

“I should go myself,” the alcalde said, “but there are pressing matters here…” His voice trailed off.

My father did not answer. He knew what was going on in the office; there were no really important matters. But Bandaya was six hundred kilometers away, high in the mountains, and travel was arduous. Besides, there were rumors of bandoleros roaming the hills, waylaying travelers.

“It is a very important matter,” the alcalde said, “and Señor Campos is an old friend. I would want him to have every assurance.” He paused for a moment and looked down at my father. “I think it would be better if you could leave this morning. I have arranged for you to have one of the horses from my stable.”

“Sí, excelencia,” my father said, getting up from his chair. “I will go home and get a few things together. I will be ready to leave in an hour.”

“You know about the matter?”

My father nodded. “Seguramente, excelencia. I wrote the petition at your request. It was two months ago.”

The alcalde sighed in relief. “Of course. I had forgotten.” He hadn’t forgotten; he knew that every brief and petition that had been issued from his office the past few years had been written by my father. “You will express to Señor Campos my profound regrets at being unable to come personally?”

“Seguramente, excelencia,” my father reassured him. He then went into the outer office, where his father sat on a high stool copying a judgment.

“Qué pasa?” his father asked.

“Vengo a Bandaya, Papá.”

My grandfather smiled. “‘Stá bueno. It is a great opportunity. Señor Campos is a very important man. I am very proud of you.”

“Gracias, Papá. I go now. Adios, Papá.”

“Vaya con Dios, Jaime,” his father said, turning back to his work.

My father took the horse from the alcalde’s stable to go home to get his clothes. That way he would not have to walk the two kilometers back to town.

His mother was in the front yard hanging out the washing. She looked up as he tied the horse to the fence. Quickly he explained to her where he was going. Like his father she was thrilled and happy over his great opportunity. Anxiously she helped him select his two best shirts, which she packed carefully with his best suit in an old worn travel case.

They came out into the yard again just as a ship with sparkling white sails came past the breakwater into the harbor. She stopped for a moment and looked at it across the water. “Mira!” She pointed.

Jaime smiled. His mother had told him about the ships. About how when she was a little girl her father used to take her up on the hill so they could watch the ships coming into the harbor. And about how he used to say that one day a big ship with white sparkling sails would come and take them home, home to a freedom where a man did not have to bend his knee for his daily bread.

Her father had long since died but she still had the dream. Only her dream was now for her son. It was he who would lead them to freedom. With his strength and with his knowledge.

“Grandpa would have liked that ship,” her son said.

She laughed as they walked toward the horse, which was nibbling at the soft grass near the fence. “You are my ship with white sails,” she replied.

My father kissed her and mounted the horse. He started up the road behind the house. At the crest of the hill, he wheeled the horse around and looked down. His mother was still standing in the yard, looking after him. He waved to her. She raised her hand. He sensed rather than saw her smile, her bright white teeth. He waved again and turned his horse back toward the road.

As he did he could see the ship heeling toward the quays, the sailors up in the masts running like crazy little ants. The white top gallant was the first to come billowing down, then the foremast, and as he turned to ride away, the ship came easing sideways against the docks, the rest of its sails shuddering down, leaving a tracery of towering masts.

When he returned to Curatu two months later, the ship was still against the dock, a burned black splintering mass of wood that had once proudly sailed the oceans and had finally brought the black death to the city. Of his father and mother he found no trace.

***

When a servant first brought word that a stranger was riding down from the mountain toward the hacienda, Señor Rafael Campos took his binoculars and went out on the galería. Through the glasses he saw a dark man dressed in dusty city clothes astride a dark pony threading its way carefully down the tricky mountainside path. He nodded to himself with satisfaction. The servants were alert. One could not be too careful when at any moment the bandoleros might come sweeping down from the mountains.

He peered again through the glasses. The stranger was riding very carefully. Señor Campos put down the glasses and took his gold watch from his pocket. It was ten thirty in the morning; it would be an hour and a half before the stranger could reach the hacienda. It would be almost time for lunch. He clapped his hands sharply.

“Set another place for lunch,” he told the servant. Then he went inside to complete his toilet.

It was almost two hours before my father reached the hacienda. Don Rafael was seated in the shade on the galería. He was dressed in the immaculate white suit of the aristócrata, and the ruffles of his white silk shirt and the flowing black tie only served to accentuate the thin delicate structure of his face. His mustache was thin and finely cropped in the latest Spanish fashion and his hair and eyebrows held only the faintest tinge of gray.

Don Rafael rose to his feet as my father dismounted. With satisfaction he noted that my father’s suit was clean and brushed, and that his boots were highly polished. My father, aware of the quick appraisal, was glad he had stopped at a stream to make himself presentable.

Señor Campos came to the head of the stairs as my father walked up them. “Bienvenido, señor,” he called politely in the custom of the hills.

“Mil gracias, señor,” my father answered. “Have I the honor of addressing his excellency Don Rafael Campos?”

The older man nodded.

My father bowed. “Jaime Xenos, de la oficina del alcalde, a su servicio.”

Don Rafael smiled. “Come in,” he said, extending his hand. “You are an honored guest in my house.”

“It is my honor, sir.”

Don Rafael clapped his hands. A servant came running. “A cool drink for our guest,” he said. “See to his horse.”

He led my father back into the shade of the galería and bade him be seated. As my father sat down near the small table he caught a glimpse of the rifle and two pistols that were placed on the floor next to his host’s chair.

The older man caught the glance. “In the mountains one cannot be too careful.”

“I understand,” my father said.

The servant came with the drinks and the two men toasted each other, then my father made his apologies for the alcalde. But Señor Campos would hear no more of the apologies. He was more than satisfied with my father; he was certain that the entire matter would be concluded with satisfaction. Then they went inside to lunch and afterward Don Rafael bade my father go to his room and rest, for there was time enough tomorrow to discuss their business. Today his guest must rest and make himself at home. So it wasn’t until dinner that night that my father actually met my mother.

But from the window above the galería, María Elisabeth Campos had watched the rider come up to the pórtico. The sounds of conversation came clearly up to her through the still quiet of the afternoon.

“He is very tall and handsome, no?” a voice asked from behind her.

María Elisabeth turned. Doña Margaretha, her aunt, who had served as the dueña of the household since the death of her sister, stood behind her.

María Elisabeth blushed. “But he is very dark.”

“Tiene sangre negra,” the aunt replied. “But it does not matter. It is said they make wonderful husbands and lovers.” She leaned past her niece and looked out the open window. “Mucho hombre.”

The sound of Don Rafael’s voice, suggesting that his guest rest until dinner, floated up to them.

Doña Margaretha pulled her head back. She looked at her niece. “Now you must go to bed and rest all afternoon,” she said. “It would never do to have our guest see you all flushed and tired from the heat of the day.”

María Elisabeth protested but did as she was told. She too had been very impressed with the tall dark stranger and wanted to look her best for him.

At last the drapes were drawn and she lay stretched out alone in the cool dimness. She did not sleep. He was an attorney, she had heard him say. That meant he had polish and manners. Not like the sons of the farmers and plantation owners who lived around the hacienda. They were all so coarse and common, more interested in their guns and horses than in the polite conversations of society.

Still, she would soon have to make her choice. She was past seventeen and her father was pressing her. Another year and she would be classified as an old maid, condemned to a life like Doña Margaretha’s. And even this might be denied her, for she was an only child with no sisters or brothers whose children she could take care of.

It would be nice to be married to an attorney, she thought vaguely as she drifted off into sleep, to live in the city where one met all kinds of interesting and different people.

And my father was very much intrigued by the slim intense young girl who came down to dinner dressed in a flowing white dress that served to accentuate her huge dark eyes and red lips. He sensed rather than saw the wiry body and full breasts beneath her bodice.

María Elisabeth, for her part, was mostly silent through dinner. She listened with half an ear to the familiar voice of her father and delighted in the soft slurring southern overtones of their guest’s voice. The speech of the coast was much more gentle than that of the hills.

After dinner the men went into the library for their cigars and cognac and later came into the music room, where María Elisabeth played some simple melodies for them on the piano. After about half an hour she sensed their guest’s restlessness and suddenly she began to play Chopin.

My father suddenly began to listen intently. The deep passion of the music stirred him and he stared at the small girl who was almost dwarfed by the huge piano. When she finished playing he applauded.

Don Rafael applauded also. But it was polite and lacked enthusiasm. He thought Chopin too bold and perhaps even immoral. He preferred the more familiar somber music. The wild rhythms of the people he cared for not at all.

María Elisabeth rose from the piano, flushed and pretty. “It is warm in here,” she said, opening her small lace fan. “I think I will go into the garden.”

My father rose instantly. He bowed to Don Rafael. “Con su permiso, excelencia?”

Don Rafael nodded courteously.

My father held out his arm to the girl. She took it graciously, and they walked into the garden. Doña Margaretha followed at a discreet three paces.

“You play well,” my father said.

“Not well at all.” She laughed. “There isn’t much time to practice. And no one to learn from.”

“It would seem to me that there isn’t much you have to learn.”

“In music there is always much to learn,” she said, looking up at him. “I have heard it said that it is like the law. One must never stop studying or learning.”

“True,” my father admitted. “The law is a stern taskmaster. It is constantly in a state of flux. New interpretations, revisions, even new laws almost every day.”

María Elisabeth gave a soft sigh of admiration. “I don’t see how you can keep it all in your head.”

He looked down and saw the deep wonder in her eyes. Right then and there, though he did not know it, he was lost.

It was almost a year later that they were married, after my father had returned from Curatu with the news of the death of his parents. It was my grandfather Don Rafael who first suggested that he stay in Bandaya and practice law. There were two lawyers there already, but one was old and ready to retire. It was a year after that, almost to the day, that my sister was born.

There were two other children between my sister and myself but each was stillborn. By that time my father had become interested in the study of Greek. His father had had quite a library for that time, and everything had been moved to Bandaya from the little house in Curatu.

It was from Doña Margaretha that I first heard the story of my birth and christening. When the midwives and the doctor came down and told my father the joyous news, he sank to one knee and gave thanks. First for the fact that I was a son (all the others had been girls), and second because I was strong and healthy and would live.

Almost immediately the clamor about my name began. Don Rafael, my grandfather, would hear of nothing but that I should be named after his father. My father, of course, wanted me called after his father. Neither would give an inch.

It was my mother who resolved the threatened breach. “Let him be named for tomorrow rather than the past,” she said. “Let him have a name that will embody our hopes for the future and have meaning for all who hear it.”

This appealed to the romantic and the scholar in my father and to the dynastic impulses of my grandfather. Thus it was that my father chose these names:

Diogenes Alejandro Xenos.

Diogenes after the fabled seeker of truth; Alejandro after the conqueror of the world. The explanation was simple, my father proclaimed as he held me for the priest’s baptismal drops.

“With the truth, he shall conquer the world.”
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I woke as the first glimmer of light came into my room. For a moment I lay there in the bed, then I rolled over and got up and went to the window.

The sun stood on the edge of the horizon, just climbing over the mountains. There was a faint breeze coming from the west and I shivered as the last remaining chill of the night crept into my nightshirt. Suddenly I had to pee.

I went back to the bed and pulled out the small chamber pot from underneath. While I stood there relieving myself I wondered if Papá would give me a larger pot now that we two men were the only ones left in the house. I felt warmer after I had finished, and I put the pot back and returned to the window.

Across the road in front of the house I could see the faint smoke rising from the small fires around which the bandoleros, rolled in their dirty blankets, were sleeping. There was no movement coming from them, no sound. I pulled off my nightshirt and climbed into my pantalones and shoes. I put on the warm Indian wool shirt that La Perla had made for my birthday and went downstairs. I was hungry. It was time to eat.

Sarah, who had been La Perla’s assistant, was building a fire in the stove. She looked up as I came in, her Indian face flat and impassive.

“I’m hungry,” I said. “Are you going to be the cook now?”

She nodded without speaking. Sarah never talked much.

I went to the table and sat down. “I want a tortilla con jamón.”

Again she nodded and reached up for a heavy black frying pan. Quickly she threw in two fingers of grease and placed the pan over one of the openings on the stove. A moment later she had diced pieces of ham from the butt hanging nearby and had broken three eggs into the pan.

I watched with approval. She was better than La Perla. La Perla wouldn’t have given me a tortilla. She would have made me eat porridge instead. I decided to put this new one to the supreme test. “Café con leche,” I said. Chocolate was all La Perla or my mother allowed me.

Sarah put the café in front of me without a word. I drank it with loud smacking noises after putting three heaping spoonfuls of brown sugar into the cup. The sweetness helped kill the awful taste. I never really liked drinking coffee but it made me feel grown up.

She placed the tortilla in front of me. It was dark brown and smoking hot and firm like La Perla made them. I waited a few minutes for it to cool, then picked it up in my fingers and began to eat, watching Sarah out of the corner of my eye.

She said never a word about my not using the knife and fork that were lying beside my plate. She merely stood there watching me, a curious expression in her eyes. When I had finished I got up and went over to the pump and ran some water on my hands and wiped my lips, then dried them on the towel that hung there. “That was very good,” I said approvingly.

Something in her eyes reminded me of the way she had looked when the bandoleros had approached her in the cellar. Her eyes contained that same inscrutable acceptance.

On an impulse I went over and lifted the front of her shift. Her thighs were unmarked and the mat of hair between her legs did not seem in the least disturbed.

I lowered the shift and looked into her face. “Did they hurt you, Sarah?” I asked.

Silently she shook her head.

“I’m glad they didn’t hurt you.”

Then I noticed the faint edging of tears around her dark eyes. I took her hand. “Don’t cry, Sarah,” I said. “I won’t let them do it to you again. I’ll kill them if they try.”

Suddenly her arms were around me and she was holding me close against her. I could feel her warm breasts against my face and I heard the heavy beating of her heart. She was sobbing convulsively but almost soundlessly.

I was very still within her arms. All I could think of to say was, “Don’t cry, Sarah. Please, don’t cry.”

After a moment she let me go. I slipped down to the floor but already she had turned away and was back at the stove throwing more wood chips into the firebox. There was nothing more to say. I turned and went out.

The house was silent as I walked through the dining room and living room. I went out the front door onto the galería.

Across the road there was movement. The bandoleros were beginning to wake to the day. The sun was slanting in over the barns and its rays were reaching across the yard toward the house. I heard a faint sound at the far end of the galería. I turned toward it.

That part was still in deep shadow but I could see the glowing tip of a cigar and the outline of a man sitting in my father’s chair. Instinctively I knew it wasn’t my father. He would never smoke a cigarro this early in the day.

The face was much clearer when I stepped out of the light into the shadows. The pale-gray eyes were watching me steadily. “Buenos días, Señor General,” I said politely.

He answered equally politely. “Buenos días, soldadito.” He took another puff on his cigarro, then laid it carefully on the edge of the table. “How are you this morning?”

“I am fine,” I replied. “I got up early.”

“I know. I heard you at the window above.”

“You were up already?” I asked in surprise. I had heard no one.

His small even white teeth showed in a faint smile. “Generals, like small boys, must be up at sunrise to see what each day has in store for them.”

I didn’t answer. I looked across the road at the soldiers’ camp. “They were still asleep,” I said.

A slight edge of contempt came into his voice. “Campesinos. All they think about is food for the day. And they sleep well knowing that it will be provided for them.” He picked up his cigarro again. “Have you eaten?”

“Sí. Sarah gave me desayuno. She was crying.”

The cigarro glowed red. “Women always weep,” he said casually. “She will get over it.”

“I don’t cry.”

He looked at me for a moment before he answered. “No, you are a man. Men have no time to shed tears for what has already been done.”

“Papá cried,” I said. “At the cemetery yesterday.” I felt a lump in my throat as I remembered. The fading sun throwing long shadows across the little graveyard behind the house. The creaking of the rusted iron gate. The soft squashy sound of the damp black earth as it fell on the coffins, and the unctuous sound of the Latin of the priest echoing hollowly in the morning air. I swallowed the lump. “I also cried.”

“That is permissible,” the general replied gravely. “Even I wept.” He put down his cigarro once more and reached for my hand and drew me to him. “But that was yesterday. Today we are men again, and there is no time for tears.”

I nodded silently.

“You are a brave boy. You remind me of my own sons.”

I didn’t speak.

“One is a few years older than you, the other a year younger. I have also a little girl. She is four.” He smiled and pulled me up onto his lap. “They live in the mountains.”

He looked over my head at the distant hills. “They are safe there.” His eyes turned back to me. “Perhaps you would like to visit them for a little while? There is much to do in the mountains.”

“Could I have a pony?” I asked quickly.

He looked at me thoughtfully. “Not just now. When you are a little older, perhaps. But you could have a surefooted burro.”

“Will he be my own, my very own?”

“Of course,” the general replied. “No one will be allowed to ride him except you.”

“That would be very nice,” I said gravely. “I think I would like that very much. But…” I climbed down from his lap and looked up at him. “But what would Papá do? He has no one but me now.”

“I think your father would approve,” he replied quietly. “He will be very busy this next year. He will have no time to be here. He will be with me.”

By now the sun had crept around the corner of the galería and the warmth of the day was beginning to make itself felt. A faint scratching came from beneath our feet, then a sudden slithering sound as if someone had been hiding under the wooden floor. Almost before I could move, the general was on his feet, a pistol suddenly in his hand. “Quién es?” His voice was harsh.

There was more scratching, then a familiar yelp and whine. I leaped down from the galería and stuck my head down into the opening. A cold nose and familiar tongue slobbered all over my face. I reached in and pulled the little dung-colored dog out from under the galería, and, holding him wriggling in my arms, got to my feet.

“Perro!” I cried happily. “Perro! He came back!”
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Manuelo held up his hand to halt us, then drew his fingers quickly across his lips. I sat astride the little pony scarcely daring to breathe. I looked at Roberto; he, too, was very tense.

Roberto was the oldest son of the general, Diablo Rojo. He was almost eleven, two years older than I. I was almost nine but I was taller by a good three inches. He had become very jealous of me, ever since last year when it became apparent that I had grown the faster.

The others sat quietly on their horses. They were listening also. I strained my ears but could hear nothing above the rustling of the leaves in the forest around us.

“They are not far,” Manuelo whispered. “We will have to move quietly.”

“It would be better if we knew how many there are,” Gato Gordo whispered back.

Manuelo nodded. Fat Cat always made sense. He was a thinker. Perhaps it was because he was so heavy; it was difficult for him to move and he thought much.

“I will scout them,” Manuelo said, slipping from his horse.

“No,” Fat Cat answered quickly. “The leaves are dry, the twigs will give you away. Then they will know we are here.”

“How else can we find out?”

Gato Gordo pointed over his head. “Through the trees,” he said, “like a monkey. They will never think to look up.”

“We are too heavy,” Manuelo replied. “A branch might crack under our weight and—poof!—we are dead.”

Fat Cat looked at Roberto and me. “But they are not too heavy.”

“No!” Manuelo’s whisper was almost explosive in the stillness. “The general will kill us if anything happens to his son!”

“Dax can go,” Fat Cat replied softly.

Manuelo looked at me. I could see doubt written on his face. “I don’t know,” he said hesitantly.

Before he could say any more I reached over my head and grabbed a branch. I pulled myself up out of the saddle and into the tree. “I will go,” I said, looking down at them.

Roberto’s face was sullen and glowering. I knew it was because I was going and he wasn’t. But his father made very strict rules, and one always obeyed the leader. Roberto didn’t move.

“Be silent,” Manuelo cautioned. “Merely find out how many there are and what weapons they have. Then come back and report to us.”

I nodded and, turning, climbed higher into the tree. About fifteen feet from the ground, just before the limbs grew too thin to bear my weight, I started to move from tree to tree.

I was very quick, having spent much time in the trees like all boys, yet it took me almost an hour to cover the quarter-mile to their camp. And if it hadn’t been for the smoke from their fire reaching my nostrils I would have been there before I knew it. As it was I ended up almost directly over their heads.

I clung silently to a limb, my heart pounding, sure that they could hear it even over their hearty conversation. Slowly I inched my way back until I was completely hidden in the foliage.

From the loudness of their voices I realized that they didn’t suspect anyone was within miles. I counted heads carefully. There were fourteen men, their red and blue uniforms faded and dusty. The evening fire had already been started and occasionally one of them would go over and throw wood on it. I wondered why no one among them had started to cook the evening meal but that question was answered almost immediately.

A woman came into the small clearing. One of the men who had been lying closest to the fire sat up and spoke to her. From the markings on his sleeve, I could tell that he was a sergeant. His voice sounded harsh in the quickening dusk.

“Dónde está la comida?”

“It is coming,” the woman answered in a low voice.

A moment later two other women appeared, carrying between them a large iron pot. The smell of a meat stew came up to me and I could feel the juices in my mouth begin to bubble.

The women put the pot down near the men and began to dish the stew out onto tin plates. After each man had been served, the women took what was left and retired a few feet off to eat.

I took advantage of their preoccupation with the food to move quietly away. I circled the clearing in the trees until I located where the women had been doing the cooking. There were the remains of another small fire about twenty feet away. There were also a few blankets on the ground nearby, indicating where the women slept. I started to work my way back.

The sun was fast disappearing by the time I arrived. Despite the fact that the others were listening for me, I managed to drop into their midst without a sound. I was very proud of myself when I saw the startled expressions on their faces.

“Fourteen men under the command of a sergeant,” I said. “They have already made camp for the night.”

“What weapons do they have?” Fat Cat asked.

“I saw rifles and two tommy guns.”

“Only two?”

“That’s all I saw.”

“I wonder what they’re doing out here?” Fat Cat said.

“It must be a patrol,” Manuelo replied. “They are always sending out patrols to discover where we are.” He laughed. “They never have.”

“Fourteen men and two machine guns,” Fat Cat repeated thoughtfully. “There are only five of us, not counting the two boys. I think we’d better give them the slip.”

“Now is the time to do it,” I said boldly. “The women have just given them food. They are too busy eating to hear us.”

“They have women with them?” Manuelo’s voice sounded surprised.

“Yes.”

“How many?”

“There are three of them.”

“Deserters!” Fat Cat said. “They’ve run off into the hills with their women.”

“Maybe it’s time then,” one of the others said. “The general has the army on the run. La guerra will soon be over.”

“The army still controls the ports,” Fat Cat replied. “We cannot win until the general captures Curatu. Once we cut them off from the sea the yanqui imperialists won’t be able to help them. Then it will be over.”

“I heard that we’re marching toward Curatu,” Manuelo said.

“What are we going to do about the soldados?” Fat Cat asked, bringing the subject back to the pertinent.

“I don’t know,” Manuelo answered hesitantly. “They have two machine guns.”

“They have also three women,” Fat Cat said meaningfully.

“Deserters have no spirit to fight,” Diego Gonzalez added. “It has been a long time—”

Fat Cat cut him off with a warning look at Roberto and me. “We could use machine guns. The general would reward us.” He looked over at me. “Have they posted a guard?”

“No,” I replied, “they are lying around the fire eating. There is no lookout. I could have peed right in their cooking pot and they wouldn’t have noticed.”

Manuelo came to a decision. “We will take them by surprise. Just before dawn when they are in their deepest sleep.”

***

I rolled over in my blanket, pulling it around me to ward off the night chill. Next to me I heard Roberto move. “Are you awake?” I whispered.

“Sí.”

“I cannot sleep,” I said.

“Me too.”

“Are you scared?”

“No.” The answer came quickly in a scornful voice. “Of course not.”

“I’m not either.”

“I can’t wait till morning. I’m going to kill one of those soldados. We’re going to kill them all.”

“The women too?” I asked.

“Of course not,” he answered scornfully.

“What are we going to do with them then?”

“I don’t know.” He thought for a moment. “Rape them, I guess.”

“I don’t think I would like that,” I said. “That’s what happened to my sister. It hurts them.”

“That’s because you’re a little boy,” he replied scornfully. “You couldn’t rape one if you wanted to.”

“Why not?”

“You’re too small. Your pecker isn’t big enough.”

“It is so. It’s as big as yours!” I replied angrily. “I’m bigger than you.”

“But your pecker isn’t!”

I was silent. I knew what he said was the truth. I had seen his more than once. He used to play with it in the field back of the house and when it was hard it was twice as big as mine.

“I will rape one anyway,” I said defiantly.

He laughed derisively. “You can’t; it won’t get hard.” He rolled over in his blanket and pulled it up over his head. “Now go to sleep. Let me get some rest.”

I lay there quietly. I looked up at the stars. Sometimes they seemed to hang so low in the sky I could reach up and touch one. I wondered which was my mother and which was my sister. My father told me that they had gone to heaven and now they were God’s stars. Could they see me tonight? Finally I closed my eyes and fell asleep.

I came awake quickly at Manuelo’s touch. I was on my feet instantly. “I’m ready,” I said. “I’ll show you where they are.”

“No.” Manuelo shook his head. “You stay here with the horses. Someone has to keep an eye on the horses or they will wander off.”

“But—”

Manuelo cut me off. His voice was firm. “You and Roberto will stay with the horses. That’s an order.”

I looked at Roberto. He didn’t meet my eyes. He wasn’t so big after all, no matter what he said. If he was, they wouldn’t leave him behind too.

“It’s getting late!” Fat Cat hissed.

“You stay here until we come back,” Manuelo warned. “If we’re not back by noon, take the horses and go home. Comprende?”

We nodded silently and watched the men disappear into the forest. For a moment we could hear the crackling of leaves and twigs under their feet, then everything was silent.

Roberto looked at me. “We better go see to the horses.”

I followed him to where the animals were tethered. They were munching away as quietly as if they were in the pasture at home.

“I don’t see why we have to miss all the fun,” I said. “The horses won’t go far. They’re hobbled.”

“Manuelo said we have to stay,” Roberto replied.

I felt suddenly bold and daring. “You have to. But I don’t.”

“Manuelo will be angry.”

“He will never know,” I replied. “I can get there faster through the trees than they can on foot.”

I began to shinny up the nearest tree. I paused on the lowest branch. “I’ll tell you everything that happened!”

Roberto stared up at me for a moment, then began to run toward the tree. “Wait for me!” he called. “I’m going with you!”
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It didn’t take as long to get there as it had last night because I knew exactly where to go. We remained hidden in the trees until I felt Roberto tug at my arm. He pointed and I saw Manuelo and Fat Cat just at the edge of the clearing. Then they disappeared back into the foliage.

From our vantage point I could see our men as they fanned out around the sleeping soldiers. I looked down at the camp. The soldiers didn’t stir. They huddled in their blankets around the dying fire. I began to count.

In the dim light I could make out only twelve. I strained my eyes trying to locate the other two but they were not there. Then I understood. They were with the women. I wondered if Manuelo had noticed.

I saw a movement at the edge of the shadows. Fat Cat was signaling to someone across the clearing on the opposite side. I turned my head. Manuelo came out of the foliage. I caught the dull glint of his broad machete as Diego appeared beside him.

Two others were visible next to Fat Cat now. Manuelo gestured with his machete and they ran across the clearing silently. I saw the machetes flash up and down and five of the soldiers were dead before the others had even begun to open their eyes.

The attack was savagely efficient. Two more were dispatched as they tried to roll over. One died as he started to sit up, another just about made it to his knees before Fat Cat, with a broad slash, almost severed his head from his body.

Until now there had been no noise, only the movements of the men as they thrashed in the agonized frenzy of death. Then one of the soldiers broke suddenly and on his hands and knees began to scramble toward the brush in a frantic effort to escape. The loud report of a pistol resounded through the forest, and the birds ceased their shrilling song. The soldier pitched forward face down onto the ground.

The two remaining soldiers threw themselves on the ground, their hands over their heads, screaming for mercy. Their voices sounded thin and reedy in the morning light that was just beginning to filter down through the trees into the clearing. But there was no hesitation in spite of their pleas for mercy.

For a moment there was a silence as our men fought to regain their breath, then Manuelo straightened up. “They are dead?”

“Sí,” Fat Cat replied.

“All of them?” Manuelo asked.

Silently they began to check the bodies. Diego raised his head from one he had turned over with his foot. “I think this one still lives.”

“Then what are you waiting for?” Manuelo asked.

Diego’s machete flashed in the morning sun and a head rolled almost two feet from its body. Diego hadn’t even paused to study the result of his blow. He prodded another body with his foot and then walked back over to Manuelo and Fat Cat, taking up a position slightly behind them.

“I count only twelve,” Fat Cat said.

“I too,” Manuelo confirmed. “The boy said there were fourteen.”

“And three women,” Diego added.

“He could have been wrong,” Fat Cat said. “He’s only a child.”

“I don’t think so,” Manuelo answered. “Two must have gone off with the women.”

“They can’t have gone far. Shall we search for them?”

“No,” Manuelo said. “By now they have heard us. We will never find them in this jungle. Gather up the guns and ammunition.” He took out a cigarrillo and lit it, leaning his back against a tree.

The others had just begun to gather up the guns when I heard a noise almost underneath the tree in which we were hidden. I looked down. It was the enemy sergeant. A tommy gun was crooked in his elbow, and he was just bringing it around to sweep the clearing. Now it was pointing right at Fat Cat.

Without thinking, I shouted, “Gato Gordo, look out!”

Fat Cat’s reactions were perfect. He dove sideways into the foliage like the animal after whom he was named. But not Diego. He stood staring up at the tree in which I was hidden, a stupid look of surprise on his face. Then a driving spray of bullets seemed to lift him into the air and tumble him, somersaulting backward.

The sergeant raised his gun toward us.

“Back! Roberto! Back!” I yelled, leaping for another limb.

I heard the chatter of the gun but it ceased almost as quickly as it had begun. I looked down. The sergeant was working the lever as hard as he could. The gun had jammed. I didn’t wait to see more.

Roberto screamed behind me. I glanced back over my shoulder. Though he was shorter than I, he weighed much more, and a limb had given way beneath him. He tumbled down through the branches, sprawling to the ground almost at the feet of the sergeant.

The sergeant threw away the gun and flung himself on Roberto. He rolled over and came to his feet holding the boy up in front of him, his knife at Roberto’s throat. He stared at our men over Roberto’s head. They stared back. Manuelo’s gun was now pointed at him, and Fat Cat stood, his machete hanging loosely at his side. The other two moved slowly around behind them.

No one had to tell the sergeant he held the trump. One look was sufficient. “Don’t move or the boy dies!”

Manuelo and Fat Cat exchanged embarrassed looks. I didn’t have to hear them speak to know what they were thinking. The general wouldn’t like this at all; if anything happened to Roberto they might as well not return. Death in the jungle would be a blessing compared to what the general would have planned for them. They didn’t move.

It was Fat Cat who spoke first. He pointed the blade of his machete at the ground. “Let the boy go,” he said smoothly. “We will be merciful. We will let you go back into the forest in peace.”

The sergeant grinned tensely, then spat. “You think I’m a fool? I saw your mercy when the others begged.”

“This is different,” Fat Cat replied.

Manuelo began to inch to one side, and the sergeant’s blade flashed. A thin line of blood appeared on Roberto’s cheek. “Don’t move!” the sergeant shouted.

Manuelo froze.

“Put down your rifle!”

Manuelo looked at Fat Cat hesitantly. Fat Cat nodded almost imperceptibly, and Manuelo’s rifle dropped to the ground.

“Now, the others,” the sergeant ordered.

Fat Cat dropped his machete, the other two their guns. The sergeant looked down at their weapons for a moment, then decided against trying to retrieve them himself. “Varga! Aquí, venga aquí!”

His voice echoed through the forest. There was no answer. He shouted again. “Varga! Aquí!”

Still no reply.

“Your compañero has fled,” Fat Cat said softly. “It will be better if you do as we say.”

“No!” The sergeant began to push his way toward the guns, carefully holding Roberto in front of him. “Back!” he warned. “Away from the guns.”

Slowly they fell back. Steadily the sergeant inched toward them. He was almost under the tree in which I was hidden when it came to me. It was as if all along I had known what would have to be done. A strange cold rage began to race inside me. It was as if a demon had taken possession of me.

I felt, rather than knew, that I had drawn the knife from my belt. Its hilt lay flat in my clenched fist, the blade out-thrust like a sword.

He was directly under me now. A wild scream came up from my throat as I dove from the tree. “Mato! I kill!”

I caught a glimpse of the upturned white face as I crashed onto him. A hot searing pain ran up through my arm as the two of us tumbled to the ground. Then two arms seized me and rolled me away. I went over and over and when I scrambled to my feet I saw Fat Cat standing over the sergeant.

There was a look of wonder on his face as he stood there looking down, his machete still hanging loosely. “‘Stá muerto!” he said. He looked over at me. “He is dead. The little bastard killed him!”

I stared down at the sergeant. His mouth was open, his eyes stared up at the sky sightlessly. Just under his chin, half the hilt of my knife pointed upward.

I looked over at Roberto. He was lying on the ground gasping to catch his breath. When he turned his face toward me I saw the streak of blood down his cheek.

“Are you all right?” I asked.

He nodded without speaking. There was an odd look in his eyes, almost as if he were angry.

I started to walk over toward him when a scream came from behind me. There was a sudden sharp pain at the back of my head and as I spun around I felt nails rake across my cheeks. I fell backward to the ground.

I shook my head to clear my eyes as I looked up. A woman was struggling in Fat Cat’s grasp. She spit at me. “You killed him! You’re not a child, you’re a monster! A black plague from your mother’s belly!”

There was a dull thud as the handle of Fat Cat’s machete hit her and she slid silently to the ground. There was a faint trace of satisfaction in Fat Cat’s voice as he looked around and saw the other two women immobilized by Manuelo’s rifle.

“Ah!” he said. “We have found las putas!”
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Santiago, the Indian, pulled some leaves from a bay bush and crushed them by rubbing them together in his hands. Then he bent down and scooped up some mud from the edge of the water hole. “Put this on your face,” he said. “It will stop the pain.”

Roberto and I did as we were told. The cool mud was soothing. I looked over at him. “Does it hurt?” I asked respectfully.

“Not much.”

“I’ve never been cut,” I said.

He drew himself up with a kind of pride, and traced the slight cut with his fingers. “I think it will leave a scar,” he added importantly. He looked at me critically. “But I don’t think yours will. Scratches aren’t as deep as knife wounds.”

“Oh,” I said, disappointed. I would have nothing to show for it.

I looked over toward Manuelo and Fat Cat. They were huddled under a tree whispering. Occasionally they glanced at the women, who were seated on the ground at the edge of the clearing. The Santiago brothers were guarding them.

“I wonder what they’re talking about?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Roberto answered. He wasn’t looking at Fat Cat and Manuelo. He was staring at the women. “The young one is not so bad.”

“Do you think they’re angry with us?”

“Who?” Roberto’s voice was puzzled. Then he looked over and saw what I meant. He shook his head. “I don’t think so. They would have all been dead if we hadn’t been here to warn them.”

“Sí.”

“After all, I did jump the sergeant to try to stop him.”

I stared at Roberto. I thought he had fallen. “You’re very brave.”

“So are you.” He glanced back at the women. “I wish they’d stop talking. I’m ready to fuck one right now!”

“You are?”

“Sure.”

Manuelo and Fat Cat had finished their conversation, and Fat Cat threaded his way back through the bodies toward us. When he got to Diego he stopped. Santiago walked over to him. “Poor Diego.”

Fat Cat’s voice was expressionless. “Poor Diego, my ass! He was stupid. I told him many times never to gawk. It served him right.”

Santiago shrugged, then turned away as Fat Cat continued over to us. “You boys all right?”

“Sí.” Roberto answered for the two of us.

“Bueno,” he said. “Do you think the two of you could go back and bring the horses? There is much for us to carry.”

Roberto answered before I could speak. “What are you going to do with the women?”

Fat Cat looked at him. “Guard them until your return.”

“I will stay and help guard them,” Roberto said. “Send one of the others with Dax.”

Fat Cat stared at him for a moment, then turned and walked back to Manuelo. They whispered again. Once Fat Cat raised his voice but Manuelo shushed him and they began to whisper again. Finally Fat Cat came back.

“If we let you stay, you will say nothing at home?”

Roberto nodded.

I didn’t know what he meant but I wanted to stay if Roberto did. “I promise not to say anything either.”

Fat Cat looked at me for a moment, then his voice grew softer. “You’re going to stay,” he said. “We have a much more important job for you than going for the horses. We wish you to serve as lookout. We don’t want the soldier who escaped to come back and take us by surprise like the sergeant did. Go back down the path a quarter-mile and keep your eyes alert!”

“I don’t know,” I said hesitantly. I looked at Roberto but he didn’t say anything.

Fat Cat took the pistol from his belt. “Here, take this. If you see him, fire a warning shot into the air.”

That convinced me. It was the first time anyone had let me handle a pistol.

“Be careful,” Fat Cat said. “Don’t shoot yourself.”

“I won’t,” I replied importantly. I looked around to see if the others were watching. “Don’t worry. If he’s anywhere around I’ll warn you.”

I was about a hundred yards down the path when I heard the sound of their laughter. I wondered why they were laughing. I was out of sight now but the sound still followed me. Soon I could hear it no more. When I figured I was almost a quarter of a mile away I climbed up into a tree where I could see all around me.

After about fifteen minutes I began to grow restless. If the soldier was anywhere around I hadn’t seen him. How long was I supposed to stay? Fat Cat hadn’t said anything about that. I waited a few minutes more, then decided to go back and ask him.

I was almost upon them when again I heard the sound of laughter. Instinctively I went up into the trees. Something told me that they would be angry if I came back just then but my curiosity had got the better of me.

They were all gathered at the edge of the clearing. At first I couldn’t see what they were doing because they were deep in the shadow of a huge tree. Silently I worked my way around to the other side of the clearing. But all I could see was a tangle of bodies. Suddenly I realized what they were doing.

And yet it wasn’t the way I remembered. These women weren’t screaming. They weren’t afraid. They were laughing, they didn’t seem to mind it at all.

Santiago the Older was sitting with his back against a tree, a cigarrillo dangling from his lips. There was a curiously satisfied half-smile on his face. I wondered where Roberto was. Suddenly he came out of the bushes, carrying his pants in his hand.

I stared at him. He was right, I thought grudgingly, he was bigger. It stood out in front of him like a small flagpole.

Santiago the Younger said something to the others out of the corner of his mouth. Almost instantly there was silence as they all turned to look at Roberto.

Fat Cat sat up. I could see his smooth white belly. He grunted and I heard his voice across the clearing. “It is time,” he said. “The general will be grateful. See? He is already a man.”

The woman on whom Fat Cat had been lying reached up an arm to pull him back down. Angrily he slapped her hand away. “Puta!” He pushed her back to the ground and got to his feet.

Slowly Manuelo and Santiago the Younger also got to their feet. Manuelo reached for a canteen and spilled some water over his belly and dried himself off with a bandanna. He turned to Roberto. “It is as we agreed. You have your choice.”

Roberto looked at the women. They lay there naked, their bodies still glistening with sweat, staring up at him with non-committal eyes. “I’ll take that one,” he said, pointing.

The one he had chosen seemed scarcely more than a girl. I would have picked one of the others, they had bigger tetas, but that was the one Roberto had told me he wanted. I could see his legs trembling as he moved toward her. He fell to his knees in front of her. With a laugh she reached up and pulled him down on top of her, raising her legs and locking them around him.

I could see her fat white buttocks and thighs almost encircle him. I looked at the others. They were watching with great interest. After a moment Manuelo turned and fell on the woman nearest him. I heard her grunt as she locked her legs around him. There was another cry and Fat Cat began to couple with the other one.

I looked back to Roberto again. The two of them were moving in a weird almost rhythmless dance. I began to feel an excitement growing in me. I could feel my heart hammering, a peculiar pain beginning to spread in my groin. My mouth was suddenly dry. I couldn’t breathe.

Roberto began to scream, thrashing about wildly in a seeming effort to escape the woman’s grasp. Startled, I felt myself slipping. I grabbed for the limb but it was too late. I fell from the tree almost at their feet.

Manuelo rolled over and looked at me. “Perdido!”

I got to my feet. “You lied to me!” I shouted.

Fat Cat turned his head. “You were supposed to guard the path.”

“You lied to me!” I shouted again. I flung myself at the nearest woman, jerking my hips in an imitation of Roberto’s spastic dance. “I want to rape a woman too!”

I felt Fat Cat’s hands pulling me back. I struggled. “Let me go! Let me go!”

I was still jerking spasmodically when Fat Cat pulled me up off the ground. I wriggled in his arms, hitting out at his face. I began to cry. “If I’m old enough to kill I’m old enough to rape a woman! I’m as good as Roberto!”

But Fat Cat’s arms held me close against his sweaty chest. I could smell the man stink of him and suddenly the fight and fever went out of me.

His hand stroked my head gently. “Easy, my little cock,” he whispered softly, “easy. Everything will come to you in time. Soon enough you will be a man!”
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The women were nervous now that the men had dressed. They talked among themselves in whispers, then the oldest, the one who had scratched me, walked across the clearing. “You’re not going to leave us here in the jungle?”

Manuelo finished buckling his belt. “We didn’t bring you here.”

“But we will die,” she replied quickly. “There is no one to protect us. To get us food.”

Manuelo didn’t answer. He took out his pistol and replaced the cartridge that had been fired.

She took his silence for consideration. “Weren’t we nice to you?” she asked. “We took on all of you. As many times as you wanted. We did not complain.”

Manuelo turned away and looked at us. “Have you got all the guns?”

“Sí,” Fat Cat answered.

“Let’s go then.” Manuelo started down the path.

The woman ran after him. She grabbed for his arm. “Bandolero!” Her face was contorted with anger. “You are animals without feelings. Are we just receptacles for your seed? Any one of us might be carrying your child!”

Manuelo pulled his arm free, and the woman fell back a few steps. “Dog!” she screamed at him. “Do you expect us to die here?”

He stared into her face. “Yes,” he answered casually, then raised the hand that still held the pistol and shot her.

The bullet knocked her backward against a tree; she fell forward to her knees, slumping finally into a small fetal curl around the trunk of the tree. Her hand clutched at the earth once and then was still.

Manuelo turned and raised the still smoking pistol.

“The other two are gone,” Fat Cat said.

I looked across the clearing. Only a ripple in the foliage remained as a sign of their presence.

“Shall we go after them?”

“No.” Manuelo returned his gun to the holster. “We have lost enough time with those putas already. It is still a full day’s journey to the valley for the meat. They will be hungry at home if we do not hurry.”

Fat Cat smiled. “It will teach those putas a lesson,” he said as we began to move down the path again. “They do not own a man simply because once they have put their legs around him.”

***

We did not reach the valley of Bandaya until early the next morning. We came down the side of the mountain in the morning mist. Suddenly the sun broke through the clouds and the valley extended green and beautiful like a thick carpet below us. I straightened in my saddle and peered down trying to locate my home. It had been more than two years since I had last seen it.

I remembered the afternoon it had been decided. My father and the general had been talking quietly on the galería. Occasionally my father would look out at me. I was playing in the yard with Perro. I had taught him a new trick. I would hurl a piece of sugar cane as far as I could, and he would run after it, barking wildly. Then he would pick it up and, chewing it ecstatically, bring it back to me.

“Dax?”

I looked back at my father, my arm still holding the piece of sugarcane poised for the next throw. “Sí, Papá?”

“Come here.”

I threw down the cane and started for the galería. Perro picked it up and, chewing it happily, tried to put it between my legs to trip me. When I started up the steps he stood looking up after me with a puzzled expression.

I laughed when I saw the way he stood there. He knew he wasn’t allowed on the galería. “Wait for me,” I called.

Perro lay down in the dirt and began to worry the piece of cane between his paws like a bone. His tail wagged slowly.

I looked at my father as I walked toward him. There were lines on his face I had never noticed before, and his normally dark skin had taken on a weary gray tinge. I stopped in front of him.

“The general tells me he has spoken to you about going to his home in the mountains.”

“Sí, Papá.”

“Do you think you would like that?”

“He said I could have a burro,” I said. “And a pony of my own when I got bigger.”

My father didn’t say anything.

“He also said you would be going away with him,” I said. “Do you have to? I would rather stay here with you.”

My father and the general exchanged glances. “I don’t like to leave you, my son. But I must.”

“Why?”

“It is important,” he said. “The general and I have made an alliance.”

I still didn’t understand. My father continued. “The people are oppressed, there is injustice and hunger in the land. We must do what we can to help them.”

“Why don’t you bring them here?” I asked. “There is enough for everybody.”

Again my father and the general exchanged glances. My father drew me up into his lap. “We cannot do that,” he explained gently. “There are too many.”

I knew all the campesinos in the valley. There weren’t that many of them, and I said so.

My father smiled. “There are many more campesinos beyond the hills.”

“How many?” I asked. “Twice as many?”

He shook his head. “More than that. Thousands upon thousands. If they all came here there would not be enough room for us all to lie down to sleep.”

“Oh.” I tried to imagine what it would be like if what my father said was true. I couldn’t picture it. I had another thought. “Are you going with the general because you are his prisoner?”

“No,” my father said, “the general and I are friends. We believe that the people must be helped.”

“Then you will become a bandolero like him?” I asked.

“The general is not a bandolero.”

“But his men are,” I pointed out.

“No longer,” my father explained. “He has taken all the bandoleros into his army. These men are guerrilleros.”

“The army has red and blue uniforms,” I said. “They have none. They look like bandoleros to me.”

“Someday they will have uniforms,” the general interrupted.

“Oh.” I looked at him. His face was impassive. “That will make it different. Then they will look like an army.”

I heard the sound of approaching hoofbeats, and looked out toward the road. It was my grandfather, Don Rafael. “It’s Grandfather!” I cried, jumping down off my father’s lap. I ran to the railing and waved. “Hola, Papá Grande! Hola, Abuelo!”

Usually when I stood at the railing and yelled like that my grandfather would wave and send back an answering shout. This time he was silent. As he dismounted I could see that he was angry from the way his lips were pressed together and from the whiteness of his face.

My father got to his feet as the old man came up the steps. “Bienvenido, Don Rafael.”

Grandfather didn’t answer but glared at my father with cold stony eyes. “I have come for my grandson.”

I started to run toward him but something in the tone of his voice stopped me. I looked at him, then at my father.

My father’s face was even grayer as he reached out a hand and drew me back toward him. I could feel his fingers trembling as they pressed into my shoulder. “I do not feel it will be safe for my son to stay in this valley after I am gone.”

“You have forfeited your right to him,” Papá Grande answered in the same cold voice. “By joining with the murderers of his mother, you can no longer be thought of as his father. When one lies down with scum, one becomes scum!”

I could feel the sudden pressure of my father’s fingers as they dug into my shoulder. But the evenness of his voice didn’t change. “What happened was an accident,” he said. “The men who committed the crime have already paid for it.”

Papá Grande’s voice rose almost to a shout. “Does that bring my daughter, your wife, back? Or your daughter? They are dead, yet the next day you are willing to ride away with their despoilers. You would give your son over into their care?”

My father did not answer.

“You will not be satisfied until you have seen him become as they are! Murderers! Terrorists! Rapists!”

Papá Grande started for me but my father pushed me behind him. “He is my son,” he said in that same quiet voice. “I will not let him remain. He will be used as a hostage against me should the army come. It is safer for him in the mountains.”

“Sangre negra!” my grandfather spit out at him. “Black blood! The son of the son of slaves! Lowest of the low! I thought you a man or I would not have permitted your marriage to my daughter. Now I see that I was wrong. There is no depth to which you would not sink to abase yourself before your conquerors, just as your parents did to their masters!”

Suddenly the general was out of his chair. “Enough, old man!” he shouted.

Papá Grande looked at him as if he were dirt. “Bandolero!” The way my grandfather said it made it sound like the most obscene word I had ever heard.

The general’s face went red with anger. “Basta, viejo! Is it not enough that we spare you and your property? Or are you so old that you seek death to ease the ache in your bones?”

Papá Grande ignored him. He turned to my father as if the general were not even there. “If you have any love for your son give him to me before it is too late!”

My father shook his head.

“Go!” the general ordered. “Before I lose patience and rescind the favors your son-in-law obtained for you.”

Papá Grande glared at him. “I need neither your patience nor his favors. I have seen many of your kind across the years. I will live to see your head impaled on a lance as I have the others!”

He turned and marched down the steps of the galería to his horse, his back stiff and proud, his suit white as the snow on top of the mountains. He mounted and wheeled his horse around. “The army will come, and then we shall see how brave you are!”

Then he looked at me and his voice softened. “Good-bye, my grandson,” he said sadly. “Already I mourn for you.”

He gave the horse its head and galloped away. I looked after him; the horse kicked up small clouds of dust from the hard-packed earth of the road until they were out of sight. I turned to Papá whose eyes had a hint of sadness in them, almost like that I had seen in Papá Grande’s. Suddenly he lifted me into his arms and held me tight against him. “My son, my son,” he whispered. “I pray to God that I do right for you!”

The general clapped his hands sharply, and a man came running across the road. He was a big man, the fattest I had ever seen, yet he ran with a peculiar grace and lightness and swiftness that reminded me of the big wild goats I had seen leaping from crag to crag in the mountains. His hat was already in his hand. “Sí, excelencia?”

“Gato Gordo,” the general said, “get your gear together and take this boy with you back into the mountains. I charge you with his care. I will hold you alone responsible if anything happens to him.”

“Sí, excelencia.” The man bowed and turned to look at me. “The boy is ready to travel?” he asked politely.

My father looked at the general. “Must it be now?”

The general nodded. “The danger increases each day.”

Slowly my father put me down. “Go inside and have Sarah pack your clothes.”

“Yes, Father,” I said dutifully. I started for the door.

“Make haste, niño,” Gato Gordo called after me. “It is best we are in the mountains when night falls.”

I was too shy to speak to him then, but later that night when a keening animal woke me from my sleep, I crawled, shivering, to him across the icy mountain ground. “Tengo miedo, Gato Gordo,” I whispered.

He put his hand over mine. “Hold my hand, child,” he said reassuringly, “and I will take you safely through the mountains.”

Secure in the warmth of his touch, I closed my eyes and drifted right back into sleep.

But that was more than two years ago and now the sun was clear on the valley and I could see almost across it. I stood up in the stirrups, feeling a kind of excitement rise inside me. It had been a long time since I had been home. Papá Grande would be glad that he didn’t have to mourn for me after all.
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We had been traveling the road down the mountains for only a few minutes when Manuelo suddenly held up his hand. We stopped as he leaped from his horse and placed his ear against the hard-packed road. He listened intently for a moment, then raised his head. “Gato Gordo,” he called, “come listen.”

Fat Cat joined him on the ground. Suddenly they were both up and back on their horses. “We must get off the road and hide,” Manuelo said. “There is the sound of many horses coming up the road.”

Fat Cat looked around. “The mountainside is naked.”

“We must go back up then,” Manuelo said quickly, turning his horse.

I had played in these hills since I had been a little boy. “Down the road just around the bend there is a small clump of trees. Behind it is a cave. We can hide there.”

“Is it big enough for the horses?”

“I heard Papá say once that it was big enough for an army.”

“Make haste then,” Manuelo said. “We follow.”

I let loose the rein on my pony, and we galloped on toward the bend in the road. The clump of trees was there was as I had remembered. I turned my pony off the road and up through the trees to the mouth of the cave. “Estamos aquí,” I said.

Manuelo was off his horse in a second. “You and Roberto take the horses back into the cave!” he ordered. “The others come with me. We must cover our tracks from the road!”

They slid out of their saddles as Roberto and I gathered up the reins and led the horses into the cave. At first they whinnied and shied from the darkness but we talked soothingly to them and after a few moments they quieted. Roberto put a loop through their reins and tied them to a boulder, and we ran back to the entrance.

Fat Cat and Santiago the Older were backing toward us through the trees, sweeping the ground with branches. Manuelo and the younger Santiago were setting up one of the tommy guns on its tripod. When it was assembled they picked it up and ran back to the mouth of the cave.

When Fat Cat and the older Santiago were finished, they nodded with satisfaction at the gun. Fat Cat plumped himself down behind it and squinted along the sights with approval.

Manuelo gestured to the younger Santiago. “Up into the trees. Cover us with your rifle if there is trouble.”

Santiago was settled among the branches almost before the order was completed. The leaves quivered for a moment as he disappeared from sight.

Manuelo looked at us two boys. “You, back into the cave.”

Before we could protest Fat Cat held up his hand. We stood very still, listening. The heavy drum of hoofbeats was clear now. “There are more than twenty,” he said, his hand gesturing for us to lie down.

Manuelo went to his hands and knees and crept out toward the road. At the edge of the clump of trees I could see the back of his head as he raised himself to peer down. I tried to look past him to the road but it was hidden by the dipping curve of the mountainside.

The hoofbeats grew louder and Manuelo’s head disappeared. The sound rose from the road directly in front of us, then it passed and began to grow fainter.

Manuelo came running back. “Cavalry,” he said. “A whole troop! I counted thirty-four.”

Fat Cat’s lips pursed. “What are they doing here? El militar was not reported in Bandaya.”

Manuelo shrugged. “They are here.”

There was the distant sound of a bugle, then silence. Manuelo listened for a moment more, then sat down behind the machine gun and lit a cigarrillo. His eyes were thoughtful.

“Hola, Younger!” he called in a low penetrating voice. “What do you see?”

The voice came back muffled by the leaves. “Nothing. The road is clear.”

“Not the road, you fool! The valley.”

There was a silence, then the voice came again. “There is smoke riding into the air but it is too far to tell what is burning.”

“Can you see anything else?”

“No. Shall I come down now?”

“Stay there!”

“My cojones are sore from straddling this branch.”

Fat Cat laughed. “It isn’t the branch that your cojones are sore from.” He turned to Manuelo. “What do you think?”

“I don’t know,” Manuelo answered thoughtfully. “It could have been a raiding party passing through the valley.”

“What now?” Fat Cat asked. “Do we go home?”

“Guns are a poor substitute for meat.”

“But if there are soldiers in the valley—”

Manuelo interrupted. “We do not know that there are. The only ones we saw were riding away.”

Fat Cat was silent. Santiago the Older came over and sat down opposite him. They sat there silently staring at one another.

I felt a pressure in my kidneys. “I have to pee.” I went over to a tree to relieve myself. A moment later Roberto joined me. We stood there side by side, the two yellow streams arcing golden in the sunlight. I looked at his with satisfaction. Maybe he was older but I could pee farther. He didn’t seem to notice. I was just about to call his attention to it when the stream trickled off. I buttoned my fly and returned to the mouth of the cave.

The three men were still sitting silently around the machine gun. Manuelo pinched out his cigarrillo and carefully stored the butt in his pocket. “There is only one way to find out. One of us must go down into the valley.”

“If there are more militares it will be dangerous.”

“It will be more dangerous if we return home without meat, or without making sure we could obtain none,” Manuelo replied.

“True.” Fat Cat nodded. “They would not like that.”

“Not at all,” Santiago the Older added. “They will be hungry.”

Both men stared at him in surprise. It was rare for the Indian to speak.

Manuelo turned back to Fat Cat. “You will go.”

“Me?” Fat Cat exclaimed. “Why me?”

“You have been in this valley before. None of the rest of us has. So it is logical that you should go.”

“But I was there only one day,” Fat Cat protested. He gestured toward me. “Then the general sent me back with him.”

Manuelo looked at me. “Do you remember the valley?”

“Sí.”

“How far is it from here to your hacienda?”

“One and a half hours by horse.”

“On foot?” he asked. “A horse would attract too much attention.”

“Three, maybe four hours.”

Manuelo made up his mind. “You will take the boy with you. He can serve as your guide.”

Fat Cat grumbled. “At least we should take the horses. You know how difficult it is for me to walk. Besides, I have a feeling it is too dangerous. We shall be killed.”

Manuelo got to his feet. “In that case you will not need the horses,” he said with finality. “Vaya!”

Fat Cat got to his feet and reached for his rifle.

“Leave it!” Manuelo said sharply. “And hide your pistol under your shirt. Then if you pass anyone on the road you are nothing but a poor campesino and his son on your way to Bandaya. If they see you with a rifle they will shoot first and ask questions afterward.”

Fat Cat didn’t look happy. “How long will you wait for us?”

Manuelo looked at him. I watched him calculating. He glanced up at the sun, then back at Fat Cat. “It is now roughly eight o’clock. If the boy is right you should reach the hacienda by noon. We will wait until nightfall. If you are not back by then, we start for home.”

Fat Cat stared at him without complaint. Each knew what the other was thinking. Had the situation been reversed Manuelo would have reacted the same way. It was one of the conditions of life.

Fat Cat turned to me. “Come on, boy. Apparently it has also become my duty to return you home.”

“My cojones are killing me!” The younger Santiago’s voice was almost a wail from the tree.

Fat Cat looked up, smiling wickedly. “Too bad,” he called.

“Perhaps you would like it better if you could join us for this little walk?”

***

The sun stood almost at the center of the heavens as we hid in the cane field and stared across the road. The barn and the kitchen had been burned to the ground. I could feel the heat from the charred timbers against my face. There was a sickness clutching in my stomach.

I got to my feet. Fat Cat’s hand pulled me down. “Be still! There still may be some of them around!”

I stared at him as if he were someone I had never seen before. “They tried to burn my house.”

He didn’t answer. His eyes squinted up and down the deserted road. Then he looked at me. “That’s why your father sent you to the mountains,” he said gruffly.

“If he knew, he should have let me stay,” I cried. “I wouldn’t have let them burn the hacienda!”

“They would have burned it and you too,” Fat Cat said matter-of-factly. He got to his feet. “Come. Maybe we learn something.”

I followed him across the road. Halfway between the road and the house we came upon a body. It was lying face down in the dirt. Fat Cat turned it over. He looked down and spat. “Campesino!” he said contemptuously.

I recognized him. It was old man Sordes, who did the gardening and tended the flowers around the house. I told Fat Cat.

He spat again. “Just as well,” he said noncommittally. “He would have been out of a job anyway.”

We walked on toward the house. The galería was gone too. It seemed to have collapsed into the cellar. I could feel the heat more intensely now.

Fat Cat reached out with his foot and kicked a timber. It fell away from the frame and down into the cellar. Almost instantly a sheet of flame licked up from below.

We walked around the house toward the back.

“Maybe someone is still down in the cellar,” I said to Fat Cat.

“If they are, they’re well cooked.”

It wasn’t until we came to the clump of trees that stood between the house and the barn that we saw the two women. They had been lashed to a tree trunk, back to back, and they stared back at us with sightless eyes. One of them I recognized. It was Sarah, the cook. The other I had never seen before.

They had been stripped naked and their bodies were covered with countless tiny cuts in which the blood had dried and caked. Already the ants had climbed up.

“This one is Sarah,” I said, “the one who packed my bag.”

Fat Cat stared at her. “La India?”

I nodded. I closed my eyes and remembered how she had given me breakfast that last morning at home. I opened my eyes. “Why didn’t they just rape her and then kill her?” I asked. “Why did they have to torture her?”

“Soldados!” Fat Cat spat again. “They are worse than we.”

“Why?” I repeated.

“They thought she had something to tell them.” He began to walk back toward the cane field. “Come, there is nothing here. We might as well start back.”

We were almost at the road when he suddenly stopped me with his hand. “Your name is Juan,” he whispered fiercely. “Do not speak! Let me do the talking!”

I didn’t know what he was talking about until the six soldiers suddenly appeared in their red and blue uniforms, their guns pointing at us.
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Fat Cat took his hat off, a fawning smile on his face. “We are nothing but poor campesinos come to Bandaya in search of work, excelencia. My son and I.”

The young lieutenant stared at him. “What are you doing in this particular place?”

“We saw the smoke,” Fat Cat said. “We thought—”

The lieutenant interrupted. “You thought you could steal something.”

“No, excelencia,” Fat Cat protested in a hurt voice. “We thought we could be of help. We did not realize it was a military matter.”

The lieutenant looked down at me. “How old is the boy?”

“My son Juan is almost twelve, excelencia.”

“We are looking for an eight-year-old boy,” the lieutenant said. “The son of the bandolero Xenos.”

“We do not know him,” Fat Cat said quickly.

The lieutenant looked at me again. He hesitated. “He is supposed to be dark like your son.”

“Stand straight, Juan!” Fat Cat turned to the soldier again. “See how tall my Juan is? What eight-year-old has his size?”

The lieutenant was still studying me. “How old are you, boy?” he suddenly asked.

“Tengo once años, señor.”

“Why is your skin so dark?”

I looked at Fat Cat. I didn’t know what he meant.

“His mother is—”

The lieutenant cut off Fat Cat. “I asked the boy!”

I took a breath. “Mi mamá es negrita.”

I heard Fat Cat’s almost silent sigh of relief. The soldier threw another question at me. “Dónde vives?”

I gestured toward the mountains. “Up there, señor.”

“The boy speaks well for a campesino,” the lieutenant said to Fat Cat.

“It is the church, excelencia,” Fat Cat said quickly. “His mother is a great one for the church. He has gone to the school of the Fathers in the mountains.”

The lieutenant stared at him for a moment. “Come along.”

“Why, excelencia?” Fat Cat protested. “Surely there is nothing more you want of us. We wish to return home.”

“You can return home later,” the lieutenant said. “El coronel wishes to interrogate every suspicious person. March!”

The soldiers formed around us quickly. “Where are you taking us?” Fat Cat asked.

The lieutenant spoke briefly. “A la hacienda de Don Rafael Campos. Move!”

He started down the road. We followed him. The soldiers followed us. I felt Fat Cat’s hand on my shoulder. He whispered. “You will not recognize your grandfather!”

“But what if he recognizes me?” I whispered back.

“We will worry about that when it happens. It has been several years, and you have grown much. It is possible that he may not.”

“What are you two whispering about?” the lieutenant asked.

“Nothing, excelencia,” Fat Cat answered quickly. “Just that we are tired and hungry.”

A troop of cavalry came sweeping down the road, and we moved aside to let them pass. The lieutenant called out to one of their officers. “What did you find?”

The cavalryman shook his head. “Nothing.” The lieutenant watched as he turned his horse away and galloped down the road to the encampment.

There were men, women, and children standing around the hacienda of my grandfather. They looked at us without curiosity, preoccupied with a private misery of their own. Fat Cat drew me to one side. “Do you know any of these people?”

I shook my head. “No one is familiar.”

“Bueno.” He looked around. “I could use something to eat. My stomach is growling.”

The sun was hot, and I was tired and thirsty. “There is a well behind the house.”

“Forget it,” Fat Cat said quickly. “All they would have to see is that you know where the well is. Then our goose would be cooked.” He noticed the expression on my face, and his voice softened. He put out his hand and drew me toward him. “Come, niño, we will try to find a place in the shade to lie down and rest.”

We found a spot near a wagon in the front yard. Fat Cat slumped down, resting his back against one of the broad-spoked wheels. I stretched out underneath, and in a few moments I was asleep.

I don’t know how long I had been sleeping when Fat Cat shook me awake. “Open your eyes, niño.”

I sat up, rubbing my eyes. The sun was still high in the heavens. I could not have slept for more than half an hour.

The soldiers were pushing everybody toward the galería of the house. We got to our feet and moved forward with the others.

A soldier climbed up on the steps and faced us. “Line up by twos.”

I looked around. There were perhaps fifty of us in the yard. There were a few boys about my age but mostly they were adults. I started toward the front of the line but Fat Cat pulled me back behind a fat woman in the center of the crowd.

The front door opened and two soldiers came out of la casa. Between them they supported an old man. I sucked in my breath and started forward, but Fat Cat had a grip of steel on my arm.

It was Papá Grande but not the Papá Grande I remembered. His once immaculate white shirt and suit were wrinkled and crumpled, and there were traces of blood at the corner of his mouth and down across his beard and on the collar of his shirt. His eyes were almost blank with pain and his chin trembled as he strove to hold himself erect.

They came to a halt at the railing of the galería as an officer came out of the doorway behind them. He wore the epaulets of a colonel. He looked at us, then at Papá Grande. He had a dark pencil-line mustache, and there was a sneer on his face.

His voice was a thin reedy rasp. “Don Rafael, these people claim to be campesinos of this valley. They say you know them and will vouch for them. We want you to look at each and if there is one you do not recognize you will tell us. Comprende?”

Papá Grande nodded. “I understand,” he said with difficulty. “I have already told you all I know.”

The coronel’s voice was impatient. “We shall see.” He motioned to the soldier on the steps. “Have them file past slowly.”

The double line began to shuffle by the galería as Papá Grande looked down at us, unseeing. Fat Cat and I were almost directly below when the coronel spoke. “You, boy! Stand in the front where we can see you.”

It was a moment before I realized whom he meant. I stopped, hesitating, then I felt something cold in my back as Fat Cat pushed me into the front line. I stood there looking up at the galería, still feeling that cold pressure in the middle of my spine. I wondered what it was.

I looked straight into Papá Grande’s eyes. A sudden flicker of recognition burned briefly, then the lids came down over his eyes slowly. When they reopened the eyes contained the same black look as before.

The coronel had been watching us closely. “All right,” he said, after a moment, “move on.”

The line began to shuffle forward. I felt the release of the cold pressure against my spine as Fat Cat moved away. Then I noticed the lieutenant who had captured us whisper in the coronel’s ear.

The coronel nodded. “Halt!” he called out.

The line stopped.

“You!” He pointed at me. “Fall out!”

I looked at Fat Cat. His face was blank and impassive, only his eyes glittered. He took my arm as we stepped forward. He bowed obsequiously. “Sí, excelencia.”

The coronel had already turned to my grandfather. “My lieutenant tells me he caught these two near your son-in-law’s hacienda. They say they are campesinos from the hills seeking work. Do you know them?”

Papá Grande looked down at us. There was a curiously distant look in his eyes. “I have seen them before,” he replied tonelessly.

Fat Cat moved closer behind me. Once more I felt the coldness against my spine. I started to turn but his free hand kept me facing forward.

“Who are they?” the coronel asked.

My grandfather seemed to take a long time in answering. At last he licked his lips and spoke. “I am an old man,” he said in a quavering voice. “I do not remember names, but I have seen them often in the valley seeking work.”

The coronel turned and studied me. “The boy is dark. Your son-in-law is also dark.”

“There are many of us with Negro blood,” the old man replied quietly. “It has not yet been declared a crime.”

Again the coronel was silent. He looked thoughtfully at the old man, then drew his pistol and pointed it at me. “Then it does not matter to you whether this one lives or dies?”

There was a sadness in my grandfather’s eyes but it was gone when he turned back to the coronel. “It does not matter.”

Slowly the coronel cocked the pistol. Papá Grande turned away. The coronel didn’t look at me; he kept watching my grandfather.

Suddenly I felt Fat Cat push me aside. “Excelencia!” he cried. “I beg of you! Have mercy! Do not take my only son! Mercy, excelencia, mercy, for God’s sake!”

The coronel turned his gun from me and pointed it at Fat Cat. His voice was flat and cold. “Would you die in his stead?”

Fat Cat threw himself on his belly. “Mercy, excelencia! Mercy por Dios!”

My grandfather turned and spat down at Fat Cat. “Kill them both and have done with it!” he said in a contemptuous voice. “Put an end to their miserable craven groveling. It sickens me!”

The coronel stared at him, then slowly released the cocked hammer and put the pistol back in its holster.

Fat Cat scrambled to his feet quickly. “Mil gracias! A thousand blessings on you!”

The coronel waved his hand. “Move on.”

Fat Cat pulled me back into the line. Slowly we shuffled away, as the line moved behind us. At last we had passed the galería. We stood there silently. I looked at Fat Cat. “He does not know me!” I whispered.

“He knows you!”

“But—”

Fat Cat’s hand squeezed my shoulder. The coronel was walking down the line toward us. He came to a stop in front of me. “Cómo se llama?”

“Juan,” I answered.

“Come with me.” He turned, and Fat Cat fell into step beside me as we followed him back toward the galería.

The coronel called up to one of the soldiers. “Bring the old man down, and send the others away.”

The soldier locked an arm against the side of my grandfather and began to walk him down the steps. There was a faint sound from the road behind us. I looked back over my shoulder at the people in the road. An angry murmur arose when they saw Papá Grande being led down from the galería.

“Tell them to leave!” the coronel shouted. “Open fire on them if necessary.”

“Vaya! Vaya!” The lieutenant had his pistol out. “Vaya!”

The crowd stared at him. He fired a shot into the air, and slowly they began to move on.

When the road had emptied, the coronel turned to me. “The old man does not care whether you live or die,” he said in a quiet voice. “Now we shall see if you feel the same about him!”
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By now it was almost three o’clock, and the sun was pouring fire down on the earth. The sweat dried on our bodies and the saliva evaporated in our mouths, leaving the faint sickly taste of salt. Despite the heat I felt a shivering inside me, a trembling I could not control as they brought Papá Grande down the steps.

“Take him to the wagon,” the coronel commanded.

The old man shook himself free. “I can walk,” he said proudly.

The soldier looked questioningly at the coronel, who nodded his head, and we followed the old man as he walked to the center of the blazing courtyard. When he had reached the wagon, he turned and faced them. There were lines of weariness etched into his cheeks but his eyes were calm and clear. He did not speak.

“Strip him,” the coronel ordered.

Quickly the soldiers stepped forward. The old man held up a hand as if to stop them but they had already begun ripping the clothing from him. His thin body was almost as white as the clothing he had worn. Without it he seemed small, shrunken, shriveled, his ribs standing out against his flesh. His buttocks and flanks were loose and flabby with the failures of time.

“Lash him to the wheel!”

Roughly two soldados spread-eagled him to the wheel, his arms and legs outstretched to the rim. The hub of the wheel protruded into the center of his back, forcing the old man to arch outward in an awkwardly obscene position. His face grimaced with pain as his stiff joints rebelled. He closed his eyes and turned his head to avoid staring into the sun.

The coronel gestured. He didn’t have to order the soldiers to their duty. One of them snapped the old man’s head back against the rim of the wheel and secured a leather strap around his forehead to keep his head from moving.

“Don Rafael.” The coronel’s voice was so low that at first I wasn’t aware it was he who had spoken. “Don Rafael.”

My grandfather looked into his eyes.

“There is no need for this, Don Rafael,” the coronel said, almost respectfully.

Papá Grande didn’t answer.

“You know where the boy has been hidden.”

My grandfather’s eyes didn’t waver. “I have already told you I do not know. He was taken away by Diablo Rojo.”

“That is hard to believe, Don Rafael.” The coronel’s voice was still soft.

“It is the truth.”

The coronel shook his head in apparent sadness. “Your son-in-law, Jaime Xenos, allied himself with the bandoleros, the murderers of your daughter. It is known to us that he has political ambitions. What else can we assume but that you are in sympathy with them?”

“If I were,” the old man asked, “would I be so foolish as to remain here in my hacienda where you could find me?”

“Perhaps you thought your age would save you.”

A dignity came into the old man’s voice. “I have never been a traitor.”

The coronel stared at him silent for a few moments, then turned to me. “Where do you live?”

“In the mountains, señor.”

“Why do you come into the valley?”

I looked at Papá Grande. His eyes were watching me. “To work, señor.”

“Have you no work at home?”

Fat Cat answered quickly. “No, excelencia. The drought—”

“I asked the boy!” the coronel warned sharply.

“There is nothing to eat,” I said. That much at least was the truth.

The coronel was thoughtful. He glanced at Papá Grande, then at me. “You know this man?”

“Sí, señor,” I answered. “He is Don Rafael, the landlord.”

“He is Don Rafael, the traitor!” the coronel shouted.

I didn’t answer.

Suddenly his hand was on my wrist, pulling my arm behind me forcing it upward. I screamed with pain as the fire ran through me.

“He is your grandfather!” the coronel hissed harshly. “Do you deny it?”

I screamed again as he applied more pressure. I began to grow dizzy and felt myself beginning to fall. Then there was a blow against the side of my head and I fell to the ground. I lay there too weak to move, sobbing into the dirt.

As if from a distance I heard the voice of my grandfather. It was cold and empty of feeling. “That alone should convince you, coronel. Nobody with my blood would give you the satisfaction of hearing him cry. It would be beneath us.”

I heard a muttered curse, then a dull thud. I raised my head and looked up. The coronel was just moving away from my grandfather, the pistol still in his hand. The blood streamed down the side of the old man’s face. His beard was already crimson. But his lips were firmly pressed together.

The coronel turned to one of the soldiers. “Wet the leather band around his temples,” he said. “Let us see if the sun can persuade the truth to come to his lips.”

He strode off toward the galería, and I felt Fat Cat’s hands lifting me to my feet. My shoulder ached as I moved my arm. I stood there a moment to catch my breath.

Papá Grande stared at me silently. After a moment he closed his eyes and I felt the pain in him. Instinctively, I started to reach out my hand. But Fat Cat caught my arm almost as I moved, and forced me to turn away. From the galería I could see the coronel watching.

A soldado walked past carrying a bucket of water. With a snap of his wrist he dashed the water into the face of my grandfather. The old man choked and sputtered as it ran down his face. He shook his head to free the water from his eyes but the leather thong allowed him to move only a fraction of an inch. I could feel the sun on him. Already the white of his body was turning red under its scorching rays. I could imagine the leather band beginning to tighten across his forehead. Almost before my eyes I could see it drying and contracting. His mouth opened and he began to gasp for air.

I heard footsteps behind me. I turned and saw the coronel walking toward us. He had a tall glass in his hand. The ice clinked as he walked. He stopped in front of Papá Grande.

He raised the glass to his lips and took a sip. “Well, Don Rafael,” he said, “would you care to join me in a cool rum punch?”

My grandfather did not answer. Only his eyes were powerless to avoid looking at the glass. His tongue brushed against the surface of his dry lips.

“A word,” the coronel said. “Just one word. That’s all it would take.”

With an effort the old man tore his eyes away from the glass. He looked straight into the coronel’s eyes. There was a contempt in his voice that went far beyond anything I had ever heard. “To think that I might have defended you,” he said. “You are worse than the bandoleros. They, at least, have ignorance as an excuse. But before God what will be yours?”

The rim of the glass splintered as the coronel smashed it against the wagon wheel. He held the jagged edge against my grandfather’s naked belly. “You will talk, old man. You will talk!”

My grandfather took a deep breath, and spat directly into the coronel’s face. Then an involuntary scream caught in his throat and died there as he turned his eyes downward in horror. The coronel stepped back, and we saw why the old man had screamed. The glass, with part of his genitals trapped within it, hung embedded in his flesh.

I began to scream, but Fat Cat quickly caught my face to his big belly and smothered it.

“Let the boy watch!”

Slowly Fat Cat released me. But he kept a warning hand on my shoulder. I looked at the coronel. His eyes were cold. I turned to look at my grandfather. He sagged weakly against the bindings. The blood dripped slowly from the glass to the ground.

I blinked my eyes to hold back the tears. The coronel must not see me crying. Somehow I knew that Papá Grande would not want that. A softness came into the old man’s eyes, and I knew that he understood. Then he closed his eyes slowly and sagged against the bindings.

“He is dead!” one of the soldiers exclaimed.

Quickly the coronel stepped forward and brutally thumbed one of the old man’s eyelids up. “Not yet,” he said in a satisfied voice. “They don’t die that easily. Not when they get to be as old as this one. They wish to live forever.” He turned and started back toward the house. “Call me when he revives. I have not yet had my lunch.”

We watched him walk up on the galería and disappear into the house.

“We are hungry too,” Fat Cat called to the soldados.

“Be glad you are not with him,” one of them answered, gesturing toward my grandfather.

Fat Cat looked at me, then back at the soldier. “He is but a child,” he said. “At least be merciful enough to let me move him back into the shade.”

The two soldados looked at one another, then one of them shrugged. “It is permitted. But try nothing funny.”

Fat Cat led me toward the house. He threw himself to the ground in the shade of the galería, and I slumped down beside him. We rolled over onto our stomachs so that our heads were toward the house and our back to the soldados.

“Does your shoulder still hurt?” he whispered.

“No,” I answered, though it did. But only a little.

He glanced sideways at the sky. “The sun will be gone in a few hours. Manuelo and the others will leave without us.”

“What will el coronel do to us?”

Fat Cat shrugged. “They will either kill us or let us go.” His voice was matter-of-fact. “It all depends on the old one there. If he talks we will die; if not—well, we have a chance.”

Suddenly I remembered the cold metal against my back when the coronel had called us out of the line. “They wouldn’t have killed me,” I exclaimed. “You would have!”

“Sí.”

“But then they would have killed you!”

He nodded.

I wasn’t angry. I just didn’t understand.

“To save you,” he said. He jerked this thumb over his shoulder. “Or would you prefer that?”

I didn’t answer.

“They would force you to betray your father, to tell where we hide out. You could not stop them. And in the end they would kill you anyway.”

Now I began to understand. This was the way it had to be. This was the core of our lives, the only thing that mattered. I glanced back over my shoulder. The old man still hung there quietly, the sun burning his flesh. I whispered, “I wish we could kill him.”

Fat Cat looked at me. There was a kind of approval in his eyes. “He will die soon,” he said quietly. “Let us pray that he dies in silence.”

There was a sound behind us. “On your feet! The old one is awake. I go to call el coronel.”

The coronel’s voice came from behind me. I turned. He was wiping his face daintily with a napkin. “Don Rafael!”

Papá Grande didn’t look at him.

“Don Rafael!” the coronel said again. “Do you know me?”

The old man’s eyes roved wildly. “Bring me my horse!” he shouted suddenly. “I will ride into the hills to kill the bastardos myself!”

The coronel turned away in disgust. “Cut him down and kill him. He is of no further use to us.”

He started to walk away, then his eyes fell on me. “Un momento. You still say the old one is not your grandfather?”

I didn’t answer.

He took his pistol from its holster. He spun the cylinder and five cartridges fell into his hand. He closed his fist over them and looked at me. “There is one bullet remaining. You will kill him.”

I looked at Fat Cat. His eyes were dark and impassive. I hesitated.

“You will kill him!” the coronel shouted, handing me the gun.

I looked down at the pistol in my hand. It was heavy. Much heavier than Fat Cat’s. I looked at the coronel. His eyes were burning, his face flushed. It would only take one bullet. But then they would kill me, and Fat Cat too. I turned away.

My grandfather remained silent as I moved toward him. The blood was still dripping from his mouth, but his eyes seemed suddenly to clear. “What is it, boy?”

I didn’t speak.

“What do you want, boy?” he asked again.

I felt a knot in my stomach as I brought the pistol up. My grandfather saw it. He didn’t move. I could swear a faint smile came into his eyes just before I pulled the trigger.

The recoil spun me half around, and the big revolver flew from my hand as I struggled to keep my feet. I looked at the old man. He slumped against the wheel, his eyes staring at us sightlessly.

The coronel’s voice came from behind me. “Bueno.” He turned and started back toward the house.

I looked at my grandfather. The tears began to well up in my eyes. I fought them back. Alive or dead, he would not want them. Fat Cat’s hand was on my arm as he half led me, half dragged me toward the road. The soldados stared at us impassively as we walked past. At last we were out of earshot. The tears came to my eyes now.

“I killed him!” I cried. “I didn’t want to, but I killed him!”

Fat Cat didn’t slow his rapid pace. “What does it matter?” he asked, without looking at me. “The old one was as good as dead. It matters only that we are alive!”
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It was three hours after nightfall when we got back to the cave. The others had already gone. I was so tired I could scarcely keep my eyes open. I dropped to the ground. “I’m hungry.”

Fat Cat looked at me. “Get used to it,” he said tersely. He walked around the cave, his eyes searching the ground in the eerie light.

“I’m thirsty, too.”

He didn’t answer. After a moment I became curious about what he was searching for. “What are you doing?”

He glanced at me. “I’m trying to figure out how long they have been gone.”

“Oh.”

He gave an exclamation and went down to one knee. He picked up something and crushed it in his hand, then flung it away. “Get up!” he said abruptly. “They’ve been gone only an hour. Maybe we can catch up with them.”

I dragged myself to my feet. “How do you know? What did you find?”

“A horse turd,” he said, already leaving the cave. “Its center was still warm.”

I had to trot to keep up with him. I never thought Fat Cat could move so quickly. I could hear his breath coming heavily in his throat as we climbed toward the crest of the mountain. The road was clear as day because of the bright white moon. The night was getting chilly, and I began to feel cold. I ran along, trying to keep my teeth from chattering. “How—how much longer?”

“They will not stop until they are on the other side of the mountain.”

I looked up the side of the mountain. It was still a good two miles to where the road crested. I threw myself down at the side of the road. I lay there trying to catch my breath. Fat Cat went a few steps farther, then, not hearing me, stopped and looked back. “What are you doing?”

“I can’t walk anymore.” I said. I began to cry. “I’m cold. I’m hungry.”

He stared down at me for a moment. “I thought you were a man,” he said harshly.

“I’m not a man,” I wailed. “I’m cold and I’m tired.”

He sat down beside me. “All right,” he said, his voice softening. “We’ll rest.” He stuck his fingers in his pocket and came out with a stub of a cigarrillo. He lit it carefully, cupping his hand against the wind. He wolfed the smoke in deeply.

I looked at him, shivering.

“Here,” he said, “take a puff. It will warm you.”

I did as he suggested and immediately I began to cough and choke. When I finished, oddly enough I did feel warmer. He slipped out of his blouse and threw it around my shoulder. He drew me close to him.

I snuggled up against the warmth coming from his big body. There was something about the man smell of him that made me feel safe and secure and before I knew it I was asleep.

I awoke with the first rays of sunlight in my eyes. I rolled over, my hand reaching out for him. It hit the earth and I sat up suddenly. He was gone. I looked around wildly. “Fat Cat!”

There was a rustle in the bushes. I turned, and Fat Cat came out into the open. He was carrying a small rabbit impaled on a stick. “So you’re awake, are you?”

“I thought—”

“You thought I had left you?” He laughed. “I was only getting us something to eat. Now get us wood for a fire while I skin this little one.”

The rabbit was tough and stringy but I never tasted anything so delicious. When we had finished, all that was left was a little pile of bones. I wiped the grease from my face with my fingers, then licked them clean. “That was good.”

Fat Cat smiled and got to his feet. “Put the bones in your pocket. Then we’ll have something to chew on during the day.” He began to kick out the small fire. When he was finished, he turned. “Let’s go.”

I put the last of the bones in my pocket and followed him out onto the road. “I’m sorry about last night.”

“Forget it.”

“If it wasn’t for me, you would have caught up with the others.”

His voice was gentle. “If it hadn’t been for you, my bones would be rotting back there in the valley. Besides, we never could have caught up with them.”

“What will we do?” I asked. “How will we get home?”

“Walk,” he replied brusquely. “Man walked before he learned to ride horses.”

I stared at him. Fat Cat hated to walk. It was two and a half days’ ride to Bandaya from our refuge in the mountains. On foot it would take more than a week.

Fat Cat’s voice cut through my thoughts. “Keep your ears open. If we hear anything, we leave the road. We take no chances. Understand?”

“Sí. Comprendo.”

At last we came to the top of the mountain and about a mile down the other side we found a small stream. “We will stop here and rest,” Fat Cat said.

I ran to the creek and threw myself down beside it. Thirstily I gulped. After a moment, Fat Cat pulled me back. “That’s enough. Rest awhile, then you can drink again.”

I lay back against a tree. My feet hurt. I took off my boots and rubbed them, then let them dangle in the running water. I could feel its soothing coolness run up my thighs. By contrast my body felt crawly with the dried-up sweat of the last few days.

“Can I go for a swim?” I asked.

He looked at me as if I were crazy. Mountain people didn’t believe in bathing. “All right,” he said, “but don’t stay in long. You will wash away the protection from your skin.”

I dropped my clothes and waded into the stream. The cold sparkling water delighted me and I splashed about happily, kicking up a spray. A thin silver fish streaked past me and I dove after it, hands outstretched. It slipped through my fingers when I raised my head from the water. Then I heard a giggle from the bank. I turned around.

Two young girls were standing on the bank watching me, and Fat Cat wasn’t anywhere to be seen. I sat down in the shallow stream quickly.

The smaller girl giggled again. The bigger one turned and called, “Papá! Diego! Come quickly. There’s a boy in the stream!”

A moment later two men came through the brush, the rifles in their hands pointed at me. “What are you doing in there?”

“I was taking a swim.”

“Well, come out!”

I started to get to my feet and then sank back into the water. “Throw me my pantalones,” I said, pointing.

The older man glanced at the two girls, then back at me. “Turn your backs,” he ordered.

The little girl giggled again as they turned. I stood up and waded for the bank.

“Are you alone?” the younger man asked.

“No, señor,” I answered as I took the pantalones from his outstretched hand. “I am with my father.”

“Where is he?”

“I do not know, señor,” I answered truthfully. “He was here a moment ago—”

“And is here again,” Fat Cat’s voice interrupted. He appeared through the bushes, his plump face shining in a wide-toothed smile. He took off his hat and made a sweeping bow. “José Hernandez, a su servicio, señores.” He straightened up, still smiling. “Mi hijo, Juan,” he added, gesturing toward me. “The crazy one likes the water.”

The older man turned the rifle on him. “What are you doing here?” he asked suspiciously.

Fat Cat walked toward him as if he wasn’t even aware that the rifle was aimed at him. “My son and I return home from the valley. There is much trouble in Bandaya. El militar. It was no place for a peace-loving man and his son to seek employment.”

The rifle was almost touching Fat Cat’s belly now. “Where do you live?”

“A week’s journey from here,” Fat Cat replied. “Where are you bound?”

“Estanza.”

Estanza was a few days’ journey from Bandaya on the way to the coast. The road turned southward two mountain ridges beyond. At that point we would have to leave it and follow the paths through the woods and mountains.

“Perhaps the señores would permit us to accompany them.” Fat Cat bowed again. “It is said there are bandoleros.”

The two men looked at each other. “It is true,” the younger one replied. “El Coronel Guiterrez said the road has many bandits.” He turned back to Fat Cat. “Where are your horses?”

Fat Cat laughed. “Horses? Who has horses, señor? We are but poor campesinos. We would be lucky if we could afford one little burro.”

The older one looked at Fat Cat for a moment, then lowered the rifle. “All right, we shall go as far as Estanza together.”

“But, excelencia—” the younger man protested.

“It is all right, Diego,” the other said in a slightly annoyed voice. “What harm can one man and a small boy do?”
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I sat on the tailgate of the wagon, my back to the two girls, while Fat Cat rode on the driver’s seat with Señor Moncada. Diego rode alongside on a large black stallion, his rifle resting casually across the saddle. Señor Moncada was a farmer who had come to bring his daughters home from a visit to their grandparents.

I stretched wearily and kept a hand on the side of the wagon to keep from falling off in case I dozed. I looked up at the sky. It was almost dark. We would have to stop soon, for the road was too dangerous to travel at night.

“There is a grove around the next bend,” I heard Diego call. “We can spend the night there.”

The wagon pulled off the road and creaked to a halt on the grass. Fat Cat was down from his seat and pulling at me almost before it rolled to a halt. “Hurry,” he said, “gather wood for a fire. Quickly, before the young ladies get a chill!”

I stared at him in surprise. Fat Cat never worried about anyone. Only himself.

“Snap to it!” he shouted.

I began to gather wood. Over my shoulder I could see Fat Cat helping the two girls down from the wagon. By the time I came back with the first armful, the horses had been tethered and watered and were already feeding on the grass. “Where do you want me to put it?” I asked.

Señor Moncada gestured at the ground in front of him.

I started to drop the wood there but Fat Cat stopped me. “I think it is too close to the road, señor,” he said apologetically. “It can too easily be seen. It might serve as an attraction for unwanted guests.”
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