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Posset was the stranger who
held it ... Chavez was the Mexican who worked it ... and Geronimo
baptized it with blood.

Arizona was a wild,
forbidding land. The Indians had possessed it since the beginning
of time, and they prized their freedom. The white men were
newcomers who hungered for gold, silver, cattle and the land
itself.

Apache and white man were
natural enemies and the Mexicans were alien to both. So when each
claimed the territory, their clash was bloody, violent and
disastrous. Joe Blade was in the middle of it all.

Together they made
...

THE ARIZONA
CLIMAX
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Chapter One

His name was Carlton Game. He was a big man
and a powerful man. He reckoned that mankind was divided in two
those who came running when he crooked his little finger and those
that didn’t. He found a great many who did and pretty damn few who
didn’t. That was because he was rich money rich, cow rich and land
rich.

He thought he could crook his little finger
at Joe Blade. That was about the wrongest thought he ever had.

Carlton Game’s agent found Blade quietly
resting in a little New Mexican town not many hours ride from Santa
Fe. Maybe it was the agent who made the big mistake in the first
place. He merely told Blade that the great man had a contract for
him and it was worth a good deal more than peanuts. As Blade liked
to have a pocket full of dollars, and to eat regularly as much as
the next man, he got himself to Tucson and knocked on the door of
the great man’s palatial residence.

He found that Carlton Game was a man big
enough physically to fit his importance and power. Six-foot-four in
his socks and wide enough in proportion. No longer young, but fit
as the proverbial fiddle. He had not allowed money, cigars and hard
liquor to spoil his shape. Not that he rationed himself on any of
those things.

His manner was not pleasant. When a man owns
large parts of several states and has too many cattle to count, he
finds that he can dispense with pleasantness. Or so Carlton Game
thought.

He sat behind his massive desk in a room
large enough to hold the Democratic convention in, puffed a
man-size cigar and looked at Blade as if he were an object which he
could buy three times before breakfast without even noticing
it.

‘Blade,’ he said in those
booming fruity tones for which he was famous, ‘I have a job for
you.’

‘Why me?’ Blade asked. He
had his suspicions of the job before it was even mooted.

The great man looked somewhat affronted by
the question. He said, ‘I’ll tell you why you. Because three men
have tried it and failed. I’ve heard you’re top of your trade and
you don’t ever fail.’

He seemed to expect some response to the
statement, but he didn’t get it. Blade just stood there looking at
him with an expressionless face. Blade was six foot tall, lean and
hard. To contrast with the deep wind-and-sun tan of his face, his
hair was a premature grey. Men said it turned that color when his
parents had been killed some twenty years before in his boyhood.
Maybe in that moment Game first suspicioned that he had found a man
who didn’t give one cent’s worth of damn for his money or his
power.

Game said, ‘Does your silence mean it sounds
too much for you if three men have failed?’

Blade said, ‘It means I’m waiting for you to
tell me what three men failed at.’

Game frowned and knocked the ash from his
cigar. The ashtray was as large as a coffee tray and it was made of
onyx and gold.

He said, ‘I don’t much appreciate your tone.
Blade.’

Blade said, ‘You’re not hiring my tone.’

Game flushed like a sixteen-year-old. Blade
watched the blood come into his eyes. He was a man easy to get to
because he was used to having his own way.

Game said, ‘I don’t beat around the bush.
I’ll lay it right on the line. We’re both men of the world who know
how things are. I want a man killed. You’ve killed a man before, I
imagine.’

‘Yes.’

‘So I want a man killed.
I’m told you’re fast and accurate with a gun. I have even been told
you’re the best.’

‘I like to think
so.’

‘So you have no objection
to killing?’

‘I accept the principle
that there are times when a man has to be killed.’

‘Good. We understand each
other.’

‘Who do you want killed
and how do you want it done?’

‘The man is Bob Posset. I
want him killed quickly and publicly. It must look like a personal
killing. I want nothing to connect you to me. Folks can think what
they goddam well like, but they mustn’t be able to prove it. Do I
make myself clear?’

‘You do. Where is this man
now?’

‘He’s at the Rancher’s
Rest. Room Eight. Do you know him?’

‘No. How much are you
paying?’

‘Five hundred dollars now.
The same when the job is done.’ There was a long silence in the
room between the two men. Game waited expectantly.

‘Well?’ he
said.

Blade said, ‘You’ve come to the wrong man.’
He turned and headed for the door. Game sat still as rock. When
Blade had his hand on the door handle, the big man behind the desk
said, ‘Wait.’ Blade turned to face him. His face was still
expressionless. Game said, ‘What the hell’s gotten into you, man?
Isn’t the price high enough?’

‘Game,’ said Blade, ‘you
don’t have the money to make it high enough.’ He opened the door,
went out and shut it quietly behind him.

Aloud, Game thought, ‘Well I’ll be
goddamed.’

Blade walked through the large house, walked
out on to the street and went along it to the first intersection.
Tucson was a quiet enough town and a place that Blade liked. It was
still half a Mexican town and he had an affinity with his mother’s
people. He liked the pungent spicy smells, the soft Mexican sounds,
the strings of nodding burros, the women selling tortillas, the
Spanish tongue.

He turned left at the intersection, walked a
block and came to the Rancher’s Rest. It was a sprawling
two-storied adobe building newly whitewashed. It sparkled in the
brilliant sunlight. The girl behind the desk in the lobby sparkled
too. She was an Anglo, but Blade didn’t hold that against her. She
was so all around lovely nobody in his right mind could hold
anything against her. Her smile was as welcoming as her eyes. Blade
tried Spanish on her and was not surprised when she replied
fluently. Señor Posset was in his room now. Should she show him the
way? No, said Blade, but if she would be kind enough to tell him
where the room was. Most certainly, she told him. The room was
immediately over this lobby. He thanked her and mounted the stairs.
Halfway up he turned and she smiled at him. The smile was like a
benediction. It made Blade feel better after his interview with
Carlton Game.

He found Room Eight and knocked on the
door.

A man’s voice said, ‘Who is it?’

‘My name’s Blade, you
don’t know me.’

‘Come ahead.’

Blade opened the door and entered.

There was a man sitting on the bed. There
was a Navy Model Remington 1871 in his hand and it was cocked and
pointing at Blade’s belly.

Blade halted, raised his hands shoulder high
and said, ‘I have just come from Carlton Game. He wanted to hire me
for a thousand dollars to kill you. I refused. He told me it had
been tried three times before.’

Posset nodded. ‘Lift your gun out with the
fingertips of your left hand.’ Blade did so. ‘Now lay it gently on
the floor and kick it behind you.’ Blade did so. The man smiled and
said, ‘That’s better. Now we can talk.’

There was one chair in the room. It stood by
the window. Blade sat down and took a good look at Posset. He was a
man of medium height with a brown wide-awake intelligent face. His
hair was going thin, almost to baldness. While he was a man who
looked relaxed, there was an alertness about him that was
immediately noticeable.

Posset said, ‘A man comes into my hotel room
and tells me he has refused a thousand dollars to kill me. There
are a number of possibilities here, my friend. One: he could be
lying. He could have accepted the thousand dollars to kill me. Two:
he could be telling the truth. If he’s telling the truth, I ask
myself why he comes to me at all. If he has said no to Carlton
Game, he would get out of town if he has any sense at all.’

Blade smiled.

‘Maybe,’ he said, ‘I was
curious to see the man Carlton Game had tried to kill three times
and failed.’

‘I’d be a fool if I
trusted you,’ Posset said.

‘You think I didn’t think
of that?’ Blade said ‘It was plain curiosity that brought me here.
Posset. That and the fact that I’m not a hired gun and I thought it
right to come and tell you what had passed. If you let me pick up
my gun, I’ll go now.’

Posset rose from the bed, walked around
Blade without once taking the sights of his gun from him, picked up
the gun on the floor, emptied the bullets on to the bed and handed
the weapon butt first to Blade.

‘All right,’ Posset said.
‘Go. But don’t forget this Game will know you’ve been here and you
will have signed your own death warrant by coming. The way Game’s
mind works, it’ll mean you’ve thrown in with me.’

Blade slipped the gun away into its holster
and said, ‘I’m still curious. Why does Game want you dead so
badly?’

Posset looked surprised. ‘You mean you don’t
know? You haven’t heard that I have crossed him at every turn. I
have become like a maggot in his brain. Thought of me wakes him
sweating in the middle of the night. He sent his best man after me.
Braced me in public. I killed him with one shot. Then he tried to
burn my house down. I paid him for that. I burned his line camp.
Can you imagine how the great Carlton Game took that? He
bushwhacked me just across the Mexican Border and drove off three
hundred steers I was driving up from Mexico to my graze. I killed
two of his top men. Next time he put a hired killer on to me. I
crippled him. Is that enough for you?’

Blade said, ‘There just has to be something
more. Something that really clinches his hate.’

Posset laughed genuinely. ‘You’re right. I
took his daughter away from him.’

Blade said, ‘I don’t see her.’

Posset scowled. ‘Hell, he took her back
again. Sent her east and paid some high class dude to marry
her.’

Blade said, ‘You still haven’t explained why
all this.’

‘I hold the water rights
he wants. I hold the winter graze he wants. My range runs right
across the best way out of his range. The son-of-a-bitch runs
nearly a million head of cattle and he’s still greedy for
land.’

‘Would it hurt to let him
have access to water?’

‘You don’t know Game,’
Posset snapped back at him. ‘You give him an inch and he’ll take a
mile. Once I let his hordes of cattle and his army of riders in,
they’ll swamp me.’

Blade said, ‘It’s none of my business, but I
would have thought you would have been back on your own range. Why
come into town at all?’

‘Because,’ said Posset, ‘I
have riders and they’re human. I paid ’em and they came into town
for a few drinks. They found trouble and the city marshal threw ’em
in the hoosegow. I’ve come to get ’em out. I owe it to
’em.’

Blade said, ‘And Game has the marshal in his
pocket.’

‘That ain’t the first of
it,’ said Posset. ‘He has the goddam judge in his
pocket.’

Blade said, ‘You’re right. I’d be a damn
fool if I stayed around here. So I’m leaving.’

Posset nodded. ‘Thanks for coming here. I
guess you’re sincere.’

Blade returned the nod and walked out of the
room.

The lovely girl was still behind the desk in
the lobby. Blade had the feeling that she had stayed there to see
him as he went out. He touched his hat and smiled as he passed the
desk. She said, ‘Mr Blade.’

Blade swerved in her direction and asked,
‘How did you know my name?’

‘My father recognized you.
He told me who and what you are.’

‘Nothing good, I’ll be
bound,’ said Blade gravely.

She smiled very slightly.

‘I’d like to believe that
you came here today to help Mr Posset.’

Blade looked at her curiously. ‘Does he mean
something to you?’

She flushed and looked down at her
fingernails. She said, ‘A man doesn’t have to mean something to me
for me to not want him hurt. He’s a fine man and the people here
trust him. His word’s good and he’s helped a lot of people. I’d
hate to see him go down to a brute like Carlton Game.’

She raised her eyes and gave Blade the full
benefit of them. He was a sucker for beautiful eyes. He sighed deep
inside him. He was just a plain sucker.

‘He has riders he can call
on, doesn’t he?’ he asked.

‘Half his crew has been
scared off,’ the girl said. ‘His two best men are now in
jail.’

Blade stood irresolute. He found that he was
sweating. He hated himself for not being able to make up his mind.
Indecision was something he despised in other men.

Finally, he said, ‘I’ll think about it.’

He felt as if he had hit the girl. She
didn’t move, but it was as if she had recoiled from him. He hated
her for making him feel like a heel. He walked out on to the street
and turned left.

He stopped and he thought about the man,
Posset.

The hell with
it, he thought. Don’t he a bigger sucker than you were
born.

He walked on to the south side of town and
reached the livery corral. He told the old man with the fixed bent
leg sitting on an upturned bucket that he would catch up his horse
and saddle him.

The old man said, ‘I got him in the barn, Mr
Blade. Give him a smart cuff an’ curry. Third stall on the left.
Help yourself.’

Blade stepped inside the big barn. Stepped
into the warm smell of hay and straw. It was hard to see in there
after the brilliant sunshine. He squinted up his eyes to see the
better and saw the man standing in front of him. The man had a gun
in his hand. There was another man to the right inside a stall. He
heard a rustle of straw and knew there was a man behind him. He
also knew that he was still as big a sucker as the one he’d been
born.

The man in front of him said, ‘Hear this,
Blade Mr Game didn’t take too kindly to the way you talked up to
him.’

Blade did not say anything. He knew there
was nothing to say.

The man to the right said, ‘You didn’t ought
to of turned Mr Game down, Joe. Mr Game’s funny that way you know,
if you ain’t workin’ for him, you’re workin’ against him. Maybe you
an’ me know that ain’t so, but you couldn’t convince Mr Game in a
month of Sundays. Waste of breath tryin’.’

The man was nothing more than a dim shape in
the gloom of the barn. Blade knew the voice, but he couldn’t put a
name to it. A horse further down the stalls stirred restlessly.
Blade thought it was his own horse. One of the men was tense and
sweating. Blade could smell him.

The man in front of him said, ‘Mr Game has a
point to make, Blade. It’s this: get out of the country an’ stay
out.’

Blade said, ‘All right. I came to get my
horse. Leave me get it and I’ll ride out.’

The same man said, ‘It ain’t as easy as
that. Mr Game wants the idea of you stayin’ out of here knocked
clean into your head. We aim to do just that.’

There must have been a fourth man. Something
hard whistled out of the darkness and struck him across the middle
part of his back. The kidney blow was pure agony. He let out a soft
moan of pain and fell forward on to his hands and knees. Somebody
swung a hard kick at him and half-lifted him off the ground. He
fell against the nearest stall and cracked his head. Rolling on to
his back, dazed and confused, his hand instinctively reached for
his gun. The hard something struck him on the wrist and he heard
the gun hit the ground.

‘Beat the livin’ shits
outa the bastard,’ one of them said, breathless from his
exertions.

Blade rolled desperately and heard somebody
strike the wall of a stall and curse. He could hear the old man
outside laughing: ‘He-he-he.’ Getting his feet under him, Blade
fought his way to his feet and walked into the side of a stall.
Something hard struck his head and he fell forward against the
stall-side and stayed clinging to it with both hands. Something
rapped both hands and the pain of the twin blows made him draw his
breath in sharply. With the pain there came the sense of
humiliation, the smoldering rage. He came out of the stall and saw,
between him and the moonlight outside, the bulk of a man. His head
caught the man in the belly and he heard with satisfaction the sigh
as the man’s air was expelled. His charge drove the man back
against the doorjamb. Blade straightened, ducked under a feeble
blow and drove his fist into the man’s throat. With a choking cry,
the man slid down the wall until he sat on the ground.

Blade had already turned. Sunlight through
the open doorway touched the white of a man’s eye. Blade thought
that the man held a club in his hands. The fellow raised it and
Blade went in under the blow as fast as he could move. His shoulder
caught the fellow under the rib cage and bore him backwards. The
man tripped and went down. Blade on top of him. Blade bunched up
his legs and drove them deep into the fellow’s belly.

At once, knowing that he was in acute danger
from the rear, Blade started to rise. But he was struck in the back
of the head before he could regain his feet. He went down and
somebody jumped on him with both feet. Blind and near to
unconsciousness, Blade wrapped his arms around the legs of his
attacker and tore him from his feet. Something hit the ground near
Blade and he reached out for it. Its smooth hardness told him it
was a pick-handle. He gained his feet with the weapon in his two
hands. A man ran in on him brandishing a similar weapon. Blade
warded the blow and brought the pick-handle round in an underhand
strike. It caught a knee with a horrible cracking sound and the man
doubled with the pain. Blade delivered a quick overhand chop to the
fellow’s head and stretched him on the ground.

From out of the darkness came the voice of
the man he recognized. ‘This is a gun, Joe. Back up now. You’ve had
your fun. Drop the club.’

Blade dropped the pick-handle and stayed
still.

The man said, ‘Turn around.’

Blade turned. He heard the sudden intake of
breath that came before a hard blow and tried to duck under it. His
sudden movement prevented him from taking the full weight of the
blow. The gun-barrel clipped the side of his head and struck his
shoulder. He took one stumbling step forward and fell on his
face.


Chapter Two

When Blade came round, he failed for a
minute or two to remember what had happened to him. He sat up and
felt as if a herd of mules had run over him. It was not a feeling
he liked at all. His left shoulder felt as if it had been
dislocated, his head as if it had been split and his kidneys as if
they had been hit hard with a pick-handle, which they had.

His right hand touched his
empty holster and he thought. My gun.
Where’d I drop it?

On all fours, he searched the barn floor.
After a while, he found the gun. When he had pushed it away into
its scabbard, he climbed slowly and painfully to his feet and stood
there swaying and steadying himself against the doorjamb. When he
staggered outside there was no sign of the old man. He reckoned if
he had been the old man he would have disappeared too. He wondered
how badly the others were hurt. The only satisfaction he felt was
that it had not been as easy as they had thought it would be. That
helped his pride a little, but not much.

He found the upturned bucket the old man had
been sitting on and sat down. Daylight was fading rapidly.

What the hell happens now? he asked
himself.

He thought about the man in the hotel room
and how he had kept on coming. Blade thought of the little
cow-spread over there in Texas and wished to God he was there. It
was time he settled down and forgot about all this helling around.
Pretty soon would come the time when he was too old for this kind
of a picnic. One day he would take a beating like this one and it
would be too much for him. One day somebody would try kicking his
ribs in and it would be the last kick he would ever receive because
it would kill him. Only a sucker would go on the way he had been
going.

Then he thought of Carlton Game.

He stayed thinking about him for a long
time. The more he thought, the more bitter those thoughts
became.

Then, suddenly, common sense prevailed. What
Game did or didn’t do was no affair of his. What difference did it
make to him whether Posset or Game held the water rights of a piece
of Arizona range?

He had a suspicion that he had been through
this kind of argument before. In the past, he had always done
something quixotic and ridiculous. That was all very well for
spunky kids, but he wasn’t a spunky kid. He was a man who was not
as young as he used to be and he’d just taken one hell of a
beating.

He creaked and groaned himself to his feet
and searched around till he found a lamp. He lit it and went to his
horse, hanging the lamp on a nail in the wall. His horse was an
eight year-old faded bay gelding. So faded that it was almost a
dun. It had a handsome black stripe down its spine and black
points. Nothing very showy about it, but it was the kind of horse a
man could rely on to run all day on a handful of grass. It was
strong and had been well gentled by Blade himself, who did not
believe in having a horse you had to ride to victory every time you
forked it.

The horse welcomed him and Blade spent a
minute speaking to it and rubbing its ears. With hands that were
reluctant to the task. Blade saddled the animal and thrust the bit
into the soft mouth. He led the animal out into the yard, after he
had blown the lamp out. Heaving himself into the saddle, he headed
for the street.

At the entrance to the livery stable, he had
to make his choice again. If he turned right he went back into
town. If he turned left, he rode out of town.

His line touched the right side of the
horse’s neck and the animal turned left. Blade gave a sigh of
relief. At last he had started to behave like a mature man.

A hundred paces and he came to the last
house in town. There were lights in the windows and he could see
the silhouettes of the folks sitting out on the stoop in the balmy
evening.

A man called out, ‘Glad you saw sense,
Blade.’

Again he knew that voice, but again he
failed to place it.

He lifted his horse into a trot and rode out
of town.

He rode for a quarter of a mile and by that
time he realized that he had overestimated his maturity. Maybe his
curiosity played a part in his decision. He prided himself on his
memory and he badly wanted to know who owned that voice. He came to
a part of the trail where there were stunted bushes growing, with
here and there a desiccated tree. He dismounted by one of these and
tied his horse. He was pleased to see that he was quite calm
now.

When he had loosened his girths, he turned
and started back towards the town. He limped slightly and every
step took its toll of him. His head and his back ached intolerably.
As he walked, he checked the loads in his gun. He placed an extra
round under the hammer for, like most men of that time, he kept the
hammer on an empty chamber for safety.

When he came close to the town, he angled
right a little and came up to the last house from the side, going
almost silently on his spurless boots. Close to the wall of the
house, he could hear the murmur of voices from the stoop. He heard
the voice that he recognized and suddenly from nowhere came the
name he could not
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