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New Novellas feature Jason
Brand in THE RECKONING, where the job at hand becomes a vengeance hunt, and no mercy
is shown; Seth Tyler in SETH’S
LAW, in which the young marshal of Hope,
Colorado, has to make a stand against a powerful enemy and even
tougher odds; US Marshal Alvin LeRoy in WHITE SANDS—RED BLOOD, where the
wounded marshal remains determined to see his latest manhunt
through to the bitter end; and Bodie the Stalker, unleashing mayhem
on a bunch of bank robbers as only he can in DEATH COMES TO JUBILATION.
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THE KILLING AT TELEGRAPH
HILL.
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Jason Brand in

The Reckoning

 


BRAND WATCHED WITH a pleased smile on
his lips as Virginia Maitland and his son Adam moved effortlessly
around the small dance floor to the music provided by the five-man
orchestra. He had to admit Adam had blossomed under Virginia’s
tutelage. The nineteen-year old boy was swiftly becoming a
confident young man. Virginia guided him through the passing from
boy to man, having brought him into her business and giving him
confidence and skills that would see him through his formative
years and into adulthood.

It was the way Brand wanted it. That
Adam stepped away from his own life of hardship and danger and into
a quieter existence where he could exist in the civilized life he
himself found stifling to a degree.

Already Virginia had introduced Adam
to her life and into the trappings of her environment. Adam had
already accompanied her to England and Europe. Showing him there
was a world beyond frontier life, where she taught him the gentler
way of the world. He had begun to appreciate the art and the music,
thriving on learning and Brand knew he could trust the beautiful
woman would keep Adam from everything that sometimes blighted his
own life.

He felt no qualms in allowing Adam to
spend his time with Virginia. When he was able to spend time with
them both he was enjoying their combined company.

Following on from his time standing in
for Frank McCord, after rescuing his boss from his time being
kidnapped, and suffering his own wounds, Brand had taken extended
leave from his work and part of that relief was this visit to the
home of James Courtney at his expansive horse ranch in New Mexico.
Courtney had been a friend of Virginia’s father and she had known
him for years.

Courtney’s huge spread was situated in
open country below the town of Brentville. It was a showplace. A
massive three story house that looked out over stables and corrals
and outbuildings, the whole set out on pristine land. Brand had
been more than impressed by the place, and not a little envious. He
could see the attraction with such a grand place but it was more
than he could have handled. He was more used to simpler needs.
Hotels and rooming houses. Local restaurants and cafes were more in
his line. Virginia would feel at home in such surroundings and her
obvious pleasure and comfort here fitted her own lifestyle
easily.

Adam had no problems with
Courtney’s home. In his neat suit and crisp white shirt he moved
around with ease. The pride Brand felt in his son sat easily with
him. He wanted it
for his boy and knew that Virginia was just as pleased for
him.

Courtney moved across to stand beside
him, a tall and handsome man in his early fifties. Successful and
wealthy, Courtney had worked hard to establish himself and through
his endeavors had become a known and liked man. He handed Brand a
tumbler of fine whisky far removed from some of the brews Brand had
tasted on his extensive travels.

‘They make a nice couple,’
he said, gesturing towards Virginia and Adam. ‘That boy of yours is
becoming a fine young man.’

‘Thanks to Virginia,’ Brand
said. ‘She gives him everything I can’t.’

‘Don’t sell yourself short,
Jason. From what she has told me about you there’s not a thing you
need to be concerned about.’

‘Telling you all my secrets
is she?’

Courtney laughed. ‘Be assured she
hasn’t spoken out of turn. Only has good things to say.’ He paused.
‘That young woman dotes on you.’

‘I’m a lucky
man.’

‘According to Virginia if it
hadn’t been for you meeting up with her in Montana and helping her
things might have turned out differently. For what it is worth you
have my thanks for that.’

The music stopped and the dancers
moved off the floor. As they approached Brand, Courtney’s wife,
Miranda joined them. She was a few years younger than her husband,
a beautiful, darkhaired woman with an easy manner and a direct
personality.

‘I see Adam has taken to
dancing with ease,’ she said. ‘Will we be seeing you on the floor,
Jason?’

‘We have decided he isn’t
the dancing type,’ Virginia said as she linked her arm with
Brand’s. ‘Maybe some time I will introduce him to it. When he feels
ready.’

‘Very diplomatic,’ Miranda
said.

‘Virginia always has the
right words for the occasion,’ Brand said. ‘Much to my
relief.’

Virginia squeezed his arm.

‘So what do you think about
my place?’ Courtney said.

‘Impressive. Seems to me
you’ve earned the right to be proud.’

‘It’s been a long road but
we seem to have all we want now...’

From somewhere beyond the main room a
rising noise reached them.

Voices raised in alarm.

The crash of shattering
glass.

And then the unmistakable sound of
gunfire.

‘Stay
here,’ Brand said.

He moved across the room, making for
the door that led into the main hall of the house. He had no idea
what was happening. Only knew he had to get to his room where his
gun was stored in his belongings.

He didn’t make it.

The double doors crashed open and four
armed men burst in. They were dressed in range clothes. They fanned
out as they appeared, guns trained on the crowd. A woman uttered a
cry of alarm.

‘Just set where you are.
Give us reason and you’ll take a bullet. Makes no never mind to me.
I’d sooner kill you than think about it.’

The speaker was a burly man. Broad and
tall. His wide face held a semblance of a grin as if he was privy
to a personal joke.

‘My friend here is goin’ to
pass among you with this sack for you to put money and jewelry,
watches and such inside. We already found the lady of the house’s
collection. You folk are going to add to that.’ He raised the big
Colt in his hand. ‘Now don’t hold back ’cause I get right upset if
folk try to play smart with me.’

A lean, skinny-faced man stepped
forward lifting the burlap sack he carried.

Leland Lancaster. An unrepentant
killer.

‘I’ll be passing among you
so have it ready,’ he said. ‘Don’t try to hide anything.’ He showed
the gleaming blade of the knife he held. ‘I’ll use it on any soul
that holds out. Man or woman. Just believe me, people.’

He moved around the room, collecting
items from the dozen guests, dropping them into the
sack.

‘Going to make a nice haul,
Gage,’ he said.

The burly man nodded. ‘And right nice
of these folk to contribute.’

One man pushed aside the hand grasping
his wallet.

‘No,’ he said. ‘I won’t let
you...’

Lancaster sniggered. Swept his knife
arm around and slashed at the man’s sleeve, cutting the material
and slicing into his forearm.

‘You was warned,’ he
said.

The injured man fell back, grasping
his bleeding arm.

‘You people need to
understand we ain’t playing games,’ Gage said.

Lancaster made to threaten the man
again and Virginia stepped forward before anyone could prevent her
move.

‘Enough,’ she said. ‘Just take your stolen things and go. Leave us in
peace.’

Brand was ready to go to
her.

He had noticed Gage moving forward. He
was fast for his size, swinging his left arm in a curve. Slapping
Virginia across the side of her face. She stumbled, uttering a
pained sound.

‘This is her,’ he
said.

In an instant Adam, close to her,
stepped forward.

‘Keep your dirty hands off
her ...’

Something close to panic swept over
Brand as he saw Gage lift his gun hand.

The sound of the shot was loud in the
confines of the room.

The bullet struck Adam in his chest,
tossing him aside and he slumped to the floor, blood starting to
pulse from the wound.

‘No...’

Brand went down on his knees, bending
over his son, a mix of emotions flooding his mind. He barely heard
what Gage said.

‘Warned him. Stupid kid ...
Lee ... we got enough stuff. Let’s clear out.’

‘Don’t forget the bitch,’
Lancaster said.

Gage grinned. Reached out and curled
his left arm around Virginia’s waist, pulling her close.

‘Any of you tries to stop us
I’ll plant a slug in this bitch’s head and she won’t be so pretty
any more. Hear me, you bunch of hayseeds, don’t buck me or this
woman dies.’

The four men backed from the room,
loosing off a number of shots into the ceiling to enforce Gage’s
warning.

Brand made no move to follow, his full
attention still on Adam. He pressed his hands over the wound, not
even aware of the blood staining his flesh. His son stared at him.
Eyes wide in shock. Only his mouth moved as he sucked in labored
breaths. Then spoke the single word.

‘Virginia.’

Brand looked up at the clustered
faces. Stunned expressions.

‘Easy, son. We need
...’

‘Jason. Let doc Pearson in,’
James Courtney said.

Miles Pearson was the resident doctor
in Brentville, the local township. One of the guests at the party.
He was a graying, stern-faced man with a solid manner. He got down
beside Brand and gently lifted his bloody hands from Adam’s
chest.

‘Let me deal with this, Mr.
Brand. Someone fetch my bag from the cloak-room. Quickly now. And
bring me clean white towels.’

Miranda placed her hands on Brand’s
shoulders and helped him stand. He stared at her with a vacant
expression. She called out orders to her waiting staff.

For hot water.

To prepare a room with
anything the doctor might need.

While this took place Brand looked
around for Virginia, wondering where she might be.

‘Virginia,’ he said. ‘Where
is she?’

Courtney stood beside him.

‘No easy way to say it,
Jason. They took her with them. As a hostage I’m
guessing.’

Brand rounded on him. Understanding
dawning slowly.

‘Took her?
They took Virginia?’

‘With Virginia in their
hands there was nothing we could do,’ Miranda said.

‘No one here is armed. Most
of my crew is out on the range. A big roundup.’ Courtney paused.
‘That bunch. Damned if they didn’t know. That’s why they hit today.
House full of wealthy guests.’

‘How would they know
that?’

‘It wasn’t a secret in town.
But they knew too much.

Brand had watched Adam being carried
carefully from the room otherwise he ignored the silent
guests.

‘Should I have the town
marshal get a posse together,’ Courtney said.

‘No. Last thing I need is a bunch of amateurs around me. Men with
good intentions but little experience. Large bunch raising enough
dust to be seen for miles warning those killers they’re coming.
This needs one man not a circus.’ His thoughts were overridden by
his concern over Adam and Virginia. ‘James, find me one of your
best horses. A long stayer. Saddled and outfitted. Will you do
that?’

‘Of course.
Anything.’

‘I need to borrow a rifle
and ammunition. My pistol is upstairs.’

‘I’ll see to it
myself.’

He turned and left the room, leaving
Miranda at Brand’s side.

‘Adam is in good hands,’ she
said. ‘Miles is a good doctor. We will do our very best for your
son.’

‘I hope so.’ Brand’s face
was dark with the thoughts in his head. ‘I can’t lose him. Damnit,
Miranda, I’ve barely got to know him.’

‘I know. Virginia told me
all about it.’ She touched his arm. ‘You do whatever you have to.
Bring her back to us.’

‘I’ll try to bring back what
they stole as well.’

‘No,’ she said. ‘I do not care about a few diamonds. But I
do care about Virginia.
We never had our own children. She is the closest we ever got to
that. Please bring her safely back.’

Brand nodded. He left the room and
made his way upstairs, straight to his room. In the saddlebags he’d
brought along was his rolled gun rig. He shed his fancy jacket and
tie, fastened on the holstered Colt after checking it was fully
loaded. His slim-bladed knife went into the sheath sewn inside his
right boot, out of sight but handy. As he left the room he snatched
up his hat and topcoat.

He strode along the landing and moved
quietly into the room the doctor was using. Doctor Pearson was bent
over Adam, in his shirtsleeves and too intent on his work to even
look up when Brand moved to stand on the opposite side of the
bed.

At first all Brand saw was the blood
covering Adam’s naked chest. There seemed to be so much. Bright and
wet against the young man’s naked torso. And the even bloodier
wound the doctor was working on.

Brand felt the sickening feeling of
helplessness as he stared at his son. He knew there was not a thing
he could do for Adam. The boy was out of his reach and he would
live or die that way.

‘Mr. Brand,’ a soft voice
said at his side.

It was Annie Pearson, the doctor’s
wife. A pretty middle-aged woman Brand had been introduced to her
the day he and Virginia had arrived at the Courtney home. He had
learned she assisted the doctor in town.

‘Miles is about to take the
bullet out. Best you weren’t here. I’ll let you know how things
turn out. You should see to what you have to do.’

He understood what she was implying.
Didn’t particularly agree but knew he had to leave the doctor to do
his job. He nodded, a blank expression on his face as he walked out
of the room, hearing the door close quietly behind him.

He barely recalled walking back
downstairs. The guests milling around the house left, others
trailing outside and leaving. He made his way to the spacious
kitchen and asked for a cup of coffee, slumping down on a chair by
the table.

James joined him a couple of minutes
later, a Winchester rifle in his hands. A well-cared for weapon
along with a couple of boxes of ammunition.

‘Best rifle I have,’ James
said. ‘Been cleaned recently and shoots true. I can guarantee
that.’

He fetched himself coffee and sat down
across the table.

‘Were any of your people
hurt?’

‘One of the kitchen staff is
dead. Another took a bullet in the arm.’

‘That bunch hit
hard.’

‘I could send along a few of
my men, Jason. They’re only horse hands but they know the
country.’

‘Grateful for the thought,’
Brand said, ‘but like you said they are ranch hands. Not
gunslingers. Or killers like the men who were here. The kind I have
to deal with all the time. I’m grateful for your offer but this is
down to me. Something I’m equipped to do. Something I have to do my
way.’

James nodded. ‘I
understand.’

‘I’ll set out as soon as
it’s light. Pick up their trail. Four men will leave tracks
aplenty.’

‘Damn, I wish there was more
I could do.’

‘Just look after my boy is
all I ask. I have to leave him and pick up where those men have
gone. Whichever way I move I’m leaving someone behind. Hell of a
choice.’

‘I have to ask,’ James said.
‘Do you think they will hurt Virginia?’

‘I’d say they’ll keep her
alive until they get what they came for. She’s valuable to them
right now. Someone they can use to bargain with if they get in a
bind.’

‘But they
could kill her out of
hand,’ Miranda said.

She had come unseen into the kitchen
and stood behind her husband.

‘Yes,’ Brand said. ‘If she
gets to be a burden they’ll do it. But I believe they want her
alive.’

‘That’s
her,’ the big man
had said.

‘Damnit they knew her. Knew
who she was. One of the reasons they took her. Knew she was wealthy
I’d figure. They shot my son. Took Virginia. Two mistakes they’ll
regret.’

He spoke in a flat way that was all
the more chilling because of his tone.

‘Then you leave Adam in our
hands, Jason. Do what you have to and bring Virginia
back.’

Left alone in the kitchen Brand helped
himself to more coffee. It would be a long time before there was
enough light for him to start looking for the tracks left by the
men who had invaded the Courtney spread. As much as he wanted to go
after them it would be foolish to simply go blundering around in
the dark. Tracks didn’t show themselves in the dark and he wanted
to pick up the trail as quickly as he could so waiting for the
first light of dawn was the sensible thing to do.

Only he was far from being sensible at
the moment. His mind was brimful of images.

Of Virginia and his son.

The two people who meant so much to
him.

Who had brought meaning into his
life.

Before them he went about
his daily business without giving much thought to the future. Yet
once they became part of his life he was unable to dismiss them
from his mind. Even if he had
wanted to ...

 


... Brand turned away from the window. He stretched out on his
bed and gazed up at the ceiling, following a long, zigzag crack
that ran from one corner to the other. He thought about Virginia
Maitland, trying to figure out what she was doing in a Godforsaken
place like Butte in the middle of winter. He had thoughts, too,
about the man who had attacked her. The man had been something more
than just an over-excited drunk after a bit of company. He’d
deliberately waited for the woman, biding his time in the darkness,
and if Brand’s curiosity hadn’t been aroused he would have got away
with whatever he’d intended. Virginia Maitland was evidently a
young woman in demand for some reason. Brand wished he knew what.
That would have to come later.

He dragged the blankets
over him, deciding to sleep on the matter. He found sleep hard
because he couldn’t get it out of his mind, that Virginia Maitland
was in the next room, and he realized now that that was just a
little too close for comfort. His comfort.

His next clear
recollection was of someone rapping sharply on the door of his
room. Brand sat up, tossing the blankets off his legs. He lurched
off the bed, rubbing a hand across his stiff face. Still half
asleep he located the door and yanked it open.

‘Good morning, Mr.
Brand.’

Brand stared into Virginia
Maitland’s smiling face and tried to understand the logic behind
anyone being so damn cheerful so early in the day. He glanced over
his shoulder. Beyond. the window of his room snow was still falling
heavily out of a lead-gray sky.

‘What time is it?’ he
said.

Virginia laughed softly.
‘Almost seven-thirty,’ she said.

‘God, woman, what’re you
thinking of.’ Brand turned away from her in disgust. He crossed to
the washstand and picked up the big jug, spilling water into the
basin. His flesh cringed when he splashed the icy liquid over his
face. He snatched up the towel and dried his face.

‘I would like you to be my
guest for breakfast, Mr. Brand,’ he heard Virginia say.

‘It’s about the best offer
I’ve had today.’ Brand peered at his face in the mirror and decided
he could get away without a shave. He ran a comb through his dark
hair. ‘You mind if I put on a fresh shirt first?’ he
asked.

‘Shall I leave?’ Virginia
asked, not entirely hiding the amusement in her tone.

‘I figure you’re old enough
to make up your own mind about that.’

She stepped into the room
and closed the door.

‘Have you come to Butte for
any particular reason, Mr. Brand?’ she asked pointedly.

Brand looked up from
unfolding a clean shirt. ‘Happened to be where the train stopped.’
He stripped off his creased shirt and tossed it on the bed. ‘Isn’t
too polite to ask too many questions like that.’

‘I had my reasons,’ she
said. Her eyes were drawn to the scars and the puckered tissue of
old wounds marking his hard-muscled torso. Almost guiltily she
looked into his face. ‘I need to know whether or not you have a
job, Mr. Brand, because if the answer is no I can offer you
employment. If you think you
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