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Orphaned after tragic events during a dreadful storm, two young children, Jacob and Rachel Peterson, leave Beckinson in the foothills of the Rocky Mountains for adoption by an uncle and aunt in Chicago. Ten years later, when the opportunity arises to expand his uncle's business, Jacob chooses to set up in Beckinson. Fifteen-year-old Rachel remembers nothing of the past and is unaware of the anger that is consuming her brother. Jacob is set on discovering the truth behind the events that took their parents, but Beckinson is now rife with corruption: a degenerate and dangerous town where outlaws walk free. What could Jacob possibly do against that?
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CHAPTER 1


 


The two children slid down under the covers as rain hit the windowpanes like dried peas thrown against a wall. Gusts of wind howled eerily round the gables, searching endlessly for the slightest of gaps. Jacob’s little sister, Rachel, had rolled right across the bed at the first rumble of the storm, and clung to him as if her life depended on it. The night was as black as it could possibly be and Jacob was wanting to call out to his parents for reassurance. He was torn between the need for an adult, and the desire to be done with childish fear. He had to protect his sister, but needed some comfort himself. Weren’t his ten years a good enough age to become a man? Ten is a fine age to be when everything is going well. Right now Jacob struggled, but bit his lip and kept his silence. He told himself there are times to act older than you are, especially when you have responsibility for someone younger and more helpless than yourself. He sounded like his father and that filled him with pride. Rachel was just half his age and Jacob would always be strong for her.


The wind picked up and rain lashed the ranch house in a deluge of fury. Jacob whispered in Rachel’s ear: ‘Sis, can you remember how to say the Lord’s prayer?’


‘Sure,’ she replied.


‘Go on then, you start it,’ he said, not because he had forgotten, but he thought it would give her something more comforting to concentrate on than the howling gale and gripping his ribs quite so tightly.


‘Our Father—’


‘Sssh.’


Jacob clamped his hand over her mouth and silenced her before she had hardly begun. It sounded like someone was knocking at the ranch-house door. His parents were in the main room chatting together by the fireside. Their quiet conversation suddenly stopped too. The knocking was louder. ‘Rebecca, put some coffee on,’ Jacob’s father said, ‘it sounds like we’ve got some storm-weary travellers.’


‘Are you going to let them in, Zachary?’ she replied. ‘At this time of night?’


Zachary was already out of his chair and opening the door to the travellers. Were they lost in the storm? The ranch was only a few miles out of town but in this weather you could lose your way even on a path you were familiar with.


Jacob strained his ears. He eased himself out of Rachel’s grip and left his sister snuggled down under the covers. He crept out of bed. There was a tiny hole near the bedroom door where a knot had come out of the pine boarding and he often used it to hear what was going on in the main room. It was low and awkward and because of the thickness of the board he couldn’t see much of the room, but he could usually hear all of the talking.


The ranch door was opened and the storm blew some people into the house. It sounded like three riders with jingling spurs, strangers perhaps caught in the storm. No, not strangers after all; his father knew them, they were talking, saying hello and that sort of thing. Ambrose, Clem and Tod had come on a visit. Wet slickers were being taken off and hung up, one of the men came partly into sight; it looked like he was wearing a gunbelt. Jacob’s pa didn’t usually like people carrying guns inside the house.


The visitors had brought some whiskey and were offering his pa a drink. Glasses chinked on the sideboard. Jacob had never seen his pa drinking whiskey at home. His ma offered them some cheese and bread. She said she was just making some coffee, but they insisted on glasses of whiskey. They were all just out of Jacob’s sight. Sitting close to the fire the visitors were drying out, just one voice was talking. A deep sonorous voice, calm, slow, unpleasant. Why unpleasant? There was something about the delivery of the words. It wasn’t calm like in a relaxed conversation, it was calm because there was a hint of menace. Jacob put his ear to the hole to listen more carefully. He heard his pa speak.


‘Why in tarnation have you come out here on a night like this, and at this hour?’


‘See sense, Zachary. I’m offering to give you a good deal, but my patience is wearing real thin.’


‘I ain’t selling, Ambrose, you know that. I wasn’t before, and I ain’t now. We’ve built this land up good and the beeves are doin’ good too. There’s plenty land all round to the east if you want more; why keep pestering us? What’s so special about these acres of grass?’


‘It ain’t the grass I’m after. Now drink up, Zachary. Tod, give him another glass.’


‘I don’t want any more of your whiskey, Ambrose. Now I’d really like you to leave before— ‘


‘I ain’t leaving, Zachary, until you agree to sell. I’ve spoke reason with you enough times. Clem’s got the papers right here and you’re going to sign them now.’


There was a pause but no response from Jacob’s pa. The man called Ambrose, who was obviously in charge, spoke again.


‘Tod, Clem, hold him down.’


Jacob couldn’t see what was happening but there was the sound of a struggle.


His ma’s voice was shrill.


‘Ambrose, leave him alone!’


‘Shut up, bitch!’ There was a slap and Jacob heard his ma cry out in pain. Ambrose continued:


‘Clem, open his mouth and pour it down his throat.’


Another pause in the conversation; Jacob could hear his pa spluttering and choking. The man his pa had called Ambrose spoke again.


‘It ain’t no use shakin’ yer head at me, Zachary Peterson. I want this land and you will sign. Make him see sense, Rebecca. Our only decent access to the mine is across this land, and I’m givin’ a fair price.’


‘Ambrose, you can’t have everything you want,’ Jacob’s ma pleaded. ‘Zachary ain’t never goin’ to sell. This is our life’s work, it’s all we’ve got for our children and you aren’t going to take it from us.’ A cupboard door opened, there was a sound of steel blades. ‘Get out now!’


It sounded like his ma had probably got a couple of skinning knives. But there was another slap, a dull thud, knives clattering and his pa was still choking and spluttering.


‘I’ve gone beyond askin’ you to sell. Now I’m just askin’ you to sign. You had the chance for a fair price. You refused, so now I’ll just take it with a signature.’


Rachel had got out of bed and was tugging at Jacob’s nightshirt. He grabbed her and pressed her head into his side, so she couldn’t hear the commotion. Jacob was rooted to the spot, gripped by the childish fear that he had been hoping to conquer. He could hear his pa trying to speak but the words were all blurred and spluttery. There was a kind of tense calm in the room, but Jacob could hear his ma sobbing.


The deep voice tried to sound reassuring but the menace remained.


‘You see, Rebecca; I told you he was no good for you. You’ve lost everything now. You should have married me when you had the chance. Now look at you. Your dress is ripped, your lip’s bleeding. You’re not a pretty sight, Rebecca. What do you think, Zachary? Is she a good wife?’


There was a muffled, slurred kind of response which was just a noise without words. One of the other men spoke.


‘Come on, Ambrose, we’re done here. Zachary’s got the message. He couldn’t hold a pen now anyway. His eyes are rollin’ all over the place. There ain’t no use doin’ any more. We can come back in the morning.’


‘Keep out of it, Tod. I didn’t come here just for the paperwork. I came here for the woman as well – and I’m going to have her. Put a gag in her mouth.’


‘Ambrose—’


‘Do it!’


Jacob heard a gun being pulled out of a holster and the unmistakable click of the firing pin being cocked. Ambrose’s deep voice was unhurried, savouring every word and what they were leading to.


‘You can go if you want, Tod. Clem, you too, but I ain’t finished yet.’


Suddenly there was a flurry of fighting and screaming; his ma was being gagged and she was kicking out by the sound of it. There was punching and yelling, ripping of material, then everything went quiet again.


‘See, Zachary, she was trying to stop me. She really was. But look at her now, with Clem holding her at the ready. Saints alive! Ain’t she a pretty one without her dress, and those natty white drawers on the floor? I expect you’d like to shoot me, Zachary, wouldn’t you?’


‘Sonofa, son – son – sonofa. . . .’ His pa sounded half-asleep: what was he doing? Jacob couldn’t understand why his pa wasn’t doing anything to protect Rebecca, his ma. Ambrose spoke again.


 ‘Here, Zachary, take this gun and shoot me.’


There was a scrabbling of struggle followed by a deafening shot and a piercing scream.


‘Jesus, Ambrose, the bastard’s shot me! Why did you give him the gun to wave about like that?’


‘It’s a flesh wound Tod; shut yer noise up.’ Ambrose was laughing. ‘Oh dear, Zachary, was that shot meant for me? You ain’t seeing too good, are you? Now look what you’ve done, gone and shot Tod!’


Now, for the first time, Jacob saw the man called Tod as he fell on the floor near the knothole, his hand pressed to his thigh and a look of uncomprehending shock on his face. Another man – it must have been the one called Clem – came over and knelt down beside Tod.


‘Don’t worry, brother, you ain’t going to die from that.’


‘It would suit you if I did, wouldn’t it? Tod struggled to get the words out. ‘Devil’s Leap would be yours. Sure you didn’t arrange this?’


‘Now, brother, why would I do that? Zachary’s too drunk to aim the gun; he just fired a wild shot. Ambrose has taken the gun away.’


 ‘You want the silver mine all to yourself, don’t you, Clem?’ Tod’s breathing was heavy and forced. ‘You always were a grabbing bastard, never shared a damn thing as a kid, did you? My little baby brother who wanted everything for himself. Now you can’t stomach sharing the mine. Our pa knew it would provide more than enough for both of us when he filed the claim.’


‘God rest his soul,’ said Clem. ‘But he forgot about an access road.’


Tod’s face screwed up again. ‘Jesus, my leg hurts! But sharing ain’t in your nature, is it?’


‘No.’


What happened next was so shocking that Jacob wasn’t sure if it really did happen. Tod’s face contorted again with pain. Clem stood up and walked away but there was another sudden deafening blast as a shot hit Tod full in the chest, killing him instantly. Jacob felt the vibration in the floorboards. ‘That’s done,’ said Ambrose.


‘God forgive us,’ said Clem. ‘So, big brother, that’s what yer get for all the years of pokin’ fun at me. Now I get Devil’s Leap all to myself.’


‘Well, not quite, Clem,’ Ambrose said. ‘You see, I told you it’d turn out right. I’ll give you access across Zachary’s land for a share of the mine profits. Then we can grow the town and make ourselves real important people. Now come over here and hold this woman steady.’


The gagged and muffled screams would ring for ever in Jacob’s ears. There was more slapping, punching, struggling. Then everything went quiet.


‘Well, Zachary, my old buddie, that’s a mighty fine woman you’ve got. Look at him, Clem, he’s out cold. Put the gun in his hand and fix it good. We’re nearly done here. Just got to deal with those two kids of theirs.’









CHAPTER 2


 


Suddenly all the heavy chains that had held Jacob transfixed to the spot were thrown off. Now there was only one place that would be safe: an outbuilding. Having been built in the time when Cheyenne Indian raids were not uncommon, there was a hiding place in one of the outbuildings. Quickly Jacob wrapped Rachel in a blanket, then opened the window, lifted his five-year-old sister on to the ledge and dropped her into the pouring rain. He climbed quietly on to the sill and quickly followed her, pushing the window shut and dropping silently into the mud.


He scrambled them both into the outbuilding and slid his hand under the edge of the heavy floor cover. He cut his finger as, desperately, he fiddled with the rusty catch, but eventually it was released and they slipped down inside. The hatch closed. Jacob slid the bolt. They were hidden and safe in the underground refuge. The stowed blankets smelled musty, but welcome nonetheless. Rachel was sobbing. Jacob was traumatized by their dangerous plight, but he managed to put his arm round Rachel and whisper that everything would be all right.


It wasn’t long before he heard footsteps and voices swirling with the wind. Jacob prayed that their hiding-place wouldn’t be discovered. His heart was beating out the time in thumping seconds. Now the wind was less violent, but the rain continued thrashing. The sounds of spurs and horse-harness jingled on the wind, then hoofbeats. These visitors hadn’t actually stayed very long at the ranch; everything had been done in less than half an hour and now it was eerily quiet. Straining above the throbbing noise in his ears, all Jacob could hear was the muffled drumming of rainfall on the timber roof. Exhausted by his outflow of nervous energy, his head gradually slumped forward until it reached his chest.


 


Jacob woke with a start. Was it morning? How long had he slept? He squeezed open a gap and weak daylight infiltrated the hiding place. He realized the sun must be up. Its rays were pushing through the gaps in the shed wall. Rachel was still fast asleep but now they must move and find out what had happened. Were there still any bad people at the ranch? Where were his ma and pa, and was it safe to go out? He undid the catch quietly and peered out.


The ranch was totally quiet. The air was tinged with the smell of fresh rain and wet mud. Surely his pa’s regular ranch hand, John, who lived in the town, should be out here by now? Jacob eased himself out of the hole and, still in his nightshirt and without any shoes, he stepped through the puddles round to the ranch door and went in. There was blood on the table, blood on the floor, a massive dark-red pool and smears where the man called Tod had been shot in the chest and dragged away. A long sharp skinning-knife lay on the floor by the kitchen table. There were other things that he noticed but didn’t want to see.


‘Jacob?’


He swung round, startled out of his skin. It was John.


‘Where’s Rachel? God! What a mess. Are you both safe? Listen, you’ve to gather up some clothes, Jacob, for you and Rachel. I’ve got a bag for them, I’m taking the two of you back to my house.’


‘Where’s my parents?’


‘They’re in town. Get Rachel and the clothes. Where is she?’ John asked.


Jacob was in a daze. John gave him a carpetbag and he collected up some clothes from the wardrobe. They went to the outbuilding and extracted Rachel from the hiding place. Her eyes were still full of sleep and she blinked at the sun. ‘Jacob,’ she said, ‘I’m hungry.’


Jacob saddled his pony and put Rachel up behind. John rode with them into town. As they started down Beckinson’s main street people began to gather on the boardwalks. They just stood and stared.


‘What are they looking at?’ Jacob asked John.


‘Just curious, I guess,’ he replied.


But it was more than curiosity that drew the townsfolk to stop and stare. There was pity in their eyes and frowns on the faces of some; but the silence was the most strange thing of all. It felt like a funeral.


They hitched up outside John’s house. His wife, Abigail, came out to greet them. She wiped the flour off her hands on to her apron and fussed with Rachel, scooping her up and whisking her inside. Jacob turned a puzzled look towards John. John ruffled his hair.


‘We’ll work something out,’ he said.


 


Rachel didn’t understand why she couldn’t see her mummy. Jacob tried to explain that their ma was very tired and resting at the doctor’s house. She’d be right in a few days and they could go and see her, but just now they had to leave her to sleep and get better.


‘Get better?’ Rachel queried. ‘Is mummy ill?’


‘Yes, in a way. Stop asking questions about it, Rachey, and finish your drawing. We’ll see her soon enough.’


Jacob knew that his mother had been punched and slapped, he’d heard all that, but he didn’t want to say so to Rachel. She didn’t need to know, and in truth he didn’t understand too much about it himself. John had said the doctor was looking after her; she had to rest and couldn’t see any visitors yet. She was probably badly bruised and Jacob didn’t want to see her like that anyway.


In fact she had been so badly beaten that her life was in danger.


What Jacob found more difficult to understand was why his pa was in the sheriff’s lock-up. He hadn’t been allowed to see him, either. John was his only source of information and John simply said his pa was in there for his own good. It was all very baffling for a young lad who was beginning to feel that childish fears of storms in the dark were no big deal compared with his present worries.


That was the morning that Sheriff Hal Hart called round for a chat.


 


The sheriff sat himself down in the big easy chair in John’s living room. John and Abigail sat by the door, and Jacob had to stand in front of the sheriff. He felt nervous and his eyes kept fixing on the pearl-handled six-gun that he could see in the sheriff’s holster. There were shiny brass bullet cases lined up on the gunbelt. He wished he had a gun like that.


‘Jacob, you understand the difference between the truth and a lie, don’t you, son?’ the sheriff began.


‘Yes, sir.’


‘I’m going to ask you a few questions and I don’t want no lies, you understand?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Were you in the house last night when the visitors called in?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Did you hear any arguing, raised voices or anything like that?’


Jacob’s hands were beginning to sweat. He had barely had any contact with the sheriff in his ten years of life. Once, the sheriff had come out to the ranch when there had been rustlers, about a year ago, but he couldn’t remember any other times. He linked his hands in front of him, rubbing the palms together, then dropped his arms to his sides.


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Do you know what the argument was about?’


‘About the ranch I think, and my mum, and . . .’ he trailed off, trying to remember the words, but all he could hear were the screams and the punches. He put his hands to his ears to shut out the noise, but all it did was to keep it in.


Sheriff Hart reached across and moved Jacob’s hands away from his ears. He continued with the questions, not aggressive but persistent.


‘Where were you when this was going on?’


‘In our bedroom.’


‘And did you hear any shooting?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Who fired the gun?’


Jacob shook his head.


‘How many shots did you hear?’


‘Two.’ He was very clear about that, or was he? ‘I think there were two shots and a lot of noise.’


‘And you stayed in the bedroom all the time?’


‘No, sir, I had to get my sister out or they would have found us.’


‘Where did you go?’


Jacob knew he wasn’t to tell anyone about the hiding place, his pa had told him that if he did it wouldn’t be any use any more. Jacob decided he couldn’t even tell the sheriff.


‘Outside.’


‘Outside?’ queried the sheriff. ‘Tell me where, sonny?’


‘We hid in the shed.’


‘So you didn’t hear anything else?’


‘No, sir.’


The sheriff looked him in the eye and decided there was nothing more to be gleaned. ‘Cut along, then, Jacob.’


The boy turned to go but hesitated by the door. ‘Can I see my pa?’


‘I guess so. Come along later to my office.’


‘Thank you, sir.’


Jacob left the room and closed the door but he could hear John talking, so he paused and pressed his ear to the gap in the doorframe. ‘. . . witness,’ John was saying.


‘Nothing at all,’ replied the sheriff. ‘There ain’t the slightest chance anyone would make anything of that. No, it looks pretty clear-cut to me. When we got out there Zachary was almost passed out with the liquor. The gun was still in his hand. I guess he’d lost his temper, fired a couple of shots at Ambrose and killed Tod instead. I think he must have given Rebecca a beating after Ambrose and Clem left. The doc says she might not pull through, so she ain’t goin’ to be no use as a witness. The boy just said the arguing was about the ranch and his mum. Everyone knows Ambrose was keen on Rebecca before she married Zach. Ambrose admitted he told Zach he was seeing Rebecca.’


‘I don’t believe that,’ Abigail said. It was the first time she had spoken. ‘Rebecca goin’ behind Zachary’s back? No, she wouldn’t never have done that. She loved her husband and she loved her kids. No sir, that ain’t right—’


The sheriff cut in. ‘Ambrose swears she came to see him, secretly, and more than once and she was pleading with him, offered him anything he wanted. Now I know Ambrose Sandford ain’t a popular man round here; too much money and too much power, but his side of the story hangs together pretty good.’


Abigail fell silent; she couldn’t believe what she was hearing. The sheriff sucked in some air.


‘Seems like reason enough for Zachary to give her a beating, an’ being drunk he didn’t know when to stop. Well, I’d best be getting back. You can bring the boy along to see his pa later this afternoon. I need to get some more answers out of Zach when he’s completely sober. Must say I didn’t know Zach was a heavy drinker. But you can never tell how folk react to bad news, or a cheatin’ wife. Anyways the judge’ll be here in Beckinson in a couple of weeks. It’s for him to decide if Zach should stand trial.’


Jacob heard the sheriff getting up out of his chair, so he skedaddled through the kitchen and out of the back door into the yard. Rachel was sitting on an upturned box, talking to a rag doll that Abigail had found for her.


‘This is Emily,’ Rachel said. ‘Emily, this is my brother, Jacob. We’ll ask him when we’re going home. Jacob, when are we going home?’


‘I dunno, Rachey. The sheriff says I can go and see Pa this afternoon.’


‘Can I come? Emily wants to meet our pa.’


But Jacob didn’t answer; he was churning some sentences in his head. It sounded like the sheriff thought his pa was the one who’d given his ma a beating. But it wasn’t like that. Rachel spoke directly to the doll.


‘You see, Emily, boys are so rude they don’t even answer your questions when you speak to them.’


Jacob was pacing in the yard, looking down at his feet. His head was already too full of questions to take in any more.


 


Sheriff Hart’s head was also filled with a jumble of questions. He took a chair through to the cells and placed it outside the one where Zachary Peterson was lying on a straw mattress and facing the wall. He put the chair down on the stone floor with a loud clatter, hoping Zachary would stir. He did. He groaned and turned over.


‘Zach, I need to ask you a few questions. Are you listenin’? How are you feelin’ right now?’


Zachary eased himself up on an elbow.


‘I don’t rightly know, Hal. My head’s spinning.’


‘You hit the bottle a bit hard last night. Couldn’t get any sense out of you at all.’


Zach looked at the sheriff with bleary eyes.


‘What am I doin’ in here? Hal Hart? What’s goin’ on? I ain’t never been in your cells before.’


‘Perhaps you never shot a man before. Or beat up a woman.’


‘What?’ Zachary’s eyes narrowed and his brow furrowed with disbelief. ‘Beat up a woman? Me?’


‘Not just any woman, Zach. Your wife, Rebecca.’


‘What?’


‘Within an inch of her life. The doc’s patched her up but it’s an even chance she isn’t goin’ to pull through. And as for Tod, he’s stone-cold dead.’


‘Tod?’


‘Tod Martin, Clem’s brother. Ambrose Sandford’s men. You shot him.’


‘I shot him?’


‘Twice, once in the leg and another in the chest to finish him off. You still had the gun in your hand when we found you. You must have gone loco, there was blood everywhere. I imagine you were sore about Rebecca goin’ with Ambrose an’ all. Was that why you beat her?’


‘Rebecca goin’ with Ambrose?’


‘Well I guess a jury might overlook that – unless she don’t recover, of course. But Judge Chainey’s goin’ to have to decide about you killin’ Tod. You might claim self-defence, an’ a jury of townsfolk will surely let you off; you’re a good man Zach and you ain’t done nothin’ like this before. Anyways, sleep it off an’ we’ll talk some more.’


Zachary couldn’t grasp what was going on. The skinful of whiskey had dulled his senses, his memory, his whole life, really. His head was throbbing and he struggled to make any sense of the conversation he had just had.


 


Ambrose Sandford sat down in the studded leather armchair. Clem Martin poured a glass of whiskey and handed it to him. Sandford took a cigar out of the box and lit it. Between puffs, as the end started to glow, he spoke through his teeth, rolling the cigar round his mouth.


‘Well, you wanted Tod out of the way, and it’s done. The claim will have to be made over to you as sole owner, and the mine will be yours. I’ll get a lawyer on to it right away. You won’t have to share the inheritance with your brother an’ Zachary Peterson’ll hang for the murder. Couldn’t be better. You get the silver mine in your own name and I’ll get the Peterson ranch. That’ll give us the access road to the mine across the Peterson land. A neat plan, neatly done.’


Clem Martin took a slug of his whiskey.


‘And you get the woman.’


Sandford nodded. ‘Yep, I get the woman.’


Martin continued. ‘Only if a jury convicts Peterson. It looks like the sheriff bought our story, lock, stock an’ barrel, but Zachary Peterson hasn’t got any enemies. He’ll claim self-defence when he realizes what’s happened, and there ain’t no jury going to hang a man for self-defence.’


Sandford thought for a moment.


‘When are you goin’ to see your ma and tell her what’s happened?’


‘It’ll take four or five days for a round trip. And she won’t take it too good, Tod was always her favourite.’


‘Does she keep money in the house?’


‘Pa always used to, quite a lot in the safe.’


‘Can you bring back twelve hundred dollars?


‘Twelve hundred!’ Clem exclaimed.


‘For twelve good men and true, who know what verdict to return.’


‘But you shot him; why don’t you pay for a jury? You’re the one gettin’ off the rope.’


 Sandford shook his head. ‘I don’t benefit none from your silver mine. Not yet, anyway. With Tod out of the way that’s your good fortune, Clem. I simply done what you didn’t want to do yourself. That’s what we agreed.’ He blew a long stream of thick white cigar smoke into the room.


Clem finished off the whiskey. He didn’t like the way Sandford had everything worked out, but he would bide his time.


‘In that case I better saddle up and make a start.’


Clem Martin closed the door behind him. Ambrose Sandford sat back in his chair. He smiled to himself and with good reason. Things were working out pretty.


‘Pretty good,’ he said out loud, taking himself by surprise. ‘Three, four, mebbe five years’ time and this town and everything in it will belong to me.’
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