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Even the Texas Rangers and
the local law held back from the two powerful, land-hungry
millionaires. Blade was the only man left to challenge them. They
ambushed him, bushwhacked him and tried to run him out of town, but
he survived. Meeting violence with violence, Blade would never
surrender until he had concluded The Laredo
Assignment.
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One




As the parson said – there is nothing
like a little sin to cheer a man up.

When Big Jim Flaherty needed cheering
up, he rode into Laredo and put a few drinks under his belt. After
that he went sinning for a few days and nights among those ladies
of the town known as soiled doves. Maybe that cheered him up and
maybe it did not. We shall never know, for, when next he walked out
on to the streets of Laredo, he was shot dead.

Eyewitnesses saw a man ride his horse
alongside Big Jim and shoot him dead with one well-placed shot. The
murderer then laughed and rode out of town.

These eyewitnesses, some of
whom possibly were not too sober themselves, all swore that the
killer was a Mexican. But that was about all they ever did agree
on. The Anglos among them said it was a goddam greaser, a
low pelado type,
the worst kind there was. Some said he was tall, some short, some
young, some not so young. The Mexicans said that he was possibly a
Mexican or maybe he was an Anglo dressed as a Mexican. That was a
typical gringo trick, so that the blame for the crime would not
fall on an Anglo.

And maybe it was after all a real
Mexican, because Laredo was about as close to Mexico as it could
get without actually being in the land of tortillas and señoritas.
Nobody would deny that Laredo was a natural jumping-off place for
bad men south of the Border who wanted to raise a hell to the north
of it. So when some of the witnesses said they were pretty sure the
killer was a Mexican, nobody thought to argue about it.

Which meant nobody would be punished
for the killing, because naturally whoever was guilty had slipped
away back below the Border to safety. So what few law-men there
were in those parts made no fuss.

Right from the start it was a strange
affair. None of it made much sense, mainly because nobody could
imagine that anybody would want Big Jim dead. He did not have an
enemy in the world, or so men said around the saloons in town.
Maybe, they added, that Mex killed him for no goddam reason at all,
just out of sheer cussedness. Who, I ask you, could tell what a Mex
would do next? No more than you could tell what an Indian would do,
either.

The strangest thing of all, though,
was that Ransome S. Howard hired Joe Blade to find the killers for
him – in confidence. Which meant that he did not want anybody to
know what he had hired Blade for. And neither Joe Blade nor anybody
else would have been able to guess at any connection between
Ransome S. Howard and Jim Flaherty.

The pay was good and the risk seemed
minimal – at any rate at first. Blade would have been a fool not to
accept the offer.

Just the same...

At Howard’s vast house in Kansas City,
Kansas, in the large study hung with paintings supposedly of
Howard’s ancestors, Blade asked: ‘Why do you want to know who
killed Flaherty, Mr. Howard?’

Howard replied: ‘The simple answer to
that. Blade, is that it is none of your business. No offence meant.
When a man is willing to pay your excessive charges, it does not
seem to me to be too much to ask for confidential work and for
silence on the subject. What possible reason can you have for
wanting to know why I wish to hire you?’

Blade had to admit that Howard was not
unreasonable. But he did not like the man’s attitude just the
same.

He asked: ‘Is or was Flaherty related
to you in any way?’

Howard was a small man of nervous
temperament, mercurial nature, a successful man’s high opinion of
himself and a quick temper. That temper was backed solidly by a
good many million dollars. Blade was reminded of a carefully shaven
prairie dog.

Howard said sharply: ‘Are you
incapable of investigating a murder without delving into my
relations? All I am asking and paying through the nose for is for
you to find the man who killed Flaherty. I don’t want to find out
anything about myself or anybody but Flaherty’s killer. That’s what
I’m hiring you for.’

‘From what you tell me,’
Blade said, ‘a solitary Mexican rode up alongside Big Jim and
simply shot him. Are you in any way sure it happened like that? Was
it a drunken Mexican who was shooting off his gun? Are we even sure
it was murder?’ He tucked his hands into the pockets of his neat
fawn pants and looked calmly at the excitable and wealthy man in
front of him.

‘If that is so,’ Howard
snapped, ‘why do you want to know the relationship between Flaherty
and me?’

Blade said: ‘It would not occur to me,
Mr. Howard, to tell you your business. Judging by your bank balance
you do pretty well at it. I do pretty well in my line of business
and my bank balance is pretty healthy, too. When I tell you I shall
have to dig around to do what you want, it would be good business
to listen. The more digging I do, the more you pay. If you don’t
give me the information, I’ll have to dig for it and you’ll have to
pay later. In cash.’

The little man swallowed and his eyes
bulged.

He didn’t like this, either, being
asked for information, or the tone Blade used. He said: ‘There’s no
connection between Flaherty and me. Flaherty and I. You will not
waste time looking for one. Is that understood?’

Blade nodded.

‘That’ll be two hundred
dollars in advance,’ he said.

Howard showed genuine
shock.

‘What?’ he said. ‘An
advance? What is this?’

‘It’s customary,’ Blade
said.

‘You mean my credit is not
good with you?’ cried Howard, rising from behind his desk. ‘A
hundred reputable businessmen accept my word and a man of your kind
has the audacity to doubt it?’

Blade said: ‘I’m a businessman, Mr.
Howard. My experience has taught me that wealthy men are bad
payers. If I did not learn from experience, I would go out of
business. Either I’m paid or you look elsewhere for somebody to
solve the mystery of Flaherty’s death.’

Howard’s small knuckles banged down on
the desk top.

‘You’re insolent, sir,’ he
cried.

‘But solvent,’ said
Blade.

Howard stared at him for a moment,
then sat down. He picked up a small silver bell and rang it. A grey
man entered the room almost at once, as though he had been hovering
outside the door awaiting a summons. Blade smiled to himself;
Howard plainly did not do anything so mundane as actually handle
money.

Howard said: ‘Pay this man two hundred
dollars and see him out.’

The grey man inspected Blade with
solemn eyes and said softly: ‘You will be good enough to come this
way, sir?’

Blade turned to Howard – ‘I shall make
my first report one week from now.’

Howard ignored him. Blade followed the
grey man from the room. They paced together down a corridor and
entered another room. This one did not possess a carpet. Just bare
boards, a small desk, and shelves with papers piled on
them.

The grey man went to a large safe and
drew out money. While he counted it, Blade asked: ‘Was Jim Flaherty
kin to Ransome S. Howard?’

The grey man completed his counting,
muttered a number under his breath, raised his eyes, gave Blade a
hooded look and said: ‘I’m sorry, sir, I know of no Jim Flaherty.
May I ask what name I shall write on the receipt?’

‘Joseph Santiago
Blade.’

‘Thank you,
sir.’

The name was scratched in fine copper
plate writing. Blade signed for the money. Above his name was
written – ‘For services rendered.’

Blade pocketed the money.

‘Do you know what those
services are?’ Blade asked.

The man looked at the
floor.

‘No, sir. I have no idea. I
imagine they are confidential. Had Mr. Howard wished me to know of
them, he would have told me himself. Now, I shall show you
out.’

‘That’s all right, Mr.
Chard,’ said a voice from the door. ‘I’ll do that.’

Blade turned.

She stood in the open doorway. The
sunlight coming through the window caught her red hair. The
startlingly green eyes were enough to stop a man in his tracks. The
rest of her was the best that any eighteen-year-old girl could
offer.

The grey man said: ‘Miss June, I don’t
think that Mr. Howard would approve.’

‘Mr. Howard,’ said the
girl, ‘won’t know.’

She turned and gestured for Blade to
follow her. He thanked the grey man and left the room. She led the
way to the stairs without so much as glancing at him. Blade was
under the impression that she wanted to get him past Howard’s study
door.

At the foot of the stairs in the
center of the great shining hall with its ornate mirrors and
expanse of paintings, she stopped and said: ‘I’m June Howard. What
is your name, sir?’

‘Blade, Miss Howard. Joseph
Blade.’

‘And what is your business,
Mr. Blade?’

She was very tall, nearly the same
height as Blade. But she was perfectly proportioned, filling her
green suit admirably, dressed demurely enough, but quite unable to
conceal the proclamation of a beautiful body beneath.

‘My own, Miss
Howard.’

She flushed. The green eyes seemed to
darken in their anger. But there was a reason for her not being
openly angry with him. So she controlled her anger. Blade could see
that she was that kind of woman. No more than eighteen, but very
much a woman. The eyes told of experience, and of a woman who felt
deeply. This was no sheltered rich girl.

‘You are perhaps insolent,
Mr. Blade,’ she said very softy. The rebuke was like a sensual
caress.

Blade smiled ever so
faintly.

‘Mr. Howard thought the
same,’ he said.

She went on towards the front door,
entering the small lobby and turning to him again.

‘You make me curious, Mr.
Blade,’ she said. ‘My father hires some strange men, off and on,
but they don’t usually come here. When they do they are not invited
through the front entrance.’

Blade’s smile was cold now.

‘Maybe he thought he could
pass me off as a gentleman, ma’am,’ he said.

‘You look to be a very
secret man, Mr. Blade,’ she said. She was standing very close and
her voice was low. There was an intimacy in her manner that got to
him and he could wish that he knew this girl under other
circumstances. Her subdued scent entered his nostrils and teased
his masculinity. ‘My father prides himself on holding information
to himself. I imagine you both over-estimate yourselves. Men
invariably do, don’t they?’

With mock indulgence, Blade said: ‘I
didn’t expect to find an advocate of woman’s rights in the house of
Ransome S. Howard.’

‘I’m an advocate of woman’s
strength,’ she said. ‘Will you not change your mind, sir, and tell
me your business?’

‘Maybe I have no business,
Miss Howard,’ he said. ‘Possibly I am a gentleman of
leisure.’

She laughed almost
silently.

‘In that case, my father
would have nothing to do with you,’ she said. ‘He is all business.
Gentility is frivolous, or didn’t you know?’

She opened the front door.

He gave her a small bow and said:
‘Goodbye, Miss Howard. It has been a great pleasure to meet you. I
could only wish that there could be the greater pleasure of our
meeting again.’

She smiled – or perhaps grinned would
have been a better word. She grinned at him like a gamine, her eyes
suddenly full of taunt and promise.

‘I do believe you really
meant that polite phrase, Mr. Blade,’ she told him. ‘If you did, I
wouldn’t be surprised if you had that greater pleasure before
long.’

‘I doubt it, ma’am, much as
I may regret it,’ he said. ‘I am off on my travels.’

‘To Laredo,’ she
said.

It was a statement.

He kept his face expressionless, but
she had shaken him.

‘Little girls,’ he said,
‘shouldn’t listen at keyholes.’

‘Little is one thing I am
not,’ she said. ‘My father thinks I am a freak and that at my
height no man will so much as look at me.’

‘That I can’t believe,’ he
said. ‘I haven’t stopped looking at you since I first saw you.
Should you happen to be in Laredo ...’

She was grinning again. Now there was
a kind of controlled hunger in the grin.

She said: ‘You know, Mr. Blade, I
think maybe you’re a very nice man.’

He bowed and started away down the
steps between the two great white pillars – ‘Nice is hardly the
word I would use. Miss Howard, but it’s kind of you to use
it.’

She leaned against the door-jamb and
her full body curved delightfully inside the green
costume.

‘Would you say I was nice,
Mr. Blade?’

‘Again,’ he said, ‘nice is
hardly the right word.’

‘What is the right word,
Mr. Blade?’

‘It’s a long trip to
Laredo, Miss Howard,’ he replied. ‘I could not be better employed
in searching for the right one. If I were to see you in Laredo and
if you were to indicate that I might call on you there, that would
give me the opportunity of telling you.’

She laughed deep in her
throat.

‘Do that, Mr. Blade,’ she
said. ‘Yes, I think nice is the right word. Maybe a few more words
as well, but nice will do for now.’

He strode away down the long drive.
When he looked back, she was still standing there, watching
him.

When he reached his hotel, the desk
clerk told him: ‘Mr. Blade, there was a man here asking for
you.’

‘Did he leave a
name?’

‘No, sir.’

The clerk said that the man had been
small and dark, unremarkable. He wore a plainsman’s hat and a brown
store-bought suit, cattleman’s boots. Aged thirty-five or
thereabouts. Moustache. Spoke with a Southern drawl. Could have
been anybody. Blade climbed the stairs to his room. When he had lit
the lamp, he saw that he had been visited in his
absence.


 


 


 


Two


It wasn’t the first time in his life
that he’d had his room, searched. It was an occupational hazard in
his profession. Just the same, it never failed to leave him with a
strange chill down his spine. And it always angered him.

This time, the searcher or searchers
had worked fast and had not cared how much damage they did. It was
as if their need to find something was reinforced by a personal
hatred for him. They had used knives, and ripped up everything that
could be ripped. The destruction had given them pleasure. The
lining of his grip had been slashed and torn out. Every seam of his
clothing seemed to have been opened. They had even ripped the
lining from his gun case in which his silver-mounted Colt 1859s
were kept. They were obsolete weapons, but treasured examples of
the best of the gunmaker’s art. They had been given to him by
Charles Goodnight as a token of his gratitude for what Blade had
considered a trifling act of generosity. He greatly admired the
pioneer cattleman and had not wished to take money from
him.

‘How about the guns, you
damn young fool?’ Charles Goodnight had said. ‘Will you take the
guns?’ And Blade had not been able to refuse. His collector’s
instinct was too strong in him. The great rancher had laughed in
his dry ironic way and said: ‘Every man has his price.’

Blade sat on the bed amongst the
debris and gazed at the beautiful, ruined case.

‘The bastards,’ he said
softly.

Then he began the long, detailed check
to see if they had taken anything. An hour later, he reckoned they
had taken nothing. The fact did not surprise him, because there
wasn’t anything to take anything, that was, that he could think of.
One thing for sure: they had not been after money. Men didn’t make
this kind of search for money. These fellows had been looking for
something small and flat.

He allowed himself a drink now and
started tidying the place. By the time a clock somewhere struck
midnight, he was ready for bed and he had erased his anger from his
mind.

He lay back on the bed with his hands
behind his head, fully dressed and thinking about June Howard. They
were good thoughts and he enjoyed them. She was a fine girl and she
made even Laredo seem worthwhile. He could not help wondering how a
dried up old goat like her father could have sired such loveliness.
Her mother must have been a peach.

He had started to doze when a light
tap came on the door.

Not surprisingly, he had turned the
key in the lock.

‘Who’s this?’ he
asked.

‘It’s the desk clerk, Mr.
Blade.’

He recognized the voice.

‘What is it?’ he
asked.

‘A letter has been
delivered to you by hand, sir.’

Blade sat up. He reached under the
pillow and fetched out the tiny Remington derringer, two barrels,
up-and-over. Close up, it could blow a hole in a man you could
drive a coach and horses through. He slipped it into his silk vest
pocket.

‘Who brought it?’ he
demanded.

‘The same man who called
earlier, sir.’

‘Slip it under the
door.’

There was a slight pause before the
man said: ‘It’s too fat, sir. It’s a kind of package.’

Blade stood up and slipped the gun
from his pocket. Holding it against his leg, he stepped to the door
and turned the key with his left hand.

It all happened very quickly
then.

Even before he had turned the door
handle, a great weight was hurled against the door and it burst
open. Blade tried to step back and avoid it, but it crashed into
him so violently that he was almost knocked from his
feet.

The club hit him with sickening impact
across the face.

As he went down, his right hand
automatically raised the derringer, but another blow stretched him
on the floor. He was shocked and dazed, but still conscious. He saw
the guns in the two men’s hands and he knew they were both cocked.
He knew that he was very close to death.

Through his half-focused eyes, he saw
the desk clerk being thrown into the room and clubbed to the floor.
The fellow lay there groaning and whimpering.

One of the men sat on the bed and
watched him. He was a big fellow with a florid face, all muscle and
bone with narrow lips and flat belly. One day he would run to fat,
but now he was in the peak of condition.

The other fellow turned a chair the
wrong way around, sat on it and stared at Blade over the back. This
was the man who had asked for him earlier. The wide-brimmed hat,
the brown suit and the cowman’s boots.

Both men held their guns like men who
were used to handling them.

‘All right, Blade,’ said
the man in the brown suit, ‘where is it?’

The head of the club had clipped
Blade’s mouth. The upper lip had been mashed against his teeth.
Luckily, the teeth were still intact. Just the same, talking was
neither easy nor comfortable.

‘Where’s what?’ he
said.

The man on the bed rolled his eyes to
heaven.

‘Oh, Jesus,’ said the man
on the bed, ‘he’s going to waste our time.’ He spoke with all the
fervor of a religious fanatic.

The man in the brown suit admonished
him with a sad glance.

‘No, he’s not,’ he said.
‘He’s too smart for that. He knows the kind we are. You know what
kind we are, don’t you, Blade? You’re a professional like us,
aren’t you? You know the score. You know there’s no profit in
foolin’ with our kind, because we know how to do horrible things to
you.’

The desk clerk groaned and tried to
sit up. He put his face in his hands and blood seeped out between
his fingers.

‘You’ve broken my head,’ he
said indistinctly. ‘I’ll bleed to death. My God, I’m going to
die.’

The man in the brown suit
chuckled.

‘You do enjoy your work,’
he told the man on the bed.

‘I got to admit it,’ said
the big man. ‘I’m real dedicated. When I hit a man, he stays
hit.’

Blade said: ‘You boys shouldn’t hang
around. You made a hell of a racket. Somebody had to hear you and
raise the alarm.’

‘That’s true,’ said the
brown suit. ‘Which means we have to work fast. So we work fast. And
you know what that means, Blade. We have to make you talk
quick.’

Blade sat up.

‘Don’t sit up,’ said the
brown suit. ‘Stay flat on the floor. I prefer you that
way.’

Blade looked at the gun pointed at his
heart and obeyed.

Brown suit said: ‘Don’t get between
Blade and me, pardner. Use the knife. They always come around fast
to my way of thinkin’ when you start on the fingernails. I learned
that from the Cheyenne when I wasn’t no more’n a button. Real dandy
at it, they was. Used wooden splinters.’

The big man rose from the bed and the
springs twanged unmusically. He put his gun away in his coat pocket
and produced a large clasp knife. He opened the blade and nodded
amiably at his potential victim.

‘This is goin’ to hurt you
more’n it hurts me,’ he said. ‘An’ then some.’

The desk clerk said: ‘I’ll bleed to
death. I got to have a doctor.’

‘Five minutes at the
outside,’ said the brown suit, ‘an’ every doc in the city will be
at your disposal, my friend.’

The big man edged around behind Blade.
He smelled of cattle and sweat. His knee joint cracked as he got
down on one knee.

‘Give me your left hand,’
he said. ‘I always start with the left. It seems to be
lucky.’

‘No,’ said Blade, ‘don’t do
it. I don’t have anything to tell you.’

Brown suit said: ‘Have a last think,
friend. Just tell us where you have it hid an’ we’ll go. It’ll be
all over, an’ just like it never happened. My word on
it.’

‘All right,’ said Blade,
‘I’ll tell you. I know I couldn’t stand the pain.’

‘You’re smart,’ said the
big man.

Blade reached up and caught him by his
long black hair, wrenching his face forward and down.

Instinctively, the man in the brown,
suit fired.

The roar of the gun in the small room
was deafening. At once the air was full of the powerfully acrid
smell of burned powder. Blade was conscious of it as he made his
next move.

The big man was hurled backward as the
heavy ball thudded into him with a sound like the breaking of a
gigantic egg.

Blade’s right hand slapped down on to
the tiny gun he had dropped when he fell. It seemed that he watched
for an age as the man in the brown suit pulled back the hammer of
his gun.

Blade fired a fraction of a second
before the other.

The face of the man in the brown suit
showed utter surprise and shock as the chair teetered back on two
legs. Then man and chair hit the floor and the building seemed to
shake to its foundations. Before the man landed, Blade had fired a
second time.

Plaster rained down from the ceiling
as the dead man’s shot ploughed into it.

Blade stayed where he was, gasping.
The fumes from the gun hit him and he started coughing. He thought
he would never stop coughing.

He heard a sound.

The frightened face of a man in his
nightshirt showed in the doorway.

‘Fetch a doctor,’ Blade
said and heard the tremor in his own voice. ‘Fast.’

The desk clerk was weeping. Blade
couldn’t blame him. He felt a bit like weeping himself.

My God, he thought, the price of
Ransome S. Howard’s assignment just went up.

After that there was some trouble for
a couple of hours and it was in the lap of the gods whether he
ended up in the Kansas City jail in the middle of the night or not.
The city
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