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Swift,
deadly and merciless were the raiders who hit the Kansas ranch and
when they rode out they left behind two men dead and a woman who
wouldn’t make it through the night. With a stolen Army payroll in
their saddlebags they ran for the border and although they covered
their back-trail well, someone was on it. He was a man with a gun,
determined to hunt every one of them down. His name was Angel and
the name of his game was sudden death.

And so
the Justice Department put their best man into the field with one
simple instruction. Before he kills every one of them – find
Angel!
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A Note to the Reader

In
Record Group 60 of the National Archives in Washington DC there is
abundant documentary evidence to the effect that for a number of
years the United States Department of Justice employed a Special
Investigator named Frank Angel, who was directly responsible to the
Attorney-General of the United States. There is no record that the
events portrayed in this book took place, or that Frank Angel took
part in them. Equally, there is no record that he did
not.


Chapter One

There
were seven of them.

Three
days earlier they had ambushed a paymaster’s wagon on its way to
Fort Riley, killing the four troopers riding escort and a civilian
teamster, a Swede named Soderstrom. Then they headed out hard and
fast across the flat empty Kansas plain, quartering south and west,
keeping away from the settlements and the Army posts where the
telegraph would have already chattered with the news of the
robbery, moving steadily towards the Colorado border.

Now
they crested a bluff about ten miles beyond Fort Dodge, skirting
along its northern side down into a broad valley. Below them they
could see smoke rising from the chimney of a ranch standing shaded
in a grove of stunted cottonwoods. In the sturdily-built corrals,
horses stood hip-shot in the flat morning sun.

‘How
many miles to the border?’ the leader said.

‘’Bout forty miles to the Cimarron,’ someone
answered.

‘We
need fresh horses,’ the leader said.

The
seven men moved down the side of the valley and came up to the
ranch. They were shaggy and unkempt after three days’ hard riding,
and the horses were just about finished.

A man
came out of the house and stood in the yard, shading his eyes
against the sunlight with his hand. He looked to be about thirty,
but you couldn’t tell in this country.

‘Howdy, all,’ he said as the riders bunched up before him in
the yard.

‘You
boys look like you come a far piece.’

‘That
we have,’ said the leader of the riders. As he dismounted it became
clear that his huge shoulders, thick neck and barrel chest were
oddly out of proportion with the rest of his body, for he was a
short man who walked with an almost nautical roll. He slapped the
dust from his clothes with his Stetson and extended a
hand.

‘Cravetts is my name,’ he said. He had a good smile. ‘Me an’
the boys here are on our way back to Farmington in New Mex. just
delivered us a herd in Sedalia and happy to be done with her. Can’t
get back to the little woman fast enough.’

‘Know
how you feel,’ the rancher said. ‘Glad to know you, Cravetts. My
name’s John Gibbons. Run this place with m’wife, couple o’
hands.’

‘Nice
spread,’ nodded Cravetts. ‘You run many head?’

‘Few
hundred,’ Gibbons replied. ‘Mostly it’s horses. We got a good deal
goin’ with the sojer boys, over at Dodge an’ Larned. Take all the
animals we can give ’em.’

Cravetts exchanged a glance with his men, who had dismounted
too and were standing in almost posed indolence in a half circle
behind him.

‘How
many horses you got here now?’ he asked.

‘Twenty, mebbe,’ Gibbons said. ‘But listen; let’s get in out
of this sun. I guess you men wouldn’t say no to some
coffee?’

‘That’s raht frien’ly o’ you, mister,’ said one of the men, a
tall tow—haired fellow of maybe twenty-three or -four. ‘We`d sure
appreciate it.’

‘You
boys can take your coffee out here,’ Cravetts said. ‘We’re
travelling pretty light, Mr. Gibbons, an’ as fast as we can. Don’t
want the boys dirtying up your missus’ house.’

At
that moment, Mrs. Gibbons came to the door, a clutch of tin cups
and a coffeepot in her hands. Cravetts hastened to help her, and
she smiled her thanks. She was a young woman, her blonde hair tied
back with a piece of checkered gingham, and there were dimples in
her cheeks.

‘You
gentlemen come on up here and get your coffee,’ she said, and
nodded to each one as Cravetts introduced them.

‘Lee
Monsher,’ he said, as the tow-haired youngster with the Southern
accent took his cup. ‘Howie Kamins, Frank Torelli, Johnnie Vister,
Milt Sharp, and Denny Juba.’

‘You
boys are some ways off the main trail,’ Gibbons
remarked.

Monsher’s head came up at the words, but a glance from
Cravetts stilled the movement, and the wary look in Monsher’s eyes
was hooded quickly.

‘We’re carrying a fair piece of money, Mr. Gibbons,’ Cravetts
said. ‘I figured it was best to stay off the beaten path a
little.’

‘You
might be right at that,’ Gibbons said. He sipped his coffee and his
eyes touched the grouped men squatting drinking. Cravetts marked
how the rancher ticked off the fact that all of the men were
heavily armed, and he could see Gibbons trying to frame a question
that would satisfy his curiosity without appearing rude or
prying.

‘You
run this place with just two hands,’ he said. ‘Must keep you pretty
occupied.’

‘It
has its moments,’ Gibbons said.

‘Your
boys around?’ Cravetts asked.

‘Dave
is in the barn,’ Gibbons said. ‘Frank — ’ His eyes
narrowed.

Cravetts saw it and knew that in that moment Gibbons had put
together all the questions he had asked and come up with the reason
for them and without another thought Cravetts shot the rancher
through the heart.

The
rancher reeled backwards, his chest smashed in by the heavy caliber
bullet, his shirt shouldering. Mrs. Gibbons screamed, whirling
around so that the coffee spewed from the pot in a steaming tan
arc, and her scream was still hanging in the air as a youngster
came out of the barn, running with his head up and a cocked six-gun
in his hand. Cravetts’ men were on their feet now and three of them
fired almost simultaneously, the bullets whipping the boy off his
feet and smashing him into the dirt of the yard, scattering the
chickens foraging there.

‘Check it out!’ snapped Cravetts, gesturing towards the house,
and Monsher and two of the others ran inside, guns drawn, as
Torelli and Vister grappled with Mrs. Gibbons, who was trying to
get at Cravetts, incomprehensible stutterings of outrage and agony
bursting from her mouth, streaming tears reddening her empty
eyes.

‘Shut
her up!’ Cravetts told his men and turned as the tow-haired Monsher
came out of the house shaking his head.

‘Where’s the other man?’ Cravetts said, turning to the woman,
across whose mouth Torelli had clamped a grimy fist. She shook her
head. Cravetts drew back his hand and hit her across the face with
his open palm, flat and hard and mercilessly. Mrs. Gibbons’ head
rocked to one side and a cruel red welt flamed on her
cheekbone.

‘Talk, damn you!’ snarled the raider.

‘He’s
not here,’ the woman sobbed. ‘Not here.’

‘Where, then?’

‘He
went over to the Fort,’ she managed. Then her head came up and the
fire came back into her eyes. ‘You’ll hang for this!’ she
hissed.

‘That’ll be the day,’ Cravetts said. ‘Denny! Milt! Get them
horses saddled up. Come on, come on, we don’t have all
day!’

Three
of the raiders were out in the corral, throwing bridles over the
heads of the milling horses. Cravetts turned to Torelli.

‘Turn
her loose,’ he said. ‘Let her look after her man.’

Torelli nodded and released his hold on Mrs. Gibbons and
Vister followed suit. Without a second’s hesitation the woman went
straight for Cravetts’ eyes with her hands, her whole body arched
with the pent fury of her hatred. Her nails raked a set of tracks
down the man’s face that went quickly red with bright blood, and
Cravetts stood rigid for a moment in utter, astonished rage. Then
with a growl that started somewhere deep inside him he grabbed the
woman by the arms and threw her away from him. The bodice of her
dress tore away in his hands as she went backwards and she fell on
her back, her exposed breasts and body startlingly white in the
bright sunlight. Cravetts stood for a moment above her, the bright
blood staining his collar, his eyes wide with a sudden
madness.

And
then he fell upon her.


Chapter Two

Frank
Angel saw the smoke from a long way off.

He
put the spurs to his horse and came over the crest of the bluff
going at a flat gallop, heading down towards the burning ranch. He
swung off the horse and ran towards the house, shying back from the
crackling flames that blasted tangible heat at him.

‘Mr.
Gibbons!’ he yelled. ‘Dave!’

Nothing moved except the lancing fingers of flame that crept
greedily up the charring walls of the house. He ran towards the
door and was again beaten back by the flames. He heard the fizzing
hiss as his hair singed and then he ran flat out across the yard to
the barn. By the door of the barn he saw the dead body of Dave Pugh
lying in a sticky pool of blood covered in swarming
flies.

He
ran on past Pugh’s body and into the barn, grabbing a horse blanket
which he dunked into the horse trough.

Wrapping it around his head and shoulders he ran back to the
house and charged into the flaming doorway. The big living-room was
full of smoke and he began to cough rackingly as it bit into his
lungs. He felt the scorching heat of the flames as he breathed and
all the oxygen went out of his chest. He stumbled and fell to the
floor, and then he saw the bodies in the corner of the room, like a
carelessly piled jumble of dirty laundry. The sound of the flames
was a constant roar and his eyes were streaming. Lying flat on his
belly he scrambled across the floor, steam billowing off the wet
blanket. John Gibbons was quite dead; there was a gaping hole in
his back where the bullet had exited. He could not tell if Mrs.
Gibbons was dead or not. Her clothes were torn and her body was
bloody but he could not find any wound. He took hold of her feet
and started to drag her towards the door. His head was light and he
could hear a high whining noise.

It
took him a minute to realize he was making it himself.

The
shirt on his back was starting to shoulder and his skin was burning
off, he could feel it scorching.

Coughing, retching, blind with sticky eyes that no longer
could weep, he dragged the woman’s body to the door and then across
the lintel. Her hair was singed short and blackened at the ends.
There were blisters on her skin and he could feel the slippery
liquidity of his own burned hands as they touched the bare earth of
the yard. He dragged the woman out into the open without quite
knowing how he did it; pulling her unceremoniously away from the
flames, out into the open.

He
managed to get to his feet, his whole body heaving and retching to
get oxygen into his lungs, and staggered across to the watering
trough, half falling into it. The sudden biting coolness of the
water shocked him back into consciousness, and he heard the hiss as
the burning wool of his shirt was extinguished. He lay in the
blessed chill of the water until his head began to clear and then
he got up and tried to walk across to where Stella Gibbons lay. Now
he saw her clearly for the first time and realized she was almost
naked. He saw the bloody rags of clothing at her crotch and he saw
her trying to sit up, her face contorted into a straining mask, the
light of pure madness in her eyes as she screamed. Angel’s head was
light and he thought he must have gone deaf because he could see
her stretching her hand towards him and screaming and yet he could
hear no sound coming from her. Yet he could hear the terrible
crackling of the burning house and then he knew what had happened
and as he realized it he started to run towards her and halfway
there he slipped straight down into unconsciousness and crumpled in
a heap upon the ground.


‘He’s
coming round.’

No
I’m not, Angel thought petulantly. No I ’m not.

But
he came on up out of the darkness and felt the pain for the first
time, alive and pure white and just below the threshold of
unbearability all over his body: his back, his shoulders, arms and
hands. He opened his eyes.

A
bed. He moved his head right and left. Beds. A hospital. Then it
all came back and he knew where he was and he lifted his head to
look at the Army uniforms, the Post Surgeon standing at the end of
the bed, the orderly with the medical chart in his hands taking
notes.

‘How
are you feeling, young man?’ the doctor asked.

‘All
right, I guess,’ Angel said. Then he remembered more and said ‘Mrs.
Gibbons! Is she — ’

The
Army man shook his head. ‘You’ve been out for two days, son. Mrs.
Gibbons died the night we brought her in here.’

Angel
shook his head. The memory would not go away: the straining face,
the empty eyes, that soundless, awful scream ...

‘Did
she — ’ He stopped himself There was no way she could have
talked.

He
tried again.

‘Did
you find out what happened?’

The
Army doctor nodded. ‘Mrs. Gibbons tried to write a little of it
down. We were able to piece it together from what we found out
there.’

‘How
did you — ’

‘Son,
people in this country see smoke they know it’s trouble,’ the
doctor said. ‘Al Woodward damn’ near killed a team of horses
getting to the Gibbons place. Found you and the woman laying in the
yard more dead than alive, and got you over here as fast as he
could travel. You owe him your life: if you’d lain out there much
longer you’d have died from exposure.’

‘How
badly am I hurt?’ Angel asked.

‘Some
bad burning on your back,’ the doctor said. ‘Nothing too serious.
How old are you, son?’

‘Twenty,’ Angel said. ‘Why?’

‘You’re young,’ the soldier replied. ‘Your skin will heal
fast. We’ll have you up and about in a week or so.’

‘A
week or so!’ burst out Angel. ‘I want to be out of here faster than
that. Whoever burned the ranch — ’

‘We
know who they were, boy. I told you, Mrs. Gibbons tried to write
down what she could. We’ve got patrols out now scouring the country
for them. Don’t worry, they’ll not get far.’

‘You
want to tell me what happened? Angel said.

The
doctor nodded. ‘Don’t see why not. After what you did back there, I
reckon you deserve that, if we can’t get you a medal.’

‘Skip
the medal,’ Angel said.

The
Army surgeon nodded. Then he outlined the meager facts that they
had been able to get from Stella Gibbons before she died. She had
named the men as well as she could from memory. Told how they
killed her husband and Dave Pugh. Then what they had done to
her.

‘Savages!’ ground out the doctor. ‘If it was Indians, I could
understand it. But white men!’

‘They
slit her tongue?’

‘To
stop her screaming while they raped her, I suppose,’ said the
doctor. ‘Then they set fire to the house and just tossed her in to
burn alive.’ He shook his head again, pounding a fist into his
palm. ‘Savages!’

‘They
were after the horses?’

‘That’s our reading of it, son. They left behind some pretty
broken-down animals — probably stolen, too. If we can get a line on
them, we may know more about the men who stole them. All we got
right now is some names, and we’re not altogether sure how accurate
they are.’

‘I
want you to write them down for me,’ Angel said.

‘Sure, I — what for?’ the doctor checked himself. ‘If you’ve
got any ideas of going after those men — ’

‘Just
get me the names,’ Angel said.

‘No
way,’ replied the soldier. ‘The Army will handle this.’

‘Sure,’ Angel said. ‘When can I get up?’

‘Let’s wait a few more days and see, shall we?’ said the
doctor, cheerfully. ‘You’ve got to get some strength back into your
legs first. Now take a sip of this.’ He poured some liquid into a
cup and added water. It had a violet color.

‘What’s that?’ Angel said.

‘Just
drink it,’ urged the doctor, watching as Angel gulped it down. He
nodded. ‘Good,’ he said, and pulled his watch from his fob pocket,
watching Angel as he did so. Angel felt an undertow of tiredness.
It was like mist coming up from the river bottoms on a November
night.

Each
time you shifted your eyes, it seemed to have come closer without
moving at all. He looked at the doctor, who was smiling.

‘You
bastard,’ Angel said, and slid down into sleep as the doctor put
the laudanum back into his bag. He beckoned the orderly
across.

‘He’ll be out until about noon tomorrow,’ he said. ‘When he
comes to, don’t talk with him about — what happened.’

‘Yessir,’ said the orderly, wondering if the doctor would ever
get the message that running the Post Hospital and tending to the
patients and acting as assistant vet was a full time job and if
anyone thought he had time to stand around chattering with
fresh-faced farm kids who wouldn’t know their asses from holes in
the ground then he had another think coming.




After
a week, Frank Angel was fit enough to ride.

He
thanked the doctor for his care, and the old man grinned the thanks
away.

‘I
trust you’ve gotten over that stupid idea you had of going after
those bandits,’ he said. Angel nodded.

‘Hell, yes,’ he said. ‘What could I do, anyway? I don’t even
own a gun.’

‘That’s the sensible way to look at it, son,’ the doctor
assured him. ‘They’re bad medicine. The way we have it, they robbed
the Paymaster at Fort Riley, killed five men doing it. Them horses
we found at the Gibbons place were stolen from up Zanedale way. So
they’re not only on the run from the local law, they’re on the run
from the United States Army and the Department of Justice as
well.’

‘Department of Justice?’ Angel asked, raising his
eyebrows.

‘Sure, son, the Justice Department is responsible for the
prosecution of all cases involving the breaking of Federal law.
Robbing an Army payroll is a Federal offence. Those fellows have
got every lawman in the country on their tails.’

‘They’ll be long gone out of Kansas now,’ Angel said,
reflectively. ‘New Mexico, maybe, or Arizona. Who
knows?’

‘Don’t you fret, boy. They’ll be caught. And hanged. John
Gibbons was too good a man.’

‘I
know,’ Angel said, quietly. ‘He was the nearest thing to a father I
ever had.’

The
doctor nodded, then harrumphed.

‘What
are you going to do now, may I ask?’

Angel
shook his head. ‘Find me another job someplace,’ he said. ‘There’s
plenty of work around. Railroad’ll be coming through in another
year or two.’

‘Well,’ said the doctor. ‘Well. If there’s anything I —
’

‘Thanks, doc, you already did plenty,’ Angel
smiled.

He
extended his hand and the gruff old Army man shook it.

‘Come
back and see me anytime,’ he said, ‘as long as it’s on your own two
feet!’ Then, almost abruptly, he turned and marched away, his spine
erect and soldierly as he crossed the parade ground and went into
the officers’ quarters on the west side of the Fort.

Frank
Angel led his horse up the street to the sutler’s store and went
inside. He found Al Woodward sitting at a table, a drink of beer in
front of him.

‘Mr.
Woodward,’ Angel said. ‘I wanted to thank you.’

‘You’re damned welcome, boy,’ Woodward said. ‘Glad I was able
to help out.’ He shook his head. ‘Those filthy
bastards!’

‘It
must have been pretty bad for you, bringing Mrs. Gibbons in the way
you did,’ Angel said quietly. ‘I wish I could have done
it.’

‘You
did more than enough, boy,’ Woodward said.

‘But
I’d sure like to get my hands on that Cravetts jasper. I’d tie
knots in his stinking neck!’

‘Cravetts?’ Angel said.

‘Yeah, sure,’ Woodward said. ‘He’s the one Stella — Mrs.
Gibbons — said was in charge of them bravos.’

‘I
never heard the name before,’ Angel said. ‘How come they’d pick on
the Gibbons place?’

‘Beats me, son,’ Woodward said. ‘Way I figger her, they
stopped someplace an’ asked the whereabouts of a horse ranch.
Someone told ’em that Gibbons raised hosses, an’ that was
that.’

‘Cravetts,’ repeated Angel. ‘Did she — Mrs. Gibbons — give any
idea what he looked like?’

‘I
don’t know, Frank,’ Woodward said. ‘The sojer boys took all the
notes. I just heard some scuttlebutt in the store,
here.’

‘What
else?’ Angel insisted.

‘Nothin’ really,’ Woodward said. ‘Couple o’ names. That
Cravetts. Feller named Monsher what had tow-hair an’ a Southern
accent. An’ some Eye-talian name like Barelli, Tiratti, somethin’
like that.’ He swung to face the younger man, his eyes bleary with
the beer. ‘You wanna beer?’ he asked. Angel shook his head.
Woodward got lumberingly to his feet
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