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The Mexican Proposition was
the creation of a new state comprising Northern Mexico and the
southwestern United States—the Republic of the Rio Grande. It would
stretch from Louisiana to the Pacific.

Brigand and murderer
Porfirio Rojas and his band of traitors raised the new flag and
relied upon a secret weapon for victory. They were opposed by three
men and a girl—Doke Struther, the millionaire’s son who gambled his
life without question, George McMasters, half-Cheyenne and true to
his word, Joe Blade—and Charity Clayton, as brave as she was
lovely. Their job was to defeat the new republic … or die
trying!
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Chapter One

When Joe Blade put the proposition to the
other two, he did not beat about the bush.

‘They’re hiring us,’ he
said, ‘because they reckon it can’t be done. We’re the last resort.
We’re expendable. If there was a lawman or a soldier who they
thought could do it, that lawman or soldier would be doing
it.’

George McMasters’ face was long and sad. It
was not Blade’s words that had made it long and sad. It was always
that way.

Doke Struther’s face looked doubtful. When
you pit a proposition to Doke, he usually looked doubtful. He was
made that way.

Their lack of enthusiasm did not throw
Blade. They always lacked enthusiasm. They were realists. That was
what made them worth their salt. He knew he would not consider any
other men for the proposition. One more thing he knew for sure he
would not try talking them into it. Either they would agree to
throw in with him or they would not. They would make up their own
minds.

George wrinkled up his Indian face into what
was supposed to be a wry expression and said: ‘Maybe a jar would
help us cogitate.’

‘Good thinking, George,’
said Doke.

Blade rose with a sigh and walked into his
house. When he came out a moment later, he bore the jug and three
cups.

‘Goddam a man that needs
Dutch courage,’ he said and handed George the jug.

‘You can’t insult us,’
said George. He took a cup and poured, then handed the jug to Doke.
When the three cups were full, Doke said:

‘What do we drink
to?’

‘How about drink?’ George
asked.

‘Courage might be more
useful,’ Blade suggested.

‘Women would be more
enjoyable,’ Doke said.

The other two gave him cold stares.

‘We’ll drink to staying
alive,’ said George, who had experienced death at close quarters
more than most men and was therefore somewhat sensitive on the
subject.

‘Staying alive,’ said Doke
and Blade together.

They all drank. George and Doke eyed Blade
suspiciously, both of them wondering how this offer had reached
him. The mail man didn’t come riding into this neck of the woods
and, indeed, they had not seen a rider for a week or more.
McMasters would never have put such a question direct to Blade, but
Doke bumbled in where his betters feared to tread.

‘How come they made you
this offer, Joe? There hasn’t been a soul here in a coon’s age,’ he
said.

Blade replied: ‘Funny you should ask that,
Doke. Last night I went for a stroll in the moonlight, just as far
as the mouth of the canyon and back. I met this man and we got
talking. You know how you do. And he propositioned me.’

‘Just like that,’ said
Doke skeptically.

‘Something like that,’
said Blade.

‘My ass he did,’ said
George. He spat out into the yard and helped himself to another
drink. Then he said in that slow way of his:

‘So what do we know? Us
three ride south into Mexico. We find a man who once went by the
name of Malcolm Stewart and, even if the Mexican authorities don’t
approve, we bring him back to the US of A. For this we are paid
each of us five hundred dollars American. And we know they can’t
get anybody else to tackle the job. I have had more tempting
offers.’

Doke pushed in with: ‘That’s the little we
know. Now let’s hear about the things we need to know.’

Blade said: ‘Do you need to know any more
than that?’

Doke said: ‘You bet your sweet life.’

‘Such as?’

‘Why won’t anybody else
take the job?’

‘It’s dangerous,’ Blade
replied.

‘More than five hundred
dollars dangerous?’

‘Yep.’

‘Then surely we don’t take
it.’

Blade said: ‘You would be serving your
country.’

‘How?’ That was George
McMasters cutting in. His dark eyes were narrowed suspiciously. He
looked all Indian (as his mother was) as he smelled a skunk in the
woodpile.

‘I can’t answer
that.’

‘Can’t or
won’t?’

Blade said: ‘I’ve made my guesses, but I
know nothing for, certain. I suspect he possesses something the
army need badly. It has been hinted that the Secretary for War is
interested. I think Stewart has something most governments would
give their eyeteeth for. So he’s most likely playing off our
government against somebody else’s.’

‘If Stewart’s in Mexico
it’s most likely their government,’ said Doke. ‘So if the War
Department is sniffing around it must be some plan or—’

‘Or a weapon,’ said
McMasters.

‘Either,’ said Doke, ‘a
weapon or an explosive.’

Blade pulled them up short ‘You’re letting
your imaginations run riot. It don’t matter too much what it is.
What matters is he’s south of the Border. Can he be found? And if
so how do we get him back north of the Border?’

George said: ‘It depends on how much the
Mexicans want to hold on to him. I can’t say I fancy a run-in with
the Mexican army. I’ve seen their cavalry use those lances. Not a
pretty sight.’ He sighed softly. ‘Well, Joe, you and me can get
along on Mex. I guess we could find him, given time.’

‘Which we don’t have much
of.’

McMasters looked sourly down his long
Cheyenne nose.

‘I can’t say,’ he said,
‘that my medicine feels too good on this.’

Blade waited. He knew if George felt his
medicine was bad, there was no hope of his coming in on the
proposition. He looked at Doke and could see that McMasters was
making him uneasy. Blade started to feel hopeless. This was no way
to start on what could prove a dangerous mission.

‘When a man has a duty to
perform,’ he said and he felt like a prig as he said it, ‘maybe he
should forget about profit or his medicine. A man makes his own
medicine.’

McMasters eyed him sullenly ‘That’s heresy
in my book. And you know it.’

Blade said: ‘I’m pulling out tomorrow. I’d
like to have you both with me. But you not coming along won’t stop
me.’

‘I did not for one minute
think it would,’ McMasters said coldly.

‘Hell’ said Doke weakly in
defense of McMasters, ‘George can’t help his luck running against
him.’

McMasters snarled at his defender: ‘When I
want your help. I’ll holler.’

‘Aw, shit’ said
Doke.

 


Blade rose from the bench and stared along
the moonlit canyon. He thought: I’ve not made up my own mind yet I
guess I feel as uncertain as George about this. There was too much
he did not know about the job on hand. And there was his instinct
making warning noises in the background. The man who had offered
him the Mexican mission had not been known to him. Maybe he was a
federal agent, maybe he was an army man Blade just did not know. He
said he came from General Miles, but he could have represented the
devil for all Blade knew. When he had told Doke and George that he
had met the man at the entrance to the canyon, he had been telling
the truth. He had said that his name was Crowther. He had showed
Blade his credentials. They had looked all right on the face of it.
But anybody could forge that kind of paper.

He reckoned he would walk in the cool of the
evening and let his thoughts drift. That was the way he came up
with his best ideas. He stepped off the stoop and loaded his pipe.
He struck a lucifer on the seat of his pants and fired the tobacco.
Puffing steadily, he strolled away from the house. A moment later,
his feet were silenced by pine needles. Deep in thought, he
strolled in the dark moon shadow of the pines, taking in their
soothing aroma. When he came to the glade edged on the west by the
creek, he stopped for a while to listen to the gentle music of the
water.

This was a good place to be, he thought, and
he didn’t know that he wanted to leave it. A pale shape moved ahead
of him in the moonlight and he knew that it was one of his grey
mares. She whickered as she scented him and he whistled gently
through his teeth. Jerking up her head, she walked to him with her
little foal, the bright sorrel, trundling at her side. The next
moment, her soft muzzle was in his hand.

He knew that if he had to leave his stock
here, he would be worrying about them. A good deal of work had gone
into raising his horses and he did not like to leave their care
even to so reliable a man as his Mexican rider, Chico.

Walking on, he crossed the creek on the
stepping-stones and came eventually to the mouth of the canyon to
look out over the great plain that swept away to the Border. He
stayed there for a while and decided to head back for the house. He
was just turning away when he heard a faint sound.

At first he took it to be the sound of some
night creature, but when he heard it a second time, he dredged it
from the back of his mind and examined it afresh, realizing that it
had been made by no animal known to him. He turned back to the
rocks from whence it came and listened. Now there reached him the
faint rattle of loose rocks.

Cautiously, he went forward. The sound was
not repeated again. But he stumbled over something lying on the
ground at his feet. He peered closer and stared into the face of
the man Crowther.

It was the face of a dead man, a man who had
died in agony and fear, twisted, the eyes wide and staring. Blade
reached down and felt for the pulse, knowing even as he did so that
he would not find one. He straightened up and looked around him
uneasily, knowing that the deep moon shadows of the trees and brush
could hide a dozen men within a stone’s throw. He cursed himself
for being careless enough to be away from the house without a gun.
He bent over the dead man again, his hand searching for the belt
gun. The holster on the right hip under the skirt of the coat was
empty. There was a possibility that the man had dropped his gun
when he was killed. Blade searched the surrounding ground, but
found nothing. He rolled the dead body over, lifted the coat tails
and found the sheath knife. Better than nothing, he thought, and
drew it from leather.

Then he began to move back in the direction
of the house, stopping abruptly every now and then to listen. But
he neither heard nor saw anything to alarm him.

The messenger who had been sent to hire him
was dead. The link between himself and the man who gave him orders
was gone. The man had told him little and had obviously been
authorized to tell him no more than would help him accomplish his
mission in Mexico. So far Blade was not in a position to start
even. Whoever had killed him was probably fully aware that he was
cutting out the vital link in a chain of command. Blade had been
cut off from source.

Blade got to within fifty feet of the house
and stopped by the bole of a tree, staying still as the trunk
itself as he watched and waited. When he was satisfied that he was
not going to see or hear anything to his advantage he moved
silently in the direction of the house, circled it and came to the
door from the far side.

McMasters and Struther were still sitting on
the stoop. Blade could smell the burning tobacco of McMasters’
pipe. When he said: ‘Boys, our messenger’s lying dead down-canyon
in the brush. It would not be a bad idea if we went into the
house,’ they rose without a word and slipped inside. They closed
the shutters before Struther lit a lamp. Blade looked from one to
the other. They were still and watchful. He thanked God that
neither of them was a man easily alarmed.

‘It’d be suicide to bury
him tonight’ he said. ‘One of us should stay awake.’

McMasters said: ‘Hell, it don’t sit too well
with me to stay skulkin’ in here with a killer out there, Joe. I’ll
take a look around.’

Blade nodded. He knew that McMasters was
still enough of an Indian to search the canyon from end to end
without walking into trouble. The half-breed lifted his ‘yellow
boy’ Winchester down from the wall and slowly loaded it. They
watched him. When he was ready, he said: ‘I’ll go out the escape
hatch.’ This was the hidden rear entrance and exit that Blade had
built into the house in case of trouble. An extra that many a
settler had built into his home back in the days of the Indian
troubles. Blade lifted the trap at the rear of the house and
McMasters slipped down into the small dark passage that would allow
him into the open some forty yards away up canyon.

McMasters said back over his shoulder: ‘I’ll
call when I’m ready to come back in.’

Blade dropped the trap. It made a hollow
final thud in the stillness of the night. Doke Struther said:
‘Rather him than me.’

Blade said: ‘Amen to that.’

Doke made some strong black coffee and they
sat around, drinking it and waiting.

‘With this man dead out
there, Joe,’ Doke said after a while, ‘where does that leave us
about Mexico?’

‘No damn where a-tall,’
said Blade.

They waited for over an hour before they
heard McMasters’ coyote cry. Blade opened the door and replied. A
few minutes later, McMasters walked inside and hung his Winchester
back on the wall.

‘There ain’t no dead man
out there, Joe,’ he said.

‘I didn’t dream him,’
Blade said.

‘I don’t imagine you did’
McMasters told him. ‘I heard three-four horses heading south from a
distance.’

They filled their pipes and puffed.
McMasters poured coffee for himself and sipped it, holding the cup
in both hands and watching their faces as though he might find
there something he wanted to know.

‘Well,’ said Doke, ‘where
do we go from here?’

Blade said: ‘I go visit with whoever sent
the messenger to us.’

McMasters said: ‘Or we act like sensible men
an’ call the whole thing off and forget about it.’

Doke wanted to know who Blade had in mind.
Blade wagged his head in puzzlement and said he didn’t have anybody
in mind ‘I’ll kick it around in my head and maybe, come daylight,
I’ll come up with a name.’ He took first watch and the other two
hit their bunks. Neither of them undressed or took his boots off.
They both slept with their right hands on their belt-guns.

Blade stayed awake all night, as he did
usually when he had something that taxed his mind. But even by the
time dawn came, he still had not come up with a name. At dawn,
McMasters woke and started frying bacon and putting the coffee pot
on the stove. Blade fell asleep in the chair where he sat by a
rifle slit in a shutter. As McMasters called Doke to come and get
it, Blade woke refreshed and moved over to the table to eat. He had
a satisfied look on his face.

‘I came up with a name,’
he said.

The name was Colin Scott Stoddard. He was an
army general and he had been at West Point with Blade’s father.
Blade had heard a whisper that he was taking up a new command in
the south-west. If the army wanted a job done quietly down below
the Border, Stoddard might conceivably decide to employ Blade.

‘My God,’ said Doke, ‘I
can’t say I think that’s much to go on.’ McMasters said: ‘When you
don’t have nothin’, a little’s a heap.’

Doke looked at him poker-faced: ‘Sounds like
good Cheyenne logic. Nobody would ever think you had a real smart
man like your daddy for a father.’

‘Where do you find this
general, Joe?’ McMasters asked.

‘I don’t know. Laredo
could be a good starting place. There’s usually soldiers there and
there’s a ranger post.’


Chapter Two

Rawley McGra was a lean hard man and a
captain of Texas Rangers. He had made his name killing Indians and
Mexican raiders from across the Border. He had also hanged a number
of white Texas cattle-thieves and petty criminals. He had done his
killings quietly and few of them had been recorded officially on
paper. There was less fuss that way. The word had gone out that
McGra was a hard man and it was best for you to move on to new
pastures when he came into your neck of the woods if you were
criminally bent. He was thought highly of by respectable
citizens.

He knew Joe Blade and Joe Blade knew him.
They did not exactly like each other, but they held each other in
healthy respect.

It took a good few drinks (because McGra’s
belly was like a bottomless pit when it came to hard liquor) and a
firm steering of the conversation round to the right subject before
Blade learned from him that there were a number of ranking army
officers in or near Laredo at that moment. Rumor had it, McGra
said, that there was something stirring. There were more US troops
along the Border than was usual. Not enough to create alarm and
despondency in the bosoms of the Mexicans below the Border, but
enough to make a man wonder what was afoot. No, McGra was not in a
position to know what was afoot. The army was playing its cards
close to its chest. But McGra did know there was some sort of army
camp along the river about twenty miles.

Blade returned to the hotel where he had
left McMasters and Struther. He told them he was going to ride
along the river and talk with the US Army. He would be obliged if
they didn’t show too much around town. In fact, it seemed like a
good idea if they stayed out of sight. McMasters thought it a
better idea if they all stuck together. Struther seconded that and
they walked to the livery where they had left their horses. A short
while later, they were trotting their horses along the north bank
of the Great River. At that moment, the ancient waterway had
shrunk, through the shortage of rain and the unremitting onslaught
of a powerful sun, into being little more than a sizeable creek.
Any horseman, mounted on anything larger than a donkey, could have
ridden across the river to the far side without wetting his
saddle.

The intense heat did not make the ride a
pleasant one. The swarming insects did not help much either.

‘Joe,’ said Doke Struther,
‘when next you get hired, try Montana.’

They reached the army camp around noon. They
had thought to ride in much the same as they would have done at any
other military camp. But this one was circled by pickets. They were
stopped five hundred yards from the nearest tent. A tobacco-chewing
volunteer from Ohio held a rifle pointed at them while the sergeant
of the guard bellowed for the duty officer. This came in the form
of a young Ohio farmer who also had a wad of tobacco in his
cheek.

At his insistence, Blade said he would like
an interview with the general. That got a good laugh before the
young lieutenant told Blade he was wasting his time.

Blade said: ‘Young man, the general was an
old friend of my father. He knows me as well as he knows his own
son.’

The young man looked triumphant ‘General
Stoddard don’t have a son, sir.’

‘Just the same,’ said
Blade, ‘you tell the general that Joe Blade is here to see
him.’

The young officer hesitated, then he told
the sergeant to hold the three civilians right where they were. He
hurried away. Ten minutes later, the lieutenant was back. He looked
a little annoyed. He had every right to be because it was hot as a
gridiron in hell and he had had a fruitless journey. The general
had figuratively tossed him out on his ear. He told Blade: ‘The
general don’t know you. He didn’t know your father, neither. He
said if you didn’t go quietly, I was to sling you in the
guardhouse.’

McMasters chuckled and said: ‘That’s tellin’
you, Joe.’

Blade smiled good-humoredly ‘Worth a try.
Let’s go, boys.’

They turned their horses and walked them
away. When they glanced back the lieutenant was still standing
there. He looked as though he suspected they might try to enter the
camp in spite of their dismissal.

They had gone about a mile down the trail
when McMasters asked: ‘Do you really know the general, Joe?’

‘Sure,’ Blade replied. ‘My
old man and Stoddard were at West Point together. I was hoping it
was him. Now I’m pretty sure that messenger was from him. We got
all we wanted.’

The half-breed said: ‘And how about the
fellow followin’ us did you want him too?’

Neither Blade nor Struther turned to look
back over their back trail.

Blade asked: ‘You get a good look at him,
George?’

‘Army scout, I reckon,’
McMasters replied. ‘Could be somebody I know.’

Blade pondered on that while, then he said:
‘Does he trust you?’

McMasters said: ‘He should ought to. We
hunted a season together.’

Blade said: ‘Might be a good idea to have a
word with him, George. Save him a long ride in the heat. Tell him
where we can be contacted in town.’

McMasters stared at him for a moment, then
without another word turned his horse off the trail and disappeared
into the brush. Blade and Struther continued on their way.

General Stoddard’s favorite civilian scout
was a man named Charlie Ribbon, an oldish man who had been
something of a hellion in his day. Now, he told his friends, he had
retired from living and had joined the army. There weren’t many who
knew the Border better than Charlie. He was a pretty smart old bird
and few came much better in the tracking game. He couldn’t be
blamed therefore when George McMasters jumped him from the rear and
told him to grab sky. When old Charlie saw who it was, he gave a
great laugh and said: ‘You sonovabitch, spookin’ the daylights out
of an old man.’

They passed the time of day, inquired after
each other’s health and generally agreed that the other was looking
“pretty good”.

‘You wouldn’t be following
me by any chance, would you, Charlie?’

‘Followin’ you?’ cried old
Ribbon, expressing his greatest surprise. ‘What in hell gave you
that idea?’

‘Charlie,’ said McMasters,
‘if the general asks where he can find us we’ll be at the McEwen
House in Laredo.’

The veteran scout blinked. Then he grinned a
little sheepishly. After which he once again said: ‘What in hell
gave you that idea?’

‘Just trying to save you a
long hot ride in the sun,’ said McMasters. ‘You ain’t getting any
younger. You should save yourself.’

The scout leaned closer. He whispered as if
every bush could conceal an eavesdropper ‘What’s afoot, George? By
God, there’s somethin’ mighty secret a-goin’, I tell you. The
general ain’t let even me in on it.’

McMasters looked innocent.

‘I’m the last man to ask,’
he said. ‘I’m just the hired man, you know me.’

‘Sure I know you,’ said
Ribbon. ‘You wasn’t a hired man once in all your born
days.’

They parted company with warm requests for
the other to look out for himself. Old Ribbon turned back the way
he had come. McMasters rode on after his companions.

Back in camp, General Colin Scott Stoddard,
sitting in the shade of a live oak, spotted his scout and bellowed
out for him to come and report at the double. Ribbon stepped down
stiffly from the saddle, ground-hitched his nag and took his time
about approaching his commanding officer. It was his show of
frontier independence. About the only scrap the general allowed
him, and that was a great privilege. The general was by habit the
master of every man in his sight.

The general was a great untidy lout of a
man, disliked by his superiors, feared and respected by his
juniors. The common soldiers thought he was a hell of a fellow. The
newspapers thought he looked every inch a ploughman, and he had
been the great butt of jokes at West Point. It was something of a
mystery how he had attained the rank of general. Once in it he had
showed himself cool in action and, though unusually unhurried,
could make a major decision in seconds and declare it as idly as a
man could say: ‘I’ll have a drink.’ Few men knew him intimately,
but those who did claimed that he prayed with the fervor of a
regular preacher. He had forever the unlit butt of a ragged cigar
in the corner of his mouth. He detested drunkenness. It was said of
him that he would allow rogues and villains on his staff, but never
a drunkard.

‘Mr. Ribbon,’ he said, “I
gave you a clear instruction. I observe you have seen fit to
disobey me. Or did Blade give you the slip?’

The old scout sank to his heels and squatted
Indian wise. His favorite resting position.

He did not allow the general to faze
him.

‘McMasters is with Blade,’
he said. ‘He obliged me by tellin’ me where Blade could be
found.’

‘And you believed
him?’

‘No reason not to,’ said
Ribbon.

The general jiggled the cigar butt around
with his teeth for a moment, then said: ‘All right. You stay in
camp till I need you.’

‘Yessir, General,’ said
Ribbon. The general handed him a cigar without a word, to show that
he accepted the explanation and bore him no ill-will. Ribbon gained
most of his smokes this way, though the general’s cigars were a
little too foul for his taste. He lit it and did not move till it
was smoked through. The general ignored his presence and went on
writing his dispatches.

 


It was near midnight when McMasters entered
their hotel room and woke Blade.

‘I just seen Ribbon,’ he
said. ‘He’s down by the livery corral. Waiting to take you to the
man.’

Blade rose and pulled on his boots. He
belted on the
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