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The Gold Mine at Pueblo Pequeño


 


When Johnny Dark tangles with two gunmen in Del Rio he is watched with interest by stranger Nathan King. Later, King tells Dark the story of a gold mine won and lost in a card game. He invites Dark to join him in a deadly race to establish ownership, all this with the promise of fabulous riches.


But nothing turns out the way Nathan King predicted. Five years later, determined to find out the truth behind certain tragic events, Dark rides north with his wife, Cath. And from the moment of their arrival in Del Rio, he is drawn into a battle against outlaws, the Mexican rurales and the gold mine at Pueblo Pequeño.


The six-gun showdown is shocking and the outcome in doubt until the final shot is fired.
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Part One


 


Chapter One


 


1890


Their gaze alighted on him as he slapped open the saloon’s doors, caught the hard rebound with his forearm and stepped through. They were sitting at a table in the centre of the room. On the table there was a pack of playing cards, and a bottle of whiskey. No glasses. It was the fat one’s turn to drink. He was a black-eyed Mex’ with greasy hair under a big, shabby sombrero glittering with silver conchos. The scar slicing through the stubble on his jaw turned white as he tilted the bottle and took a long pull. The other man, leaning back in his chair with long legs spread, was a lean drifter with hair like dry straw brushing his filthy collar. His eyes were cold enough to freeze axle grease.


Trouble, Johnny Dark sensed. And, as always, he felt his heartbeat quicken, felt his senses sing to the sudden excitement that raced through him like a prairie fire running wild. Excitement – and resentment. Why, he thought? Why in God’s name did it always come down to this?


Shadows were long. Late afternoon sunlight was slanting across Del Rio’s shabby false fronts and through the saloon’s dusty windows. Motes like fine gold dust drifted lazily in the shafts of dazzling light, then swirled as if caught in a sudden breeze as Dark strode lithely to the bar.


He ordered his drink. Accepted the glass with a grunt of thanks and with a twist of his fingers set a coin spinning musically on the warped boards. Then he turned and, glass in hand, deliberately reined in his excitement and let his wryly amused gaze wander around the room.


It was the time of day before work finished, so the place was quiet. The thin man in ragged clothing hanging on to the end of the long bar had probably been there since the doors opened, and would be kicked into the dusty street just before they closed. The local drunk, Dark figured. One in every town. Then, over near the window, a man somewhere between middle and old age had his elbows on the table and appeared to be staring moodily into a glass of pale beer while one hand absently stroked a drooping dragoon moustache. A flat-crowned black hat with a plaited rawhide band was tipped forward, hiding his eyes. Dark wasn’t fooled. A watcher, he figured. He won’t miss a trick.


That left the two gunslingers.


They were still taking turns with the bottle. And they were watching Dark.


Dark let his gaze settle when it reached them. He stared insolently at the gaunt character with eyes like chips of ice, lifted his glass, took a drink of the fiery liquid. Then, as if dismissing what he was seeing as of no consequence, he deliberately shook his head and turned back to the bar.


There was a faint clink as the slick-haired man behind the bar put down the glass he’d been polishing. He flicked the grubby cloth over one shoulder, planted his hands on the bar.


‘You tired of living?’


‘Why?’ Dark said, and looked with concern at his empty glass. ‘You servin’ poisoned whiskey?’


The dark haired saloonist’s eyes were sardonic.


‘What are you? Eighteen? Nineteen?’


‘That’s not bad,’ Dark said, ‘for a wild guess.’


‘Skinny, too. Soaking wet I’d say you’re a whisker shy of a hundred and forty pounds.’


‘If I include the gunbelt.’


‘You’d better,’ the saloonist said, ‘because, son, you’re going to need it.’


‘What’s that mean? Is the hobo using the bar as a crutch going to breathe on me? That old man over there bore me to death with camp-fire tales. . . .’


His words died away as he watched the light change in the saloonist’s eyes. The absence of noise in the room had been restful. Now it was an uncomfortable silence throbbing with menace. Then, in that silence, he heard the whisper of unhurried footsteps.


Dark said, ‘Give me another drink.’


The saloonist picked up the bottle and made as if to pour, but Dark stopped him.


‘No. Leave it with me.’


For a moment the saloonist hesitated. His eyes looked beyond Dark, then flicked away nervously. He shrugged, placed the almost full whiskey bottle beside Dark’s glass. As if glad to get away, he made it his business to serve the man at the far the end of the bar.


Dark took hold of the bottle. He held the neck with his left hand. The hand was twisted awkwardly, palm out, thumb and forefinger low down on the neck. Then he began to turn to his left, away from the bar. He moved his feet, but kept the bottom of the bottle firmly planted on the bar’s board surface. It was almost impossible to turn his upper body – yet still he forced the turn. The effect of twisting against immoveable shoulders and arms was to tighten his muscles. Those tight muscles acquired the tension of a coiled steel spring. When Dark could turn no more without taking the bottle with him, he became still. Only his head moved. His head, and his eyes. Carefully controlling the trembling in his muscles caused by the fierce tension he had created, he glanced behind him.


Two paces behind Dark, the big Mexican’s lips were parted in a wet grin. His hands were clenched into fists. His unshaven face was slick with sweat and his black eyes held an evil glint. Then they widened. Maybe he saw something he hadn’t expected in Dark’s eyes. He took a hasty half step backwards and dropped a meaty hand to the butt of his six-gun.


Instantly, Dark released the tension within his body. The hand holding the bottle came off the bar. He whipped it sideways. His body spun ahead of his arm. That arm was a flail, pulled in a vicious backhand swing by Dark’s taut muscles. At the end of the flail the heavy bottle was a glistening blur.


The bottle hit the Mexican just above his left ear. There was a solid, sickening thud as of a cleaver biting into meat. The bottle shattered. Glass and whiskey sprayed across the room, sparkling in the shafts of sunlight. The sombrero flew from the Mexican’s head. His eyes rolled so that only the whites showed as he toppled sideways. Then his knees buckled. He hit the sawdust with a thump, flopped onto his back and lay still. The big sombrero floated down and, like a wagon wheel, rolled towards the gaunt gunslinger.


He stood up. He came to his feet in one fluid movement and stepped quickly away from the table. A booted foot swung, kicked the sombrero out of his way. He turned away and made for the doors. He was walking without haste. As he stepped through the doors and into the full force of the evening sun, Dark saw him reach down and ease the six-gun in its oiled leather holster.


Then he paused, and looked back over his shoulder.


Dark nodded. He tossed the broken neck of the whiskey bottle onto the Mexican’s fat belly, and followed the gaunt gunslinger out of the saloon.









Chapter Two


 


‘Why?’ Dark said.


He was standing spread-legged in the dust of the street. The lean gunslinger was facing him some thirty feet away. He was squinting into the sinking sun. His right hand hovered like a claw above the butt of his six-gun.


In front of the business premises with their false fronts stripped clean of paint by the weather, the plank walks were empty. Three horses dozed at the saloon’s hitch rail. Somewhere out back a dog barked. Then there was the creak of dry metal as the man with the black hat eased his way out of the saloon and let the doors clatter shut. He stepped to one side and leaned back lazily against the wall. Beneath the tipped brim of his hat his eyes were in shadow.


‘What’s that mean?’ the lean drifter said, in a dry, rasping voice. ‘What’s this “why” you’re talking about? Is it why am I going to kill you? Or why don’t I let you walk away? Or is it why—?’


‘What it is,’ Dark said, ‘is why do men like you take one look at me and get itchy, get overcome by the urge to use their fists, to knock me to the ground and stomp on me, to look at me along the barrel of a six-gun and murder—’


‘Not murder. Hell, you’re just a kid, I’ll let you pull first—’


‘But in your mind you know you’re the faster gun so you know how it ends – I pull first, but I die. And if you know that, but still go ahead – isn’t that murder?’


‘Until we both pull iron there’s no way of knowing.’


‘What? You mean you’re testing yourself? Using me, a skinny kid, as some measure of your skill, a reassurance that’ll last only until the next one comes along?’


‘Smart talk, but you’re talking for the sake of it, talking to save your skin, playing for time so’s—’


‘Why?’


Like a bad toothache, the question wouldn’t go away. Dark wouldn’t let it. He watched the lean man, saw the realization in his eyes. And he waited, with a feeling of intense interest, for the answer.


‘You’re old enough to shave,’ the gunslinger said, ‘so you must know.’


Dark frowned. ‘Make your point.’


‘You get up in the morning, you shave. When you shave, you use a piece of glass, a cracked mirror. Every morning you look into that glass, you see the answer to your question.’


Again Dark frowned.


‘When I look in the mirror, all I see is a skinny kid.’


‘Yeah,’ the lean man said, ‘that’s what I see, too, a skinny kid with that goddamn air about him and that look in his eyes. . . .’


He flapped a hand impatiently. ‘The talkin’s all done – now make your play.’


Dark shook his head. ‘If you’re going to kill me, go ahead.’


‘You ain’t been listenin’—’


‘I just changed the rules. The code. Whatever you call it. I’m sick of listening to men with hard voices making empty threats, sick of watching tired old men like you pull their six-guns like they’re caught in a barrel of treacle, weary—’


The lean gunslinger’s patience snapped. His body was still. The blazing eyes were turned a searing yellow by the light of the sun. They were fixed on Dark. Then his right hand moved. It flicked down to the holster. The clawed fingers clamped around the six-gun’s butt. Light flashed as he drew the pistol. It came up in a blur. Cold steel glinted in the sun’s rays. As the barrel came level the hammer snicked back.


The black hole of the muzzle threatened to swallow Dark. He watched a forefinger tighten on a trigger, caught himself marvelling at the way a complex series of movements had been executed in less time than it takes for an eye to blink. . . .


Then, as the forefinger applied pressure to release the cocked hammer, Johnny Dark moved.


Lazily, without haste, he made a draw that was too fast to see and shot the lean gunslinger through the right forearm. The sharp crack of the shot sent a black bird flapping and screeching from the saloon’s roof. The man’s levelled six-gun flew from suddenly nerveless fingers. It spun high, fell uselessly at his feet.


The lean man grabbed his arm. Blood trickled through his fingers, spattering the dust with dark spots.


‘So now you know,’ Dark said.


The gaunt man stared. His eyes were bright with pain, his teeth bared in a soundless snarl.


‘You’re fast,’ he said hoarsely. ‘But what you did was pure luck. You went for a centre shot – and missed.’


‘Care to try again?’


‘Another time, another place but, sure, you’ve got it coming.’


‘And next time from behind, so I don’t get lucky?’


The lean man’s mouth clamped shut. He bent and scooped up his pistol with his left hand, reached across his body to pouch it awkwardly, then turned his back on Dark and set off across the street.


Two blocks away, a door slammed. A man stepped down into the dust, slapping on his hat and hitching his gunbelt. On his vest a badge glittered.


From outside the saloon, the man in the black hat said his first words. He’d lifted his head. His eyes were as grey as winter, as shiny as river-wet stones.


‘When you’ve finished with the law,’ he said, in a voice as old as history, ‘come and talk to me. I’ll buy you a drink or two, and tell you how you can turn that skill into unimaginable riches.’


 


The keen-eyed marshal listened to Dark’s story, spat, warned him not to look on the town as a place to settle down then wandered across the street to the rooming-house to talk to the bloodied gunslinger.


When Dark walked back into the saloon the big Mexican had gone, leaving behind a patch of dark blood in the dry sawdust. Two men, their blood spilled, but not a scratch on Dark. He smiled grimly. Maybe there was something in what had been said about a certain look. Maybe the men who noticed it should pay more heed to those warning signs of trouble. And that being so, Dark wondered, why was the old-timer interested, rather than repelled?


He found him at the same table near the window. The black hat had been removed, revealing thinning grey hair. Clearly he had been watching the street and had seen Dark’s approach, for already there were two glasses on the table and a pitcher of cool beer.


‘Nathan King,’ he said, as Dark sat down, and he stuck out a hand like gnarled wood.


‘Johnny Dark.’


‘Uncannily fitting, from what I’ve observed.’ King splashed beer into the glasses. ‘Tell me, does a child get bestowed with a name that suits him from the outset? Or does he take what’s given and pull it around him like a cloak in his formative years?’


‘Either way,’ Dark said, ‘it didn’t work for you.’


King chuckled. ‘Royalty might not be the first thing crossing your mind when you look at me, but being a rich man might change the colour of your opinion.’


‘So why don’t you tell me about this unimaginable wealth?’ Dark said, and he took a deep swallow of beer.


‘As a start in that direction, I’d like to say I’ve got a map with a cross on it marking the site of a fabulous lost gold mine,’ King said. He shook his head. ‘But I haven’t.’


‘If you’d said that,’ Dark said, ‘I’d have thanked you for the beer and walked out the door.’


‘Sure you would—’


King broke off. The slick-haired saloonist had come from behind the bar and was dragging his grubby rag across a nearby table. His lips were pursed in a soundless whistle as he ostentatiously averted his gaze. He heard the sudden silence, flashed a glance at King and quickly moved away.


‘Sure you would,’ King repeated, more quietly, ‘so instead I’d like to tell you I know the exact location of the mine, and the papers proving ownership, in my name, are in my saddle-bags – but that would be only half right, and you want the whole truth.’


‘Which half would be right?’


‘I do know where the mine’s located – but the papers, which are indeed in my name, were stolen.’


‘Nice meeting you, Mr King.’


Dark drained his glass and pushed back his chair.


The gnarled hand clamped on his arm.


‘Don’t throw away a golden future with one impulsive mistake.’


‘You were watching, out there,’ Dark said. ‘What you witnessed should tell you I don’t make mistakes.’


He shook off the restraining hand.


Nathan King said. ‘Sit down. Please.’


The tone was soft, but underlying it there was an edge like a razor. The eyes were unchanged – or so Dark thought until he looked closer and saw in their dark depths a fire blazing. But what should he make of that? Was he seeing anger – or an unquenchable fervour? If fervour, where lay the cause?


He sat down.


Nathan King said, ‘The man who stole those papers did it in a way that made the theft look legal. He cheated at cards. And he was good. Not a man at the table spotted what he was doing.’


‘But you did?’


‘It was my future that was at stake, my fortune hanging on the turn of a card.’


‘If you knew he was cheating, why risk everything?’


‘He’d already cleaned me out, taken every cent.’


‘But all you did was delay the inevitable. In the end, by sleight of hand, a gambler took your mine and left you with nothing – right?’


‘That’s about the size of it.’


‘If you were too late then, you’re way too late now. He’s got his hands on those papers.’


‘Yes, but all he got from the papers he stole is the name of a mine. It wasn’t a map; the mine’s location is still a mystery. That means I’m still ahead of him. And you said it yourself, he’s a gambler. A man like that lives easy, has soft white hands, and knows nothing about scraping gold out of raw earth. If he pins down the mine’s location, he’s got a long hard ride ahead of him; when he gets to it, he’s going to need the right men to do the hard work.’


Liquid splashed as Dark poured another drink. He looked questioningly at King, refilled his glass at the man’s nod.


‘Let me get this right,’ he said carefully. ‘You’re in a desperate race with the man who stole your property by cheating at cards. You figure if you get to this mine first you can do whatever’s necessary to reclaim ownership. My actions facing down those two clowns caught your eye. You figure you stand more chance of success with me alongside you than on your own. For that service my reward is – what?’


‘Fifty per cent of the mine’s profits.’


‘Tempting, but I’d find the story easier to swallow if I was talking to a man in a fancy suit, a gold watch on his vest, drinking champagne out of a crystal glass.’


‘I had riches in my grasp, and they were snatched away from me. The gambler who did that, and the man who rides with him, are the hardest men I’ve ever met – until today. That’s where you come in.’


‘You might be pinning your faith on a kid who got lucky,’ Dark said. ‘From what you saw, in here and out there in the street, you know that about me. No more, no less.’


‘At my age,’ Nathan Kind said, ‘judging character becomes a way of life.’


‘And you reckon you can reach the mine ahead of this gambler?’


‘I know where it is, he’s still looking.’


‘What if he’s beaten you to it? What if he’s already there?’


‘That could depend,’ King said, ‘on the company I keep.’ He smiled enigmatically. Lifted his glass and held it out over the table. ‘I’ve said enough, you know all there is to know. Are you in, or out?’


Johnny Dark hesitated for but a moment.


‘I’m in,’ he said, and he lifted his drink to seal the contract in the musical clink of glass.
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