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Joe Blade was hunting for
the men who had murdered his mother and father. All their lives Cy
Hartman and Carl Roe had concealed their guilty secret—and grew
rich and powerful on it. When Blade went against them they hired
the best killers to bring him down. They finally cornered him in
...

At the end of a trail of
death, they wondered if they’d bitten off more than they could
chew. And when Charity Clayton came on the scene, they
choked.
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One

 


His name was Joe Blade. Or José Santiago
Espada—which is Spanish for roughly the same thing. What you called
him depended on whether you were Anglo or Mexican. His father had
been a Yankee trader and his mother a fine Mexican lady. Folks
still talked of her beauty, twenty years after her death.

Blade never spoke of the death of his mother
and father. It was said that they had been murdered out on the
Santa Fe Trail. Nobody could say if they had been killed by Indians
or whites. Rumor had it that Joe Blade’s hair had gone grey
overnight after the killing. True enough, for as long as men had
known him in the West, since around the time he was fifteen years
old, his hair had been grey.

His father had been a Blade and his mother
an Espada which, strange as it may seem, is the Spanish for a blade
or a sword. There were not many Blades in the West, but there were
sure enough hundreds of Espadas. Blade could, in fact, find a
cousin or a cousin’s cousin in every town in New Mexico, Arizona,
Colorado and Nevada.

Blade found Primo Pancho in Nevada. Or
rather Pancho found him. It was way up in the hills and not a
thousand miles from the celebrated mining town of Virginia City.
Blade had made camp carefully, knowing that there were many
undesirables in the hills, both Indian and white, who might take a
fancy to his horse or his gear. Many a traveler had had his throat
cut for less. So Blade was in deep timber and his fire was small.
Just the same, Pancho found him. Which says a lot for Pancho’s
prowess in the wild places. He did not attempt to approach the camp
without being discovered. Many a man had had his head blown off for
pulling a dumb trick like that. No, Pancho showed sense by
hollering out when he was within a hundred paces of the camp.

‘Hello, the
camp.’

Blade picked up his Winchester and stepped
outside the circle of light from the fire.

He could tell that the
voice belonged to a Mexican. So he replied in
Spanish—‘¿Quien es?’

‘Pancho
Espada.’

Blade sighed. Here was another damn
relative.

‘Come ahead, Pancho, if
you’re alone.’

‘I am alone.’

A few moments later, a horse’s hoofs broke
twigs on the forest floor. Blade stayed away from the fire until
horse and rider loomed up out of the night. The horse halted and
Blade inspected the man in the saddle.

He was a Mexican in his middle years, lean
as a whip and hard as rawhide. Across his saddlebow was an old
Henry repeating rifle, the forerunner of the Winchester in Blade’s
hands. The horse was a small, stringy animal with a mean eye, a ewe
neck and a rump as bony as an elk’s antlers. Just the same, it
looked as if it were a useful mount. The saddle was Mexican with a
broad horn and beautifully tooled leather work.

The man was dressed mostly in leather,
except for the faded blue shirt adorned with polka dots and the
battered sombrero. He had not shaved for a week. He had the look of
a man who has been in the saddle for a long time. The horse looked
as if it had come many a long and weary mile.

Blade said: ‘Who were your mother and
father, Pancho?’

The man looked surprised, but he answered
the question—‘My mother, God rest her soul,’ and here he crossed
himself, Svas Carmelita Morales Espada. My father was Joaquin
Espada y Gomez. Why do you ask?’

‘I am José Santiago Espada.’

The man was out of the saddle in a second.
Blade stepped forward to meet him. They shook hands, smiling
broadly. Then they embraced. They were cousins and they were
expected to display pleasure at the sight of each other. Blade saw
that the man was genuinely pleased. Later, he realized, the man was
more than pleased—he was greatly relieved.

‘I have heard of you,
cousin,’ Pancho cried. ‘Oh, how I have heard. So at last I meet my
so famous cousin. This is a happy day.’ He laughed and slapped
Blade on the shoulder. Blade stood a foot or more taller than
him.

The coffee was bubbling in the pot. Blade
used his bandanna to hold the handle of the pot. His cousin’s eyes
were bright as he accepted the cup of steaming coffee. ‘I have
forgotten the taste of coffee, believe me.’

They squatted by the fire. Blade reached for
his skillet and started to slice bacon into it. His cousin’s eyes
followed his movements in anticipation.

‘You have come a long way,
Pancho?’

‘From Cheyenne,
José.’

Blade raised an eyebrow. ‘That is a long
way.’

Pancho sipped the coffee again. ‘Not too far
for a kinsman.’

The bacon started to frizzle in the pan. The
Mexican sniffed ecstatically. Blade said: ‘You mean you came south
just to see me?’

Pancho nodded vigorously. ‘That is what I
mean, cousin.’ Blade said: ‘No doubt, in your own good time, you
will tell me why?’

‘Of course. That is why I
am here.’

‘But how did you manage to
find me in this wilderness?’

‘It seems impossible. But
when I explain, you will see how easy it was.’ Blade was to learn
that this modesty was an essential part of the man’s character. If
Pancho could do anything, it must be simple. That was the beginning
and end of the man’s philosophy of life. ‘I told my old father who
lives in Cheyenne that I possessed information which would be of
interest to yourself. Where could I find you? He said that your old
uncle in Albuquerque would know that. We telegraphed the gentleman
and he informed us that your latest movements would be known to
your other uncle in Virginia City. I rode to Virginia City, Nevada,
and your uncle told me that you were last seen by a prospector in
the company of a man called Red Mangold. This man I traced to the
diggings on Indian Creek. When I had convinced him that I was
indeed a kinsman of yours, he sent me in this direction. He also
told me that I was to approach you with caution as you could under
certain circumstances be considered extremely dangerous,’ He
laughed with delight at this last statement.

Blade said: ‘I’m beholden to you, but I am
full of curiosity about why a man should ride so far for a cousin
he does not know.’

‘Ah, I am coming to that,
cousin.’ His face grew suddenly serious. Every smiling crease
seemed to be ironed out. ‘I am not a bringer of happy tidings. You
may think that indeed I bring sad ones. But my father says that is
information for which you would give your right arm.’

A cold hand seemed to pass slowly down
Blade’s spine. At once he was alerted to the kind of information
Pancho brought with him.

‘Tell it,
Pancho.’

He flicked slices of bacon from the pan with
his knife on to a plate. The Mexican accepted the plate with
profuse thanks. He picked up a piece of bacon in his fingers,
popped the bacon into his mouth and started to chew, giving every
sign that, though the meat was too hot to eat with comfort, he was
so hungry that he would eat in spite of it. Bacon fat glistened on
his unshaven chin.

His mouth still full, Pancho said: ‘You must
know, before I tell you anything, that I am not one hundred per
cent certain of what I tell you. I cannot put my hand on my heart
and tell you that what you hear is the absolute truth. Yet my
father advised me that you must hear what I know.’

‘Tell me and let me judge,
Pancho.’

‘I overheard a
conversation between two men who were known to me. They were
ignorant of my presence. One was the owner of the ranch for which I
rode. The other was the segundo. They spoke together of some
occasion long ago. The rancher was angry because the segundo
mentioned the subject and said that they had agreed many years
before that the subject must never be mentioned again. The foreman
was truculent. I think perhaps he was a little drunk. He said the
Blade story had long ago been forgotten by everybody. The rancher
said it is not safe to say that when Joe Blade is still alive. The
segundo said that was because the rancher had been too soft in
those days. He should have killed the whelp along with the dog and
bitch. Ah, I see that my journey has not been wasted.’

Then the Mexican’s expression changed when
he saw the look on Blade’s face. He had never seen a man’s face
change so utterly before. The face of a smiling, fundamentally
gentle man had become in a second a cold and horrible mask. The
eyes that were turned on Pancho were bleak and cold.

‘Did one of these men,
Pancho,’ Blade asked, ‘have any physical peculiarity?’

The Mexican nodded. ‘The rancher had been in
the old days a dally roper. Like so many men who use a free rope
and make a dally around the saddlehorn when they have roped an
animal, he had lost a finger of his right hand for not being quick
enough. He now rolls his cigarettes and draws a gun with his left
hand. Both very skillfully.’

It was Blade’s turn to nod. He put a hand on
his cousin’s shoulder and stared into the flames of the fire. ‘You
have done well, cousin, and I owe you a good deal.’

‘You owe me nothing,
José,’ Pancho told him. ‘I have only acted as a kinsman should.’ He
waited for a moment, seeing that Blade was deep in thought. Then he
said softly: ‘May I ask what you intend to do?’

Blade came back from his thoughts. ‘I shall
investigate these two men. Suspicion is not enough in a thing like
this. I cannot act until I am certain of the facts. Instinct tells
me that you have unearthed an old mystery and that for the first
time since that time on the Trail, I have a little to go on.’

Pancho then told him the rest of his story.
He had been working for this rancher when he had overheard the
talk. He had been told to report to the rancher one evening in the
ranch office. Going there, he had found the room empty. So he sat
down and waited. The office door opened straight on to the gallery.
Time went by and the light began to fade. Footsteps sounded on the
gallery and two men stopped outside the office to talk. Pancho kept
still and heard the conversation that he had reported to Blade.

‘I will admit to you,
cousin, that I was afraid of these two men. I had seen a number of
times that they were not only hard men, but murderous ones also.
Frankly, I feared for my life. It could be that I was mistaken
about the importance of what I had heard. But if they spoke of what
I thought they did, matters could go badly for me. Do you not
agree?’

‘Wholeheartedly,’ said
Blade.

‘So you do not blame me
for fleeing like a coward?’

‘You did not flee like a
coward. You did what every sensible man would do. And if you had
not run for it, who knows that you would be here telling me this
now?’

‘You reassure me,
cousin.’

‘Now,’ said Blade, ‘will
you ride back to Cheyenne with me?’

The Mexican was still, poised with a slice
of bacon between plate and mouth.

‘Of what possible use
could I be to you, cousin?’

‘You know the country. You
know the men. I shall be happy to compensate you for loss of wages,
if you will permit it.’

Pancho was joyful. His face lit up with
happiness. ‘You are too kind, José. My father said that this is
what you would offer me. He is always right, my father. A father
who is always right can be very irritating, but in this case I am
pleased he was right.’

‘So,’ said Blade, ‘we
shall sleep now and in the morning we will head straight north for
Cheyenne.’

Pancho laughed with delight—‘These are
indeed stirring times in which we live. How wonderful it is to be
an Espada!’

Blade kicked dirt on the fire and they
sought their blankets.

 



 


Two

 


Blade told himself, he might have known it.
Almost as soon as he arrived he ran into somebody he knew, which
proved what he had always thought—although the frontier was a vast
area stretching from the Mexican Border to the Canadian line, it
was in fact little more than a settlement or, in the language of
the Old Country, a village. Wherever a man went, he would meet up
with somebody he knew.

The person he knew in Cheyenne was Charity
Clayton. He knew her pretty well. He should, because she had
decided that he would marry her. As Charity usually saw that she
had her way sooner or later, Blade reckoned his fate was as good as
sealed—though what he had to complain about was anybody’s
guess—Charity was beautiful, affectionate, passionate, loyal and
she’d risked her neck for him more times than he could remember.
The last time Charity and he had worked together had been here in
Cheyenne. Their shared commission before that had been down in Old
Mexico in an effort to thwart a party of Mexicans and Americans
from splitting off portions of both countries to form a third which
they called the Republic of the Rio Grande. In that brief but
violent episode, they had both lost good friends and
partners—George McMasters and Doke Struther. Together, Charity and
Blade had taken their shock and grief to a quiet backwater in Texas
where Blade ran a few cows and raised horses. A month of idyllic
peace together had been broken by Charity accepting a commission in
Laramie, Wyoming. She had completed this when she and Blade had met
here in Cheyenne to go chasing thoroughbred horses in the wilds of
Montana. Now here they were back in Cheyenne again.

As usual, they picked up where they left
off. They found they were both staying at the same hotel—the
Cheyenne House. That evening, they dined together. As usual,
Charity ate heartily. How she kept her perfect figure Blade would
never know.

Charity was young—too young in Blade’s
opinion to be exposed to the dangers of her profession—and had a
marvelous air of youthful trust. To glance at her was to be touched
by her innocent unworldliness, which was an ideal cover for the
coolest operative Blade had ever partnered in his career. Charity,
in Blade’s opinion, was worth a regiment of soldiers to the United
States Government or anybody else who had the sense to hire
her.

Beyond that superb look of innocence,
Charity’s beauty was enough to stop or start a stampede. And while
that look of candor and innocence aroused in men a fervent desire
to aid and protect her, the ripeness of her mouth, the sleek
perfection of her body and the delicious ripeness of her whole
person were enough to drive men to make complete fools of
themselves over her. Blade always maintained that the only way for
him to enjoy Charity was to smuggle her away from the sight of
other men. If not, he would be continually interrupted by them.
When he told her this, she laughed and said: ‘I always maintained
you were a greedy son-of-a-bitch, Blade. Your best protection is to
marry me—or did I mention that before?’

‘I have a vague memory of
it.’

‘Vague! The gall of it! I
distinctly remember you swearing before witnesses that you would
lead me to the altar, sir.’

‘You do?’

She laughed. He said: ‘I’m too damned old
for you.’

‘I know,’ she said. ‘Let’s
say it’s charity and gratitude on my part.’

He squeezed her hand and grinned. ‘All
right, we’ll say that.’

They exchanged their news. Charity had
served the U.S. Government in Laramie, carrying out what was for
her a comparatively easy task concerned with the embezzlement of
government funds by an army officer. Blade had completed a
commission from Pinkerton’s private detective agency. Now that the
tensions and anxieties of these two jobs were past, they could
laugh about their experiences.

‘So what’re you doing this
far north again, Blade, my darling?’ Charity asked as they sat over
the remains of their excellent meal and sipped their
wine.

‘A personal
matter.’

She made a face. ‘Am I being told to mind my
own business? Or is it a woman and very much my business?’

‘No. I’m telling you for
your own sake that ladies should keep their noses out of it if they
don’t want to get hurt.’

She smiled. ‘You know you’re wasting your
breath. And you don’t have too much of that at your advanced
age.’

Blade said: ‘I’ve cut the trail of the men
who killed my mother and father.’

She received this news and digested it
without a change in her expression of amiable enjoyment. But
Charity was never slow off the mark. The number of her sources of
information never ceased to surprise him. She always seemed to know
where to go for information—which was really the great secret of
their work. Her memory for such information was as detailed as a
complicated card index. She now said: ‘Does this have something to
do with the fact that you have kin living here in Cheyenne?’

‘Kin?’ he said, looking
blank and ignorant.

‘Yes. Pancho Espada and
his father.’

Blade could not refrain from laughing. ‘You
take the biscuit, girl. Now, don’t you start getting too
interested. I don’t want you mixed up in this. It could turn out to
be extra-nasty and very illegal.’

‘Such as the killing of a
man?’ she said.

‘Such as the killing of a
man,’ he agreed.

She leaned across the table and laid a hand
on his. ‘Joe, times have changed. Not even here can a man take the
law into his own hands any more.’

He looked grave. ‘All right, I know it. I’ll
go along with the law just so long as it sees justice done. Law
isn’t enough, Charity—there has to be justice also. You and I have
always thought that.’

‘It’s easy enough to
think,’ she said, ‘but you and I are both realists. I don’t want to
see you hung for going for justice instead of law.’

‘But get one thing
straight,’ he said. ‘I’m in this on my own. You keep right out of
it.’

She dimpled.

‘Maybe,’ she said, ‘you’d
like me to stop being crazy about you.’

‘No,’ he said. ‘Keep right
on.’

They grinned at each other. Blade called the
waiter, settled the bill and they walked together arm-in-arm out on
to the night streets of Cheyenne. Together they strolled, knowing
that this was the lull before the storm. As they lay in each
other’s arms that night in Blade’s room, Charity said: ‘Do just one
thing for me, Joe. Look out for yourself. I have a bad feeling
about this business.’

‘You know I’m the
carefulest man in the world,’ he said.

‘Like hell I do.’

 



 


Three

 


Cheyenne was growing, both in building and
in respectability. It was showing itself to be the capital of the
high prairie country. Where sod building had given way to wooden
structures, these were now slowly surrendering to brick
construction. The daytime streets were constantly astir with
wheeled and foot traffic. Every breed and kind of the frontier were
to be seen, ranging from men in doeskin, through blue
hickory-shirted cowboys to smart city gentlemen in their
store-bought suits. The Cheyenne House where Blade and Charity were
staying had all the amenities of such an establishment in New York
or Chicago. The bar contained sophisticated drinks and the chef was
a Frenchman who washed his hands. The sound of gunfire was not
uncommon on the streets at night, but now a man expected to be
arrested if he got too careless about whom he shot. There were
respectable women in town now, a fact that always put paid to
masculine fun and ascendency. The whores were usually discreetly
out of sight, language was toned down. There were even two
preachers in town and a church a-building.

The Cheyenne House was owned by one Cyrus T.
Hartman who had come into the country ‘when’. When the buffalo had
roamed the prairies in their hundreds of thousands, when a man took
his life in his hands if he rode alone through Indian country, when
a gold-hunter could be worth millions as he came into Cheyenne and
be broke a few hours later after a turn of the wrong card in one of
the town’s many gambling hells. When a man could have his throat
cut in a back-alley for a small poke of gold, or less. Yes, sir,
the gossips said, Cy Hartman was one of the originals. Cy liked to
present to the world the image of a man who, though civilized,
still retained many of the wild and woolly characteristics of the
frontiersman. He still wore a gun under the skirt of his coat even
in town. He’d worn it so long, he said, that he would feel naked
without it. He was a big, bluff, good-natured man, who liked to
show the rough edge of his tongue every now and then just to remind
the world that he had lived in tougher days and that the old
frontier spirit was still alive.

‘It don’t matter a man
bein’ a mean ole son-of-a-bitch,’ he would say, ‘just so long as
he’s straight.’ And men would nod and agree that old Cy was indeed
a mean old son-of-a-bitch, but, yes, like he said, he was straight
None straighten

He also owned the Diamond H, one of the
biggest spreads in Wyoming and that was saying something, for many
of the cattle barons had outfits which covered more range than a
single county. And they behaved like cattle barons. Where distances
were immense and the law often several days’ ride off, a man was
inclined to carry his own law on his right hip and to hang anybody
who was too weak to defend himself and yet was foolish enough to
eat another man’s beef. Old Cy Hartman had hung a good few in his
time, men said, and on the whole they respected him for it, were
even proud that they had such a tough character from the old days
living in town.

So far as could be remembered, Cy Hartman
had drifted into the country with a cattle crew back in the early
sixties. Bossing the crew for Cy, as he still bossed for him, was
Carl Roe, a man a few years his boss’s junior but made on much the
same scale—big, rangy and tough, still able to lick his weight in
hard men. The way the story was told was that Carl was the brains
of the outfit, but never had a notion to be a leader of men. Take
away the ultimate responsibility and Carl was a first-class man,
maybe even a shade harder than Cy. There existed between the two
men a sort of grudging friendship as though Carl resented Cy’s
being the boss and Cy despised Carl for being bossed.

Now, when Carl reported to Cy in his
Cheyenne office, an adjunct of the hotel, Cy snarled at him: ‘What
took you so damn long, huh? Gettin’ too goddam old to hold down the
job? You think I should start lookin’ around for a younger man who
can
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