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The Missouri raiders were bleeding Kansas dry. Between them and their crazy dreams of conquest stood Lee Fisher, posing as one of the bloodthirsty crew with Emma Wright playing the part of his mistress. But before the debts’ death calls were settled, Fisher and Emma got spilled into the wide-open game ... a game that had only one prize: destruction.
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Chapter One

	 

	SMOKE, THICK AND oily, filled the room. It clogged the man’s lungs, burned at his throat, its pungency bringing tears to his eyes. The tears mingled with those already running down his bloodied cheeks, coursing through the grime, dribbling over the ragged flesh of his lips, through the crimson welling from his shattered nose.

	He dragged himself crab-like over the rough planks, ignoring the splinters that studded his palms with the same forsaken indifference with which he ignored the embers sparking bright from the burning roof. He had only one thought in his mind: to reach Emily.

	It didn’t occur to him that Emily was dead.

	No more than it occurred to him to save his life before the cabin fell in around him.

	He climbed up on one knee, hauling his other leg behind him. It was broken just below the hip, where a scattergun had blasted its full load of buckshot through the worn cloth of his pants, his flesh and the bone beneath. He paid no attention to the pain. He wanted only to reach his wife.

	He had wanted to reach her since the raiders first kicked their way into the cabin. Had tried. But the shotgun stopped him. That and the boots pounding into his face and ribs. There had been a time of blackness after that, a time interrupted by the screaming of his wife as the men took her, one by one. Laughing. He had reached for the Colt Dragoon hung from its peg above the mantelshelf, counting a bullet for each man in the room. Then someone had lifted the gun in its old, wrinkled holster and swung it hard against his face. He had felt his nose break before the darkness closed in again and the pain came back.

	The next time he opened his eyes the men were leaving.

	Emily lay half-naked over the settle he had built, up against the far wall. Her dress was torn and her legs were spread wide. There was blood on her face and more on the floor.

	He had begun to crawl when the first torch came in through the window. He cursed: the glass had cost him a deal of money in Lawrence, and a whole lot of sweat shipping it back on the wagon. The tar-coated brand spread flame over the rough planks and he had slapped at them until his hands burned and the flickers went out. Then two more had come through, the second window broke and a rain of torches showered in. Then he had ignored them, dragging himself through the flames towards Emily.

	It was hard going. One of the raiders had tramped his left hand to a bloody pulp and he thought his other wrist was cracked. He knew that his ribs were busted and threatening to poke up into his lungs.

	But he kept on going.

	After a while that felt a whole lot longer he realized the cabin was burning. The walls and roof were aflame, sparks flaming down over his head and back.

	He paid the pain no heed.

	Emily … 

	Must reach Emily.

	Tend her. Comfort her. Tell her it was all right.

	He reached the sprawled body of his wife as the roof caved in.

	It was built of honest Kansas timber, dried out by the Kansas sun and the eternal wind. It was tinder dry and ready to burn.

	It came down over him like hailstones falling from Hell. Hot, agonizing, burning.

	He screamed, feeling the fire cascade over his body. He sucked in a breath and felt fire sear his lungs. He tried to scream again, but his lips blackened and blistered, his hair took flame and his eyes scorched.

	The last thing he saw was Emily’s burning hair, red flame on auburn as her face blackened and the world grew red.

	 

	Outside the cabin the Jayhawkers laughed.

	There were seven of them. Six had gone in, one had held the horses, nervous at the sudden gush of flame that erupted from the cabin.

	They watched as a man’s life fell around him. Laughed as he died. Laughed at what they had done to his wife, the joke made greater by his helpless presence.

	When the cabin was a smoldering ruin of fallen timber and sparking ash they rode away, slapping grimy hips in amusement, cheering one another on.

	They rode fast, eager to reach the banks of the Kansas river and follow the waterway on eastwards to the safety of Missouri.

	They were ugly-looking men with the ash from the cabin griming their faces and their clothes, smearing over the blood that speckled their rag-tag attempts at a uniform. Most wore the heavy-woven pants of a farmer, and their jackets were a mixture of home-made cloth and the upper part of store-bought suits. Their unification came from the dark-dyed shirts they wore: somber red, almost maroon, and stitched with hand-sewn designs.

	They wore solid-looking gunbelts that carried a brace of pistols each, extra guns holstered on their saddles. A few bore single-shot rifles—Spencers or Henrys—and they all carried long, evil-looking knives in sheaths belted to waist or saddle.

	Their leader, the big, dark man who rode at the head of the ragged column, carried a Meteor shotgun cradled in his right arm.

	A thick spread of beard shaded his lower face, but above the hair glinted cold blue eyes that scanned the ground ahead with the flickering gaze of a snake. He wore two .44 Colt’s Dragoon pistols on his belt. The left-hand gun was holstered with the butt forwards; the right was hung in the usual fashion. He carried a Spencer carbine on his saddle and a satisfied grin on his face.

	He lifted his left hand as they came to the river.

	“Easy now, boys.” His voice was thick, slurred with the accents of the Missouri country. “Might be there’s some nigra-lovers waitin’ fer us. Let’s bide a while an’ test the water.”

	“Jesus, Caleb!” whined a voice from behind. “Let’s get the hell back home. Afore the Redlegs raise up a posse.”

	“You scared, Jubal?”

	The question was heavy with contempt.

	“Hell, no,” Jubal mumbled. “You know I ain’t. I just don’t figger it a good idea to wait around.”

	“Don’t figger nuthin’,” grunted the dark man. “You leave that to me.”

	Jubal opened his mouth to complain, but thought better of it. He looked away from the big man with the shotgun and found something on his saddle to occupy his attention. His lips moved silently, but he took care that no-one should see the curses he mouthed.

	“Vinny, Jace.” Two men urged their mounts forwards. “You go check it out. Hold to the brush an’ don’t get seen. If it’s clear, give a whistle.”

	The riders nodded and eased off into the trees. In moments they were hidden amongst the birches, shadow on shadow, moving silently through the sun-dappled woodland.

	The others waited. There was no sign of pursuit, nor any sounds that might suggest ambush, but they remained alert, tensed, eyes and ears checking the surrounding terrain. After a while a jay shrieked its raucous cry, closely followed by another. Caleb heeled his horse into the trees, leading the column towards the river.

	Vinny and Jace sat their animals on the river bank, slumped casually in the saddle.

	“Ain’t a soul around, Caleb. She’s quieter ’n a whorehouse on Monday.”

	“Good. Let’s get on over.”

	Caleb dismounted and walked his horse down the bank. A wide pathway had been dug out here, ending in a crude wooden jetty. Tied to the uprights was a solid-looking raft, twin drag ropes spanning out across the water. He led the pony on to the raft, murmuring encouragement as the animal felt the sway of the timbers beneath its hooves. There was room for three more animals before the raft was full, and the men took hold of the ropes, hauling the platform out into the current. The horses stayed calm, as though accustomed to the crossing, and the men brought the thing smoothly in to the far bank.

	The raft was hauled back and the three remaining men went on board. Just to prove he wasn’t scared, Jubal insisted on being last. Caleb watched impassively, making—to the annoyance of the smaller man—no comment on this act of hind-sighted bravery.

	When they were regrouped on the north bank of the Smoky Hill Caleb nodded, turning his horse eastwards.

	“Let’s go. The Captain’ll be waitin’ to hear what happened.”

	 

	It was night before they reached their destination, the township of Independence on the boundary between Kansas and Missouri. They split up there, each man heading for his home with the confidence of honest citizens. Or men sure of a sound alibi.

	Caleb headed for a saloon.

	The Lost Dog was crowded out with rivermen and cowboys, a sprinkling of farmers and the usual drifters who seemed to pass from one bottle to the next, moving on when the money ran out and the problem of work raised its unwelcome head. He shoved through the drinkers, ignoring several invitations to sit in on card games, and elbowed his way to the stairs.

	He paused at the head, cold, black eyes scanning the room with innate caution, then turned to a door halfway along the balcony. Tapping once on the thin paneling, he waited until the man inside invited him to enter.

	Once through the door he felt, as always, that he had stepped into another world. Thick carpets covered the floor, their richness muffling his footsteps; heavy drapes covered the windows, and a screen of lacquered wood formed a kind of portico beyond the door. The furniture was hand-carved from heavy, reddish-black mahogany. Paintings hung on the walls. The place was a far cry from anything Caleb had seen this side of St. Louis and he hated to think what it must have cost to ship the stuff in.

	He doffed his hat, suddenly nervous as the man seated on the banquette stared at him.

	“Well?” the voice was dry as a Kansas dust storm. And equally menacing. “How did it go?”

	“Well,” answered Caleb. “We killed Strother an’ his wife. Fired the cabin. By now there won’t be but ashes.”

	“Excellent. Did anyone see you?”

	“No. We rode in like we was on the way to a prayer meetin’. Same comin’ out.”

	“The blacks? What about them?”

	“Runnin’ scared. They saw us comin’ an’ took off like their asses was on fire. Frank an’ Vinny wanted to chase ’em, but I said not to.”

	“Quite right. They’ll learn their lesson and come to heel. No point to destroying sound breeding stock. You did well, Caleb.”

	“Thanks, Captain.”

	Caleb grinned through his beard like a schoolboy praised for handling a lesson well. He waited until the other man motioned him to sit down, then curled his big frame into a leather armchair.

	“Whiskey?”

	“Thanks, sir. I’d appreciate it.”

	The man reached out to the crystal decanter on the low table beside him and poured two glasses. Caleb took a long, grateful swallow and studied him over the rim.

	He was thin as Caleb was broad, a sparse, skeletal man with bright, burning blue eyes set in deep-sunk sockets that seemed to carry a permanent shadow about them. He was dressed in a tailored frock-coat of black linen, tight-fitting pants of the same material sitting snug over side-button boots polished so gleaming clean they reflected the light of the ornate lamp hung from the low ceiling. His shirt was of white lawn, frilled at cuff and collar, a cravat of burgundy silk fastened at the neck with a diamond pin.

	The face was pale, a stranger to the sun, narrow lips set beneath a thin wedge of nose. The forehead was high, waxy in the yellow light, and his hair gleamed black and sleek as his footwear.

	He had come to Independence a year ago with two wagon loads of furniture and a trunk stuffed full of money.

	His name was Jonas Vickers. Captain Jonas Vickers. And he was mean as an angry diamondback.

	He had taken up residence in the Lost Dog and command of Caleb’s Jayhawking gang. Two men had argued that takeover: both were dead. Vickers wore a .36 Colt’s Navy in a shoulder rig and used the gun faster than any man Caleb had ever seen. Caleb James was lacking in education, but he was no fool. He had recognized a leader when he saw Vickers, and guessed that the cold, calm man would guide him to more money than he could make on his own. He had accepted Jonas Vickers without question.

	So far it had proven a sound decision.

	“So,” murmured Vickers in that dust-dry voice, “we must plan our next move.”

	“Wilde must be feelin’ the pinch by now,” suggested Caleb. “I’d think he’s contemplatin’ a get-out.”

	Vickers shook his head, helping himself to more whiskey.

	“You don’t know Robert Wilde like I do, Caleb. He’s not a man to quit easily.”

	“Hell!” Caleb emptied his glass and waited to be offered more. “We burned out seven o’ his tenants. We run off more o’ his nigras than he can afford. How can he keep goin’?”

	“Diversions,” grated Vickers, “minor skirmishes to test his strength. What we must do now is hit him hard. Hit him in the heart.”

	“What?” Caleb sounded almost frightened. “Raid Northville? We don’t have the men for it.”

	“We can get them,” said Vickers evenly, “it’s just a question of timing it right. Things are hotting up, my friend. Like a kettle on the stove, the South is boiling over. There’ll be war before long. Take my word on it. If things go on as they are now the South will secede and draw the damn’ Yankees into civil war. And war, Caleb, can make men rich.”

	“Yeah,” grunted Caleb, out of his depth. “I’ll go along with that. I got no time fer nigra-lovers an’ less fer Yankees, but I still can’t see us raidin’ Northville. The place is too damn’ strong. Wilde owns the town.”

	“Towns can change hands, Caleb.” Vickers’ voice was softer now, almost pleasant as he relished his private thoughts. “Just as power does. And with Northville under our control we shall hold a great deal of power.”

	It was a warm summer that year of 1856, and tempers matched the heat.

	In May, United States Marshal J. B. Donaldson had led a posse of eight hundred men into Lawrence, Kansas, to quell potential anti-slavery riots. The posse became a mob: two newspaper offices, a hotel, and the governor’s home were burned to the ground.

	In the Senate, Congressman Preston Brooks of South Carolina beat Charles Sumner of Massachusetts to a bloody pulp. He used a cane, and during the following weeks jubilant Southerners showered the six-foot Congressman with presentation canes.

	The new telegraph system brought the news to Kansas. On 24th May it reached a fervent anti-slavery supporter called John Brown. Brown led eight men, four of them his own sons, to Pottawatomie Creek. Systematically, Brown’s vigilantes butchered five homesteaders.

	In Washington, dissatisfied Northerners flocked to the support of the new-formed Republican party, pushing John Charles Fremont forwards as their candidate for the presidential seat. The South allied itself behind James Buchanan of the Democratic party, and saw him elected to the White House.

	And a gangling, earnest man, a lawyer from the Northwest frontier country fought hard to preserve the rights of all men, black or white. He was tall and ugly. His name was Abraham Lincoln.

	The heat of summer baked Kansas.

	And feelings ran higher than the temperature.

	Fanatics like John Brown pursued a course of bloody massacre in support of their cause. Southern sympathizers answered in equal measure. Kansas Redlegs fought Missouri Jayhawkers. Half the people of Kansas turned to the North, the other half set their eyes to Richmond, in the South. And cut-throat gangs rode in to make the best of the rich pickings set out like appetizers for the coming war.

	Kansas earned its nickname: Kansas, Bloody Kansas.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	THE CIGAR SMOKE was beginning to bother Lee Fisher.

	It filled the rosewood-paneled office with a thick fug of aromatic blue mist that stung his nostrils and watered his eyes enough to make him blink. Fisher didn’t enjoy discomfort. He could put up with it. Had, more often than not.

	But he didn’t enjoy it.

	He stood up and moved over to the window.

	“Go ahead, open it.”

	The speaker was a big, ruddy-faced man in an expensive suit cut to hide the spread of his stomach. He waved his cigar as he turned to glance at Fisher, reminding the younger man who was the boss.

	“Thanks.”

	Fisher’s voice was faintly accented, a mixture of French-Canadian and pure American with an overlay of the guttural throat sounds the Indians use. It was not surprising: he was born in the Northwest, on the high branch of the Missouri, where his parents had died. After that he had lived with the Blackfeet, become an Indian. It was something ingrained, a part of him, even though he now wore a fashionable black suit complete with silver watch-chain spread across his lean ribs and a rakish moustache that made him look older than his natural span of twenty-seven years.

	“Don’t mention it. And try not to sound so damn’ surly. I can’t help it if you don’t like my cigars.”

	Albert C. Wilder grinned as Fisher turned away, staring out at the bustle of the St. Louis streets, and leaned forwards across the wide, leather-topped desk to stab his huge cigar at Bradford McGarry.

	“You follow me so far, Brad?”

	McGarry nodded, sparking light off the thin gold frames of his owlish spectacles. “Sure, though I’d like to hear some more.”

	He was older than Fisher, and a good deal heavier, a short, compact man with the bland face and mouse-brown hair of a book-keeper or hotel clerk. Where Fisher was dark, McGarry was pale: in face, hair, even manner. His suit lacked the dash of Fisher’s and his manner was almost apologetic. It belied the mind. It served him well as an undercover agent for Wilder’s detection and protection agency.

	If Fisher was the cold steel, then McGarry was the subtle poison. They made a good team, had done before. The two men and the woman seated beside the brown man.

	Emma Wright was twenty-three and beautiful. The demure dress she wore was impeccably cut, but could no more hide her curves than a wet sheet. Its rich green accented the auburn of her long hair, complementing the green of her eyes and the full lusciousness of her mouth.

	Fisher turned back from the window, grinning at her.

	She ignored him studiously, which afforded him more amusement. One day, he promised himself, you’ll look me in the eye and say “please”. One day.

	Lee Fisher was good with women. Almost as good as he was with a gun. But Emma refused to know, had even threatened him once with the little gun she carried. That thought made Lee Fisher smile again as he recalled where she holstered the tiny Remington-Elliot derringer. It was almost worth risking a bullet to see that smooth spread of soft-fleshed thigh.

	He pushed the memory from his mind, concentrating on Wilder as he walked back into the heavy smoke.

	“All right,” said the big man, “let’s run over it again, just in case Lee, here, got his mind mixed up in a petticoat.

	“You three did real good bringing the Stillwell gang in, but this new one sounds like something different. Something a whole lot harder.”

	He dropped his cigar into an ashtray that was already threatening to overwhelm the desk and reached for a fresh cylinder of dark tobacco.

	“Kansas is in one hell of a mess. There’s Southern sympathizers raiding out of Missouri and Kansas vigilantes answering back. The territory looks set for its own private war, which won’t have a whole lot to do with the big one I think is coming. It’s natural breeding ground for outlaws. Like a pond is for mosquitoes. There’s one particular gang that’s giving more trouble than it’s worth: all we know about it is that folks call it the Captain’s Band and it’s been hitting a big landowner called Robert Wilde.”

	He snipped the end from his cigar with a practiced movement and waited as McGarry held a lit
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