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Pecos country – tough on
horses, hell for women.

Land where Kiowas hunted horses,
Comanches looked for loot, Mescaleros hunted the white man-and Joe
Blade hunted a child killer. He knew he rode to his own possible
death at the hands of the Indians. But he had no choice, for in his
hands lay Western justice and the fate of the white girl in the
lonely Pecos ranch house.
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Chapter One

The wind was blowing when he reached the
Pecos.

He stopped his horse and stared at the
brown water, ruffled by the wind. He was in a world of sun-blasted
rock, wind-swept dust and dried-out grass. Beyond the river to the
west, so men said, there was no law but Judge Roy Bean, a man who
was no judge and what he administered was not law.

And that was where Blade’s quarry had
ridden. No man, he would be thinking, would follow him across the
Pecos. Only Blade knew that he was mistaken. Blade would follow him
to the ends of the earth.

At the time I tell of, Blade was
thirty-years-old and already a legend in saloons and around camp
fires where men told stories of glory, danger and mayhem. His name
ranked not with the James brothers, with Sam Bass and the Hole in
the Wall Gang, but with Sam Houston’s boy, Temple, with Sam Spur
and with Remington McAllister – all dedicated men, all
incorruptible, all chancers who pitted their wits against lawless
men and used their own lives as stakes in the game.

Blade was an even-tempered, quietish
man, standing just under six feet tall and with prematurely grey
hair. The story was that his black hair had turned grey overnight
in his early years when he witnessed the murder of his parents on a
wagon train. His mother, men said, was a Mexican lady from Santa
Fé; his father a flamboyant character who had been first a trapper
or Mountain Man and ended up with the brothers Bent as a wealthy
Santa Fé trader, one of the great company of which Kit Carson and
St Vrain were members.

It was a joke among Blade’s friends
that wherever he went in the South-west he would find a relative
either among the Anglos or the Mexicans. Which was probably one of
the reasons why he was always so well-informed. It was certainly
one of the reasons why, wherever he went, he found willing helpers.
He would talk lengthily with a sad lone sheepherder and then remark
that the man was a kind of cousin of his. Or maybe it was a rich
Mexican landowner living comfortably on an old Spanish grant –
‘he’s a kind of uncle of mine.’

At the time of which I now write, Blade
had been staying with a cousin of his father in the little Texan
town of Rawley, a place of little consequence down in the brush
country in Live Oak county. While he was there, the small
cow-country bank had been raided. There had been five men in the
raid and they had thought that to empty that bank would call for
little effort. They had, however, underestimated the Rawley folk,
who had been bred on the Skinner’s War and Comanche raids. The town
after all proved a tough nut to crack, and the inhabitants had
opened fire on the raiders with whatever firearms they had handy.
They had, in fact, hit the rearmost of the thieves as they rode
away, and killed him. The other four fled, spurring and quirting
their horses out of town.

During the raid the thieves had their
faces covered by their bandannas. As they left town, so it was
reported, one of their number had unmasked. This man was seen by
two witnesses: little Tommy Snider and his mother, Emily. Realizing
that he might have been recognized, he fired several times from the
saddle of his dancing horse. He hit and killed Tommy, but missed
the mother. Men from the town, guns in hand, now came running to
the scene, and the killer bank robber was forced to
flee.

It was Blade and the county sheriff who
interviewed Mrs Snider. As may be imagined, the interview was a
painful one.

The sheriff was apologetic. There was
not much he could do. By now, the thieves would be across the
county line. He could get a posse together, but by the time it
could hit the trail the thieves’ sign would be cold.

But Blade recognized no such
conditions. He made up his mind to act, and prepared for a long
hard chase. Sooner or later, he would come up with the killer,
because sooner or later the killer would think he was no longer
being followed. It was just a matter of tenacity and patience. He
promised the woman he would bring him in.

So the killer had crossed the Pecos and
gone into the vast expanse beyond. Which meant either that he knew
the country or was a damn fool.

To Blade, this following of the unknown
killer was nothing less than a declaration of war. So he had put
himself on a war footing. His supplies were carried on his old
Sonoran mule, Sal. He rode change and change about on two
unpretentious but excellent horses, Old Stripes, a zebra dim, and
Muldoon, a sorrel with a mean eye. The three animals existed in a
state of armed truce which might suddenly be broken by a quick kick
or a crafty nip.

The mule carried supplies for two weeks
and enough ammunition to fight a war. The shells were forty-fives
which would fit his Winchester carbine and his Colt Army Model. The
Colt he wore at his hip, the carbine he carried in a boot under his
left leg. His reserve was his LeMat revolver, for which he had
special ammunition. More of that remarkable weapon
later.

By the time he reached the Pecos he
reckoned he was one full day behind his quarry. At this river he
halted and camped, even though the day was not done. He supposed it
was some hidden instinct inside him that made him do
this.

And when he thought about it, it made
some kind of sense. He knew from their tracks that the four men had
stayed together, a fact that might mean they knew they were being
followed or that they thought they were not and it was safe to stay
united.

The country on the far side of the
water was rough and offered a good deal of natural cover for a man.
That being so, it was the natural setting for an ambush. They could
kill him as he crossed the river. They could also kill him with
impunity as he entered the low hills beyond. So, if there were any
secret eyes watching him, he allowed them to see him make
camp.

What he did not permit them to see was
his departure from the spot under a cloudy dark night sky, a silent
departure shortly after midnight. He rode north-west along the
river with the noses of his animals tied so they would emit no
sound and with their hoofs muffled. No bridle-chain jingled, no
spur gave off its music, as he made his way north about three miles
and crossed to the far side at an easy ford that offered gravel
under foot.

In the early hours of the morning, he
circled the hills and cut the sign of his quarry an hour after
dawn. He guessed they had not hidden up in the hills, but had
carried on straight northwest. That again most likely indicated
that they thought they were not being followed.

Around noon, he came on a lone rider
who announced in an airy, friendly Texas fashion that he was Everts
Crumley, a cattle rancher who ran cattle over yonder. This
statement was accompanied by a sweeping gesture to the north. He
ran, he said, a heap of cattle. He was shacked up with a purty
little Mex gal and she sure made life mighty pleasant, sir. By God,
he thought so much of that little filly he’d of married her had she
been a protestant instead of a heathen Catholic.

Blade and this character found some
buffalo chips and boiled up coffee between them. Blade edged the
conversation around to any strange riders being seen in these parts
in the last day or two.

‘Mighty funny you should say
that, sir,’ said Crumley. ‘I picked up some tracks an hour or more
back. Four/five men ridin’ shod-horses. Didn’t see nary hide nor
hair of ’em. But the ground’s dry as an old maid’s passion. No
tellin’ when they passed.’

He said he was following some strays.
He’d be done come nightfall and he’d be de-lighted if Blade would
honor his humble home with his presence, adding: ‘Not too many
folks come a-visitin’ way out here.’

Blade declined with thanks, told his
farewells and rode on. The sky looked threatening and he stepped up
the pace, not wanting to be parted from the tracks by rain. By
nightfall, however, though he had cut the time between him and the
quarry by half a day, it came on to rain heavily, and he knew that
the tracks had been lost to him.

The downpour caught him out in the open
without shelter of any kind. The wind drove the rain into him at an
angle from the north and the horses and mule wanted to turn and
drift ahead of it, but he held them to his course, keeping his
northwest trail as best he could.

This way he almost rode over a small
camp of Mexicans who were out, as they said: ‘hunting the cibola in
order to have the came seco.’

They were, in short, ciboleros, buffalo
hunters. Though they did not admit as much, they were probably also
Comancheros – men who were brokers and traders with and for the
dreaded Comanche. True, the wild Indians were mostly on
reservations in Indian Territory, but there were enough still
around to make travel and herding in this neck of the woods a pain
in the ass. When they heard Blade’s fluent Spanish, they greeted
him with smiles and simple courtesy. Their house was his. He ate a
mess of goat meat with them. Their jefe was a squat thick-lipped
man with cropped white hair, his lizard eyes looking cunningly out
of his brown parchment skin. He was clothed in leather and he
smelled of old buffalo skins. He had some tequila and showed his
hospitality by sharing the bottle with the guest.

The small band of Mexicans had all
their worldly possessions

packed on two-wheeled carts with
gigantic, solid wheels. Their arms were mostly old swords, bows and
arrows, an old cap-and-ball pistol and a muzzle-loading fusee held
together with rawhide thongs.

‘Perhaps, señor,’ said the
jefe, ‘you will think that my people are not too magnificently
equipped, but I assure you that our men are most skilled with the
bows. No Comanche used a bow better. My son, Manuel, will shoot a
rabbit from the saddle of a running horse. Where will you find
better shooting than that?’

Blade confessed that he would find such
a thing difficult.

They drank some more
tequila.

Blade edged the conversation around to
the sighting of travelers. The jefe was ahead of him. He cocked his
head on one side, shut one eye and gazed at Blade knowingly with
the other.

‘Ah, the caballero is
looking for a man. Is it not so?’

Blade nodded –‘There is a certain man I
would like to find, jefe. Perhaps you or your people have seen him
or his companions.’

The Mexican drank from the bottle,
politely wiped the mouth with his hand and handed it to
Blade.

‘Be so good as to come with
me, señor,’ he said.

Blade put the bottle down and rose,
following the man to the far side of the carts. Here on the ground
lay a bundle covered with an old blanket. The Mexican lifted a
corner of it and Blade found himself looking at the face of a young
man. He was dead. The firelight flickered on the cold stone of his
face. Blade looked at the jefe.

‘You see the result,
hombre?’ the old man said, ‘of the passing of these gringos.’
Softly and confidently, he added with a jerk of his head towards
the folk around the fire: ‘And the fine young woman there who is my
daughter is shamed in such a way that no honest man will marry her.
She is a burden to me for the remainder of my life.’

The old man covered the dead man’s face
and led the way back to the bottle. They drank again and Blade
said: ‘They killed a child. At least the man I follow did. I
tracked them to the Pecos, then the rain came and I lost them. I no
more than guessed they came this way. I have sworn that I will kill
the man who killed the child.’

That was something the Mexican
understood. He also understood that he and his people would stand
no chance against these gringos. Already they had a man killed and
a woman shamed. What dreadful calamities would happen to them if
they attempted revenge?

‘Go with God,
señor.’

Blade slept dry that night under a cart
and drank tequila for breakfast with some hotter than hell
frijoles. The Mexicans showed him the way by simply pointing and
saying: ‘Ride so and you will find these men if you ride hard
enough. Vaya con Dios, señor.’

Blade pushed on hard now, changing
horses every hour on the hour, hammering north-west at a trot that
saved the animals and was hell on the rider. It rained hard until
noon and then stopped abruptly. The wind swept the clouds away and
the sun beat down on the vast plain and watched it steam. By the
middle of the afternoon, Blade came on a branch stream of the Pecos
which he could not name. But it didn’t need a name, just so that it
gave him the water he and his stock needed. Now he stopped for an
hour and let his animals roll. When they had rid themselves of
saddle-itch, they grazed contentedly. He inspected them all with
care and found them in tip-top condition.

An hour before sunset, he heard the
three shots spaced out evenly.

They came from a spot directly east and
he angled at once towards it. Thirty minutes later, he found the
dead man.


Chapter Two

He was sitting with his back to a rock, his
head tilted and his eyes staring blindly at the sky. He had been
shot once through the body and once through the head. The flies
were swarming and he was not a pretty sight. Years ago Blade would
have emptied his stomach at the sight. Now he merely pursed his
lips and faced the facts of the situation. Violent death was an
integral part of frontier life. If you couldn’t stomach it, you got
out and went back east where death was hidden from folks as
something indecent.

This man had been dead some time. It
had not been him who had fired the shots. This man would have to be
buried, but first things first: Blade must find the man who had
fired the three-shot signal. He mounted Old Stripes who was acting
up, as were the other two animals, at the smell of death, and rode
on down the small narrow and rocky valley in which he found
himself.

Pretty soon he heard three more shots
and turned in their direction. This time he found his man on higher
ground. Where the dead man had been in his fifties and
grey-bearded, this fellow was in his twenties and showed flaring
red hair. He was sitting by a dead horse and his leg was
broken.

As Blade stepped down from the saddle,
he said: ‘Brother, am I glad to see you?’

Blade grinned and said: ‘The answer to
that has to be “yes”.’

The man grinned wryly back. He told
Blade that he’d been jumped by a bunch of men that very morning.
One of his partners was killed.

He said: ‘I guess they thought me
dead.’

Blade set about fixing the injured leg.
He cut the California pants away from the wound and found that the
limb was in a terrible state. The wounded man talked all the
while.

‘There was three of us. Jim
Allbright, I know they killed him. We made a running fight of it.
But I ain’t seen Mose Sibley. I guess maybe they killed him too.
Before you fix me up, friend, you look around and find that
Mose.’

‘I’m fixing your leg before
I do anything’ Blade told him. ‘You have to be bled white by now.’
He searched around, but he couldn’t find anything he could use as a
splint, so he took the picket pin from the mule’s pack and used
that. He pried a lead slug out of the mashed flesh, washed the
wound with a little whiskey and gave the wounded man a healthy
swig. Then he set the bones as best he could and the wounded man
nearly passed out. But not quite. He was of the breed who wouldn’t
ever admit to pain. Such a thing was considered effeminate. Blade
told him: ‘That leg ain’t going to be as good as new
anymore.’

The man looked a little sick. A crooked
leg wasn’t much good to a man who spent his life in the
saddle.

Blade straightened up and said: ‘I’ll
leave the sorrel and the mule with you and I’ll take a look around
for your other partner.’

He searched around at the tracks that
covered the area. The wounded man called to him: ‘Mose’s horse lost
a shoe a couple of miles back.’ That gave Blade a clue. There was
no sign here of a horse with one bare hoof. He rode west along the
tracks and after a few minutes picked up the tracks he
wanted.

He found Mose Sibley lying on his face
in the dust.

He was a thin as a lathe black man.
Blade rolled him on to his back and found that there was still a
heartbeat. He had been shot through the body once. Blade pulled a
face. Who liked taking lead out of a man’s belly? Should he do the
job here or tote the man back to the other?

While he was debating this question,
the man opened his eyes.

‘Man …’ he said.

‘I know, said Blade, ‘are
you glad to see me?’

The Negro grinned.

‘My very words,’ he
said.

‘Can you sit a horse?’ Blade
asked.

‘You bet. Did you find my
bosses?’

‘I found a man who said he
was your partner. I found Allbright dead.’

The man gripped his belly with both
hands and stood up. He looked from Blade to the horse and said:
‘This is sure goin’ to take some doin’.’

‘Put your foot in the
stirrup-iron, I’ll do the rest,’ Blade told him. After three false
starts, they got Mose Sibley into the saddle. Blade got up behind
him and held him in place. The zebra dun walked back to the first
man.

This man looked up at Mose and said: ‘I
knowed they couldn’t kill you, you old bastard.’

Mose said: ‘Boss, they sure come pretty
nigh.’

Blade got him out of the saddle and
beside the white man who said: ‘I didn’t introduce myself – Lee
Caldwell.’

As Blade did all he could for Mose
Sibley, they told him about themselves. The two white men had been
partners, cattle-men both. Mose Sibley was their trail boss. They’d
sold a herd in Colorado and were now on their way back to San
Antonio with their cash. On the trail to Colorado they’d had bad
times with the Comanches. On the way back home, they’d had a worse
time from white thieves.

Caldwell finished with: ‘We’re cleaned
out.’

With Mose Sibley’s permission, Blade
sewed him up with catgut after he had removed the lead which was
lodged against the hip bone. He refused a drink of whiskey. He
promised his old mother he would never allow strong liquor to pass
his lips. So Blade and Caldwell drank his share.

‘Boys,’ said Blade, ‘I
reckon we should sleep here the night, then maybe you can think up
some place we can head for tomorrow.’

‘I don’t mean to pry,
stranger,’ Caldwell said, ‘but do you have a handle?’

‘Name’s Joe
Blade.’

‘I sure know that name,’
said the Negro.

‘Yeah,’ said Caldwell. ‘I
know ...’ Light dawned. ‘Say, maybe you’re trailing the bastards
that did this to us?’

‘I am,’ said
Blade.

Caldwell went on: ‘You don’t want to be
foolin’ around with us. Loan us a horse and we’ll make
out.’

‘No call,’ said Blade, ‘I’ll
catch up with ’em if it takes me into the twentieth
century.’

Mose nodded approvingly – ‘I like to
hear that. Sweet music.’

Blade only found the one horse. He
brought the saddle and gear off it back to the others, so at least
there were enough blankets for them to sleep warm that night. Just
the same he had some concern for the two wounded men, for they were
both obviously in bad conditions of shock. Both of them were in
high fever during the night and were avid for water, which he did
not have too much of. Some had to be saved to wash out the mouths
of the horses and mule the following day, for he had no idea when
he would come to water again.

Mose said, shaking with fever: ‘Don’t
you fret, Miz Blade. I take you to water.’

In the morning, Caldwell was obviously
in intense pain. But his stoicism was outdone by the Negro who
refused to admit to anything so soft as physical pain. He said the
way Blade had bandaged him up, his belly felt ‘most as good as
new.’ Once Blade got him into the saddle and looped his belt over
the saddlehorn, he seemed all right. Getting Caldwell up behind him
proved a difficult business. The weight of the foot on the leg as
he sat the horse must have given him exquisite agony. Finally,
Blade rigged up something like a pair of stirrups with a rawhide
reata to take the weight off.

Blade asked Mose: ‘First, we want
water. Second, we want some place where I can leave you
fellers.’

Mose said over his shoulder to his
boss: ‘How’s about the Bosque, Miz Caldwell?’

‘Be there by noon,’ said
Caldwell.

‘Lead on,’ said Blade and
stepped up into the sorrel’s saddle. Sal brayed a protest and
followed on behind.

Mose found them water all right. It was
no crystal clear mountain stream, but it was wet and they couldn’t
ask for more under the circumstances. The weather had turned hot
under a clear bright sky. The plain dried out before their eyes.
There was not a breath of wind. They traveled at a steady walk.
Neither wounded man so much as murmured about his discomfort.
Neither asked to stop and, as Caldwell had said, by noon they came
in sight of the Bosque which, as its name implied, was a stretch of
trees in the heart of the plain. They stood, a small forest, a wide
shallow dell with good water running through the center of it. At
first, Blade could see no sign of habitation, but, as they came
closer, he saw the wisp of smoke from a chimney. A little later he
saw the corrals and a breaking pen.

The house itself was of adobe,
flat-roofed and washed white. No more than a glance was needed to
show that there was at least one energetic and caring man about the
place. The corrals were all in good shape and the horses were in
first rate condition.

The setting in which this ranch stood
was as dramatic as one could wish. To the west rose the sunbaked
biscuit color of the foothills and beyond them, rearing their
pastel blues and pinks to the sky of brass, were the mighty
Guadaloupes. The house itself was of Mexican style, but around the
lower part of it a broad gallery had been built so that a man could
sit in cool shade and gaze at the immense scene before him. Here a
man could take a drink in the soft hours of the evening.

As they rode into the yard, there was a
man sitting now in a rocker near the door of the house. Blade’s
sharp eyes did not miss the rifle leaning against the door jamb
near him. The man was heavy built, and there was something
unnatural about his pose that puzzled Blade. The man called
something over his shoulder and somebody came out of the house and
stood by him gazing at the newcomers. It was, Blade saw, a
girl.

They halted their horses and Blade
said: ‘Howdy.’

The man in the rocker nodded
unsmilingly and returned the greeting. The girl said
nothing.

Blade said: ‘I have two wounded men
here. They’re hurt bad.’

The man said in unwelcoming tones: ‘
’Light an’ welcome. Tote ’em in the shade here.’

The girl stepped down from the gallery
into the sunlight and Blade saw that she was beautiful. She was
dressed like a man, which was unusual at that time and in Texas.
The male clothes revealed that she had a magnificent body. He would
have been made of stone if he had not noticed it.

Blade stepped down from the saddle and
went to help the two wounded men down. The girl came forward to
help. As he turned to look at her, she smiled. It was one of those
easy friendly smiles without guile that turns a man’s heart over.
Steady, Blade, he told himself.

They got Caldwell down first and Blade
half-carried him on to the gallery and laid him on the floor. Then
he went back for Mose. They laid him alongside his boss and the man
in the rocker said: ‘They’re sure two sick boys, all right. Want to
tell us how it happened?’

Blade looked at Caldwell who nodded and
said: ‘Go
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