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The Home of Great Western
Fiction!


 BLADE—tough, tender and temperamental.
Slow to anger, fast with a gun and no slouch with women. A man
tempered by the West, dangerous living and a perpetual gamble with
death.

 


THE WOMEN—the Indian girl: lovely waif of a grisly massacre. The
Mexican girl: mettlesome as a thoroughbred filly and heiress to
half New Mexico. Both of them more desirable than the women of
men’s dreams.

 


THE
KILLERS—drawn to gold like steel to a
magnet, blind to mercy, indifferent to death, they plundered the
living and the dead. The scourge of the West.
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One

 Joe Blade may never have taken a crumb from the needy, but,
by God, he certainly took the whole damn biscuit when it came to
gall.

I’m warning you right here and now this is a
pretty harrowing story and I’m not at all sure that I am going to
enjoy putting it down on paper. I never did get a lot of fun out of
human misery or plain injustice, but this is a story that should be
told, so I shall go ahead and tell it.

There was this small band of Indians, no
more than a dozen or so of them, camped on the north bank of the
Arkansas River. They were Southern Cheyenne, a people who were
allied to the Arapaho and one time with the Comanches and Kiowas,
while their northern brethren tied in with the western nations of
the Sioux. Through the summer, they had hunted with fair success on
the plains of southern Kansas and northern Texas. Now they were
making their way into Colorado where they would subsist meagerly on
what was left of the summer hunt and what they could gain from the
more difficult winter hunt. Their food stock consisted mainly of
pemmican and jerky. They had some flour, sugar and tobacco for
which they had traded with a white man for buffalo hides. They
were, on that fall evening, not discontented with their lot. Their
bellies were full and their ponies, while not still in their full
summer strength, were still strong enough to carry them and their
effects.

The Indians composed two united families; in
fact, the families of two brothers and could therefore be regarded
as one. These brothers had as wives two sisters who, as yet, had
borne them no children, for there had been no time for them to be
fruitful. The rest of the joint family was made up of mother,
aunts, an ancient uncle and younger brothers and sisters.

They were, you will note, not in a position
to act aggressively nor, one imagines, did they have any wish to be
so. All they had on their minds was the wish to reach safely a
sheltered spot where they might stay for the winter protected
against that harsh and terrible time, the time of lean bellies and
aching bones.

These were the people who were attacked by a
small band of white men and killed. Though not entirely killed, as
you shall see. Let it suffice to say that something like
half-a-dozen men fell upon them and, hacking at them as though they
were beasts cornered or injured in the hunt, they murdered them
there. They then took the horses, packing the Indians’ supplies on
some and mounting others, and rode away. It is said that this
brutal victory so pleased the victors that they departed from the
scene laughing and singing.

Or, at least, so said the only
eye-witness.

She was a young Cheyenne girl whose name, so
far as I have been able to ascertain, has not been recorded.
Certainly, when she was asked she gave no reply and one can only
surmise that the murder of her people so affected her brain that
she lost all memory of it.

She was singing on a rock with her feet in
the river when she was found by the man, Joe Blade. He was heading
west at the time on foot, hoping either to reach shelter or to come
on a horse more by luck than judgment. He had been robbed of his
horse, his pack-mule, gear and weapons by thieves down near the New
Mexico border. While not yet at the end of his strength, he was in
no enviable physical condition. He had kept, he said later, to the
banks of the Arkansas because there at least he would not die of
thirst.

When he heard the girl, he thought at first
that her voice was the cry of some night creature carried to him on
the wind, but, as he drew nearer, the humanity of the sound
impressed itself on him. As he drew yet nearer, he recognized the
tongue as Cheyenne, though he knew no more than a few words of the
language.

It was now near midnight and the moon was
riding high in a clear sky. Blade approached close to the river
bank and, looking down, saw the girl on the boulder. The sight of
any Indian in the wilderness created unease in a white man, so
Blade at once grew wary. Where there was a girl, there were most
likely men and where there were Indian men there could be danger.
Blade, being a man whose life seemed to be dedicated to danger,
perpetually and habitually did his best to avoid it.

On the other hand, he told himself, a woman
could signify food, shelter, even a horse, all of which were
attractive to a man set afoot. He compromised by keeping the
singing woman within earshot and carefully scouting the area to
check on the number of painted braves with a penchant for
collecting white scalps who might be within striking distance.

It was now that he stumbled on the carnage
of the Indian camp.

If you have not read previously of the
exploits of Joseph Blade, you will be unaware that the sight of
blood was not new to him. Since he had entered on the career of
lawman, investigator and professional adventurer (or privately
financed peace officer as he preferred to call himself), he had
become inured to the sight of men done to death by fire-arms,
stabbed by steel, deprived of their scalps, and the physical
mutilation sometimes resorted to by men moved to violence whether
in the wilderness or in cities. Spilled human blood he accepted as
one of the less pleasant facts of his life. Even so, the sight that
now met his eyes was the result of a savagery of a degree that he
had not met before.

His experience in such things had hardened
him against any outward sign of disgust and horror, but that did
not prevent his mind recoiling from the grotesque and macabre sight
of the ruin of that small Indian camp and its inhabitants. It was
as though for a short while a party of madmen had been let loose,
their tortured minds allowing them to express their utter hatred of
mankind only in the destruction of the last part of human flesh.
Men, women and children had been hacked and battered beyond
recognition. All the pitiful possessions of a wandering band of
primitive people that could not be carried away in pockets, on
human car animal backs, had been destroyed.

Blade wandered amongst this scene of carnage
and destruction, stricken and horrified by it as an expression of
insane hatred. The horror was increased with ghastly drama by the
cold unearthly light of the moon that shone down on it, glistening
here on the unseeing eye and showing there the dark stain which so
short a while before had been life blood in human veins.

When he could take no more, he walked to a
distance where he was no longer reached by the nauseating sweet
smell of death and sat down on a rock, telling himself that he now
knew for sure that he stood in no danger from the Indians. The only
survivor was there at the edge of the Arkansas singing her song of
mourning, driven into madness by the insanity of the attackers.

When he had recovered himself, he realized
that he must do something for this poor wretch and climbed down to
her. At first, she showed terrible fear of him and would have fled
had he not caught her and held her. She fought to escape him with
violence and desperation as would a trapped animal, but he managed
to retain his hold on her. No doubt she thought him one of her
attackers. Gradually and after a commendable show of patience, he
managed to soothe her and to impress on her that he meant her no
harm. Holding her fast by the wrist, he led her through the
shallows of the river past the ruined camp and finally brought her
to a place sheltered from the wind, where he built a fire. By this
she sat crouched and wild-eyed staring into the flames and
picturing to herself heaven knows what in her disturbed mind.

They stayed together thus, hungry and
growing weaker by the day, for several days, walking in the
daylight and stopping at night to sleep by the warmth of a fire.
She grew accustomed to him and made no attempt to escape from him,
walking obediently and without complaint a pace to his rear and to
one side of him. Hunger and the state of her mind showed on her
face and her eyes grew large in it, but her body was strong and
Blade thought that she withstood the rigors of that journey better
than he did.

She was, he could see, a fine girl
physically in any man’s language, beautifully proportioned in her
body and delicate in her features. Her eyes, when not as wild as
they were now, must have been luminous and gentle. Together, then,
they walked along the Arkansas until they came on the camp of
George McMasters, a Cheyenne half-breed trapper and hunter. By this
time Blade was ready to drop. His boots had been discarded and
hunger had started to impair his senses. He behaved, as McMasters
described the incident later, like a half-wit until his hunger had
been satisfied. He and the girl slept the rest of the day and the
following night through. Then, over breakfast and almost fully
recovered, Blade told McMasters what had happened to the girl’s
people.

McMasters was an interesting man, something
of a rarity among his kind. The son of a wealthy trader, a business
associate of the mighty Bent brothers, he was a literate,
widely-read man who had walked the white man’s path until his
middle twenties. His mother being a Cheyenne, he had spent some
time with her people and while with them had witnessed a massacre
of one of their bands by the army. This had turned him bitterly
against his father’s people and he had consciously rejected them.
Now he lived whenever possible in the wilds, subsisting on trapping
and hunting, leading a wandering and rootless life, unable to be an
Indian thoroughly, unwilling to live with whites.

His skill in the wilds was unequalled and he
possessed a fund of lore concerning the Indians and the lives of
animals. Blade knew him of old and found him a mild companionable
fellow who loved to talk, which Blade always found surprising,
remembering his liking for the lonely places of the West.

McMasters treated the Indian girl with great
kindness and spoke to her in her own tongue.

He told Blade: ‘We have to go carefully,
Joe. This girl will act rationally enough from here on, but she has
lost all memory of the past for sure. Whether her memory will ever
come back to her, I couldn’t say. One thing is certain—she don’t
have any folks and she’s on her lonesome. What we do with her, I
have no idea. Find some Cheyenne and leave her with them?’

McMasters’ father, whom Blade had also
known, was a tall man of great dignity. The trapper was a man of a
very different kind—small, quick in movement, full of sparkle and
vivacity. Yet, under the happy exterior, as Blade knew, was a
bitter and injured human being, marked by an inborn sadness that
would never leave him. He was dark and bearded, with clear and pale
blue eyes. His nose was all Cheyenne and stood out from his face
like a noble beacon of pride. This gave him a look of thrust and
power. God help the fool who treated this fellow like a half-breed,
it announced.

‘What do you aim to do,
Joe?’ he asked.

Blade turned the chunks of meat he was
toasting over the fire.

‘Find the men who did
this?’ he said.

‘Is the question meant for
me?’ McMasters asked, his bright eyes mocking Blade. ‘Me—I don’t
much care for men who kill Indians. But you—I never heard you were
a great Indian-lover.’

Blade looked a little mad at this. His eyes
were mean when he turned them on McMasters. ‘I don’t see what in
hell this has to do with being an Indian-lover. Just take the woman
off my hands, George, and loan me a horse.’

McMasters filled his hand-carved pipe
thoughtfully. He was a great whittler and carver. When he had fired
it with a brand from the fire, he relaxed on one elbow and smiled
across the flames at Blade.

‘I don’t have a notion to
do either,’ he said. ‘Not that she ain’t pretty. Nicest looking gal
I set eyes on in a coon’s age and that’s a fact.’

Blade looked at him coldly.

‘Is there any place I can
raise a horse around here?’ he demanded.

McMasters nodded across the fire at the girl
and said: ‘She’s going to need folks, Joe. Maybe she ain’t anything
more than an Indian to you. But I’m more Indian than white and
she’s a real live person to me.’

‘I didn’t say—’ said
Blade.

‘You don’t have to say,’
McMasters said. Tell me what you aim to do when you catch up with
these fellers.’

‘I didn’t think that far
ahead,’ Blade replied.

‘But you think the same
sons-of-bitches killed the Cheyenne as robbed you.
Right?’

‘Right,’ said
Blade.

‘It sounds to me,’ said
the trapper, ‘that you have a mind to kill ’em.’

‘Maybe I do.’

McMasters puffed at his pipe for five
minutes before he rose to his feet, knocked it out on the palm of
his hand into the fire and put it away.

‘Seems to me,’ he said,
‘you’re going to need some help. I’ll go along with
you.’

Blade looked up at him and said: ‘Good.’

‘Just keep it in mind,
Joe—when we meet up with ’em, I’ll do what I think fit. If I work
my stint on the trail, I earn the right to do like I think best.
Hear?’

Blade eyed him soberly for a moment and
said: ‘All right.’

McMasters jerked his chin Indian-fashion in
the direction of the grazing horses. ‘You take the dun. The little
lady can use the mule.’ He had kept the neat little strawberry mare
for himself. The animal was renowned for its speed and stamina and
McMasters had wagered her on many occasions both against Indians
and whites.

Blade said without a glimmer of a smile:
‘When we get my grullo back, I’ll make that old mare of yours look
like she’s standing still.’

‘Hundred dollars?’ said
McMasters.

Blade swallowed hard on that, but he said:
‘You’re on.’

The Indian girl started to weep silently.
McMasters moved over to her and placed a hand on her head, speaking
to her softly in her own tongue. She looked up at him, took his
hand in both hers and laid her face against it.

Blade said: ‘Now you started something.’

‘Maybe I could do worse,’
said McMasters. He went and caught up the horses. The girl would
use the pack-saddle on the mule. For Blade McMasters rigged up a
kind of aparaho as best he could with the use of pelts, blankets
and rawhide. He even fashioned a crude pair of stirrups from
rawhide and promised that, while they were on the trail, he would
carve a pair from wood for Blade. He grinned when he added: ‘If we
have to follow these fellers long enough, I’ll cut you a
saddle-tree and have you riding in style.’

When they were mounted, Blade found the
makeshift saddle extraordinarily comfortable. The girl obediently
perched herself on the packs on the mule. As they headed back along
the edge of the river, Blade said to McMasters: ‘You should have
seen what those animals did, George. But the varmints will have
cleaned them up by now.’

McMasters said: ‘I saw the same thing once.
A man only has to see it once.’

Blade nodded: ‘Sure.’


 


Two

 They stopped short of the spot where the Indians had been
killed. Blade stayed with the girl while McMasters rode forward to
look for signs. The weather had luckily stayed clear and it had not
rained. The half-breed was gone for a couple of hours. The girl
stayed all that time motionless sitting on the ground, her eyes
downcast.

When McMasters returned, his face was
gloomy. He slid from the saddle and dropped down on his
haunches.

‘Nothing but bones,’ he
said. ‘Picked clean. But I saw what they did. It ain’t nice. Sure,
we have to find these fellers. They went south. I could be wrong,
but my guess is they’re headed down into New Mexico. Maybe they’re
after pickings from the Santa Fé trade.’

‘How many?’ Blade
enquired.

‘I’ll be surer after we
follow them awhile. Say six of ’em. I’m only guessing. Maybe six
men mounted. Six horses carrying packs. A bunch of loose horses
being driven. Mostly likely the ones they took from the
Indians.

Blade promised himself that he would look
for his grullo’s tracks on the trail. He wanted that horse back. It
was no thing of beauty, but it was his own and he had an attachment
for it. He would not have argued with you if you accused him of
being proud of it. He looked forward to meeting up with the man who
now rode it. It was a great pity that the animal was so surefooted
or there would have been some hope that it would stumble and break
its rider’s goddam neck.

For the sake of the girl, they avoided the
Indian camp and soon after were wading the river at the same ford
which the thieves and murderers had used. On the sandy beaches,
Blade leaned from the saddle to search for sign of his horsey for
he would recognize the hoof-prints anywhere. A horse’s marks were
as significant as a man’s signature. But he could not find them
among the mess of prints.

Once across, McMasters led them forward at
an easy lope. He knew his animals and he knew the pace was their
best for staying fresh and covering the miles. The girl’s mule hit
a hammering short-paced trot and held to it. The bone-jarring gait
did not seem to trouble her. In her vague way, she now seemed
perfectly happy to be in human company with a full belly.

Blade brought up the rear and watched their
back-trail. The men they were following might be savage brutes, but
that did not mean they were lacking in guile. Many a pursuer on the
plains had found himself turned into the pursued. On more than one
occasion during the next few days, Blade halted for an hour to make
sure their back-trail was clean. It was at one of these times that
it came on to rain.

Almost at once the tracks of the murderers
and those of his two companions were wiped out and he was alone in
a vast and empty country. The water fell heavily. The skies seemed
to open and deluge the thirsty land below with a solid sheet of
water. Being without a slicker or any kind of poncho, Blade was at
once soaked to the skin. The wind blew from the north, so he had no
trouble in moving his horse ahead of it. Before very long, the dun
stumbled down a steep ridge, and behind this ridge Blade lay-up
with the horse and found some protection from the wind. He stayed
there for the remainder of the day and the following night, shaking
with cold and tightening his belt against hunger. He had nothing
more than a handful of jerky in his pockets and this he did not
care to touch in case he should have no other opportunity to find
food.

He found himself sleeping at dawn, still
holding his horse’s line. The animal woke him with a soft whinny.
With little groans of discomfort, Blade rose and worked the
stiffness from his limbs, then swung into the saddle and headed on
south, riding through a dry and sunny world.

Within a few minutes riding he discovered
what had caused the dun’s whinny. Not a quarter mile from him stood
a small house on the edge of a barranca which ran full with water
after the hard rain. As he drew near to it, he saw that it was
little more than a jacal, a small Mexican place with a pen for
goats and an adobe corral for larger stock.

He sang out as he approached, but received
no reply. This caused him some uneasiness, unarmed as he was, and
he dismounted and went up to the entrance with caution.

The door hung from one rawhide hinge. The
earthenware cholla in the open doorway was smashed. The place felt
empty, but the aura of humans was still about it.

As Blade expected, the interior was poor—a
crude table, a couple of three-legged stools, an open and empty
cupboard on the wall.

His eye at once went to the table with a
piece of white paper on its top weighed down by a small rock. When
he picked it up, he read: ‘We buried the man, his wife and the
others. They are not too far ahead of us. Gone direct south.’ The
note was signed ‘George’.

Blade found the pitiful grave on a low mound
to the west of the house; George had tied two sticks together to
make a cross. He went back into the house and searched for
something that he could use as a weapon. In a corner on the earth
floor, he found a crude domestic knife with an old blade about two
inches long. This he tucked in his belt. On looking further, he
found an old braided three-strand reata. Accepting both as better
than nothing, he caught up his horse that was drinking at the
barranca and rode on.

Maybe it was hunger, but he felt himself
depressed. Maybe it was that there had been too much violent death
in the last few days. Certainly, his conscience was troubling him.
He had been hired to find a man and it seemed he was doing
everything but that. The trail he had been following was now so
cold you could freeze water solid on it. Just the same, he told
himself, no son-of-a-bitch was going to get away with that grullo
horse.

It was noon when it all happened.

About an hour before, the country had
started to become broken and a light rain started to fall. Pretty
soon, he knew, the country would be sprouting green if this went
on. The sound of the dun’s hoofs changed. It became duller as the
rain laid the dust.

Hills shouldered their way up toward the
grey clouds on either hand. On the higher slopes he could make out
the dark smear of green that was timber. He would not sleep cold
tonight, any road.

He reined in abruptly when he heard the
shot.

It had that damp heavy note to it that a
rifle shot has in rain. He did not have much idea from whence it
came, except that he knew that it was to the south.

He was given a clearer idea of the direction
when there came a flurry of shots. He at once angled his horse to
the right and kicked it into motion. The animal scrambled over the
nearest ridge and was straightway forced to tackle another. Now, as
Blade was only too well aware, hills play hell with shots and sound
in general. No sooner did he reach the top of the second ridge than
he was on top of a bunch of held horses. At least, that’s what he
thought he was looking at, for there was a man standing below him
with the lines in his hand. The fellow saw him at once and heaved a
gun from the holster on his right hip. Then Blade took in the fact
that some of the horses down there were loose and on the edge of
them nearest to him was his own mount.

So accustomed was he to wearing a gun that
his first instinct was to draw his. His mind went blank with dismay
when he found that his right hip was unadorned by the Colt Frontier
that usually hung there.

The fellow below had the gun thrust out on a
rigid arm, thumb on hammer. He bawled out: ‘Stay right where you’re
at.’

It was one of those moments when a man
either turns tail and runs or does something ridiculous. He does
the first thing that comes into his head. That was all Blade could
do and pray that it was not too ridiculous.

Inside his head a small
voice said: That’s my horse down there
and, by
God, I mean to
have it.

‘Are you Charlie?’ he
demanded. There had to be a Charlie in every bunch of
men.

This fellow was a tall gangling man with a
month’s beard on his sunken cheeks and trail-worn rags covering his
thin body.

The question seemed to stop him in his
mental tracks.

‘Charlie?’ he said. ‘Aw, I
ain’t Charlie. He’s over yonder. Who the hell’re you?’

‘They call me Harry
Graham,’ said Blade, giving the first name that came into his head
and moving the dun down the side of the ridge in the direction of
the horses.

‘Now, hold hard a minute,’
the man said, undecided.

‘I have to get word to
Charlie real urgent,’ said Blade.

The man’s gun was down. Blade was within
twenty feet of him.

‘There’s one hell of a
fight goin’ on over there,’ said the man.

‘Trust Charlie,’ said
Blade. ‘Things ain’t never quiet, not with Charlie
around.’

As he came near the man, he seemed to fall
out of the saddle. Both his hands gripped the wrist of the hand
that held the gun and he came out of the saddle. Unfortunately, as
he did so, the gun went off. As luck would have it, the shot did
not strike either man or horse, but it spooked the horses there.
Those he held at once jerked themselves free of him. Those that
were free already kicked up their heels and ran.

To give
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