

[image: image]




Dead Man’s Eyes


Ex-train robber Jim Jackson is fresh out of the tough Texas Convict Leasing System where brutal guards beat all of the courage out of him. Now good for nothing – except drinking – Jackson is known as ‘Junk’ by the townsfolk of Parker’s Crossing. But Jackson has one thing going for him – he is the fastest gun that the Texas Rangers have ever seen.


When a series of violent murders terrify the people of Parker’s Crossing, it is to ‘Junk’ Jackson they turn. But can Jackson find the courage to take on the killers? And who is the mysterious stranger with new information about the slaying that put Jackson into the prison system in the first place?
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CHAPTER 1


Amos Dunkley, the man whose eyelids the Apache had sliced off, once said to Jim Jackson that, blind or not, he could see that Jim was a man of courage, that somewhere inside him courage still lived.


Jim Jackson had downed a glass of whiskey, his hands trembling, and said, ‘They beat every ounce of courage out of me in Texas, Amos. But it’s good of you to try and make me feel better.’


Now he realized that Amos mightn’t have been wholly wrong. There wasn’t much courage left. But there was enough. There had to be enough.


Someone – two people – were following him.


Jim had long known this day would come – had expected it sooner, to be honest – and had made plans accordingly. But planning was one thing, actually doing was another.


He could hear the snap of dry branches as they tracked him through the woods ten miles north of Parker’s Crossing. He looked back over his shoulder repeatedly but could see nothing, just the trees and shafts of morning sunlight bursting through the canopy and illuminating the dusty air. But they were there. The cracking of those dry branches, and once or twice, the distant snort of a horse, giving them away. Earlier a whisper had carried forward to him on the down-slope winds. Maybe there were more than two. What then? How much courage did he have? Would his plans work out if there were four or five following him?


He worked his way down from the high ground, the woods thinning, and he emerged from the tree line, the New Mexico sun hot on his face. Ahead of him a wide valley, dry and brown, stretched towards more wooded slopes. Dotted across the valley were abandoned huts, here and there small groups of larger buildings, also abandoned, and on the far side, the mine buildings that had brought him here.


He eased his horse down the slope, leaving a trail of crushed grass. The grass had a blue sheen to it. He had never seen such grass anywhere else on his travels. The mine had a sign, no longer hanging but leaning against the old office building, that read Santiago’s Copper. The folks back in the Crossing called this place Santiago when they called it anything, which was rare. But he had christened it Bluegrass in his own mind. It made it feel like a place that was private to him.


That was pretty much how it had been until this morning.


He resisted the urge to look over his shoulder as he worked his way into the deserted settlement. He wanted to reach back and pull his Remington shotgun from its scabbard and load a shell. But little good that would do against two of them. In fact, little good would it do against just one of them unless he were no more than twenty feet away.


He rode past the old saloon (McCourey’s painted in sun-bleached orange above a door that squeaked in the breeze) and started working his way up the far slope to the cluster of mine buildings. There he swung off his horse and, still resisting the urge to look back, he looped the horse’s reins over a wooden rail, stepped up onto the planking in front of the office building, pushed open the door and stepped inside.


From the dark safety within Jim Jackson turned and looked out of the dusty window. He could see the line of crushed grass he had left leading all the way back across the settlement, up the slope, and way over there, where he had emerged from the woods he saw two riders looking down upon him.


His heart quickened. He shuddered. It felt as if two huge cold fists had wrapped themselves around his spine and were squeezing his bones. He swallowed and found only trail dust in his mouth and yet the palms of his hands were greasy with sweat.


Two riders, no doubt violent men, or men prepared to do violence. They would have guns: revolvers. What good was his ancient Remington? And anyway he had left it out there on the back of his saddle.


He thought back to Amos telling him that there was still courage inside of him. Doubts crept in again, as they always did. Amos had been wrong. All that was inside of Jim Jackson was fear. That’s why they called him Trembles or Shaky. That’s why they called him Junk Jackson, because he was useless.


He gritted his teeth, felt the dust in his mouth.


No. He was better than that. He was more than the town drunk.


He forced himself to breathe deeply, to hold the breath, to try and calm his racing heart.


They were here after his money.


He let out his breath, slowly and deliberately, through pursed lips.


This Godforsaken land had stripped everything else from him – his woman, his pride, his courage, even his good years. The money was all he had left in this world.


And he was damned if they were going to take it.


*


‘The guy is as much a fool as he is a waste of space,’ Blue Garner said. ‘How he’s even still alive is a mystery.’


‘You ain’t wrong,’ Henry Slade said. ‘But we’re fools too, yeah?’


‘How do you figure?’


‘We should have done this months ago. We could already be living the easy life like Junk does. Sleeping and drinking and maybe getting a poke once in a while.’


‘I guess so.’


‘Come on, let’s see where he hides his money.’


The two men eased their horses out of the tree line and worked their way towards the abandoned settlement. Halfway down the slope Henry pressed his spurs hard into his horse’s side to encourage her to move faster. He didn’t want to get down to the mine just as Junk was coming out with a handful of silver dollars. He wanted to be there in time to see where the fool hid his fortune. He didn’t want to have to beat that knowledge out of the man. Far easier just to watch him.


‘How much money you think he’s got stashed away?’ Blue said, as they skirted the old saloon.


‘He never seems bothered about finding work,’ Henry said. ‘So I figure he’s got enough to give us a good life for a long time.’


‘First thing I’m going do is have me Li’l Lil for a whole night.’


Henry laughed and said, ‘You’ll be wasting about eight hours’ worth of good money then.’


‘What you saying?’


‘I’m saying it’s time to focus on the job in hand. Come on. Let’s go and get rich, yeah?’


The two men dismounted outside the mine building into which Junk Jackson had disappeared minutes earlier. They tied their horses alongside Junk’s mare. Blue Garner pulled a Spencer repeating rifle from his saddle scabbard and Henry Slade drew his Colt revolver. Junk Jackson’s horse whinnied as if she knew something was not right.


‘Might be dark in there,’ Blue said, looking at the grubby windows of the building. The office was built close to the side of the valley wall. Beyond the office other linked buildings spread out, some pressing right up against the rock. ‘We should have brought candles.’ There was a hint of nervousness in his voice.


‘Junk’s gotta see. He’ll have some torches burning, I’d bet.’


‘Yeah. Reckon so. Hope so.’


Henry held his gun out in front of him and stepped up to the door. The ancient planking beneath his feet creaked a little, but it felt solid.


‘Junk’s a fool.’ Blue laughed. ‘Look, he hasn’t even taken that shotgun of his with him.’


Henry looked back at Junk’s horse. Sure enough, there was his single shot Remington. ‘I bet it would blow back anyway. You ever seen him use it?’


‘Nope. Reckon it’s just for show.’


‘And he doesn’t have a six-gun.’


‘Nope.’


Henry said, ‘He’s a fool for sure. Let’s go get him.’


He pushed open the door and stepped inside.


Jim Jackson heard his horse whinny. She always did a funny snorting thing half way through a whinny as if snatching an extra bit of air in order to keep the noise going. It meant he was able to recognize her by sound alone. Not that he’d ever needed to before. But now that noise sent his heart racing again.


They were coming for him.


A door at the back of the office led into a large storage area. The floor here was un-boarded, left exposed to the hard-packed ground. The area was big enough that there was an old flat wagon next to a set of double doors, doors that were locked on the inside by a huge beam of wood resting in iron brackets. Small windows above the doors let in thin streams of dusty light. Strewn around the room were picks and shovels, and sacks. On a table over by another set of wide doors were candles and a pair of kerosene lamps. Jim Jackson had been tempted to take the lamps back to Parker’s Crossing and present them to Rose, his landlady. Rose would love them, but in doing so he’d have to explain where he got them. So he’d left them be, along with the chairs and hammers and bags of nails and even a good pair of working boots he’d found. Jim had always figured that had he needed work, he could have done worse than simply bring back to the Crossing all the abandoned items he’d found in Santiago and sell them on. A man could make a fortune if he cared to.


The second set of doors led into the valley wall itself. Beyond the doors was a short corridor, walled and roofed with wood, and then the darkness of a tunnel hewn into the rock. Jim had always suspected that this entrance was actually a natural cave, but the buildings prevented him from standing back and seeing the situation from a distance. There were no wooden struts, bracing, or supports until much further inside where the shafts got a little smaller. Smaller and narrower and a whole lot more labyrinthine.


Jim Jackson lit a kerosene lamp and placed it halfway along the cave section of the mine. The kerosene was old and impure and the lamp flickered and spluttered. But it illuminated the way to the back of the cave where the mine shafts were clearly hand-hewn. Crouching, he headed into the longest of these shafts. He lit torches about thirty feet apart along the shaft. On the ground, in one of the circles of shifting light from the burning torches, he carefully placed a silver dollar coin.


He crouched in that shaft now, and he heard his horse whinny again, the sound distant and muffled, but unmistakable. He heard the squeak of door hinges and felt the whisper of a breeze on his face, and he felt those cold fists squeeze his spine once more. Here in the semi-darkness, deep underground, all the fear and terror and pain of what happened in Texas seemed to hover around him, almost touching him, like a ghost that could suddenly become real and carry him back to hell again.


He breathed deeply, the air cold and dry, and he held that breath.


He again felt the movement of air around his face.


He heard them whispering.


They were coming for him.


Blue Garner said, ‘Heck, this is huge. I ain’t never seen a mine this big.’


‘Reckon this bit is a cave,’ Henry Slade said.


They were standing just inside the door to the mine. Jim Jackson’s kerosene lamp illuminated the cavern and cast dark shadows around the walls that made the space look even greater.


Blue looked back over his shoulder. The entrance to the cave had been walled up with planking, save for the wide door through which they’d come.


‘Figure old Santiago wanted to keep this place to himself,’ Blue said. The sense of wonder was tinged with a little fear. There wasn’t a whole lot of daylight in the mine.


‘Yep,’ Henry said, and for a second Blue thought he’d said something aloud about the darkness.


‘I ain’t sure I could have worked in a place like this,’ Blue said. He could feel the weight of all that rock above him, and the cave itself felt a whole lot colder and darker than any regular night. There were ruts in front of him where hand carts or something similar had worn grooves into the hard ground.


‘That’s why it was run by a Mexican. They don’t mind working. Anyway,’ Henry said, ‘the fact is we’re here for easy money. Come on.’


Blue let Henry go first. They walked deeper into the mine. It only took twenty paces and they were beyond the kerosene lamp and their bodies were now blocking the light, their shadows dancing on the walls. With each step Blue felt like his shoulders were supporting a little more of the weight of all that rock. He found himself breathing faster and louder. He looked over his shoulder repeatedly, checking that the light was still there.


‘Shush,’ Henry said, holding up a hand. ‘Listen.’


Ahead of them there were three tunnel entrances hewn into the rock face. Two were pitch black, one was illuminated by a burning torch.


From within the lit-up tunnel they could hear the sound of a man gently humming to himself.


‘Come on,’ Henry said. ‘And mind your head.’


‘We have to go in there?’ Blue said. The tunnel looked too small for him to fit into. ‘Those Mexicans weren’t as big as us.’


‘You want a whole night with Lil or not?’


Henry ducked into the shaft. A moment later Blue followed him, his spurs tinkling, his breathing audible, and his neck aching as he bent over. He could feel sweat rolling down his flanks even though it was pretty darn cold down there. Damn Junk for hiding his money in such a place.


A few moments later, just around a slight bend in the tunnel, Henry stopped and Blue bumped into him, his Spencer rifle digging into Henry’s leg.


‘Watch where you’re going,’ Henry hissed. ‘And keep your finger off the damn trigger. A ricochet down here could kill us both.’


‘What is it?’ Blue said. He didn’t want to stop. He wanted to get this done with. Get in there and grab Junk’s stash and get the hell out. Luckily there was a torch burning in a metal cage in an alcove that someone had long ago chiselled out of the wall. The heat against his face was hot yet the rest of his body was shivering. At least it wasn’t so dark right here. But then the light illuminated the old wooden struts that surely couldn’t be strong enough to hold all this rock up.


Henry reached his hand backwards towards Blue. In his palm was a silver dollar.


For a moment the fear vanished. Blue looked at that coin and he imagined Li’l Lil and he could taste all the whiskey and the steaks over at the Pit and he knew that these few moments of discomfort would be worth it.


‘Take it,’ Henry said.


‘You sure?’


‘Going to be a whole lot more.’


They could still hear Junk Jackson humming a tune ahead of them.


‘Come on, and watch out. It gets narrower and lower ahead. And for darn’s sake mind that trigger.’


They inched forward. The silver coin in his left hand gave Blue courage but he hit his head on a jagged rock and he cursed and felt blood. Then he scraped his shoulder on a sharp outcrop and felt his shirt tear. And as the shaft narrowed his shoulders hurt more and the straps of his leather chaps cut into his legs and it was getting darker because both their bodies cut out the light from the torch they had passed, and though there was a second torch ahead of them it flickered and Blue was sure it was on the point of dying.


‘I ain’t sure I can breathe too good,’ Blue whispered.


‘It’s your imagination,’ Henry said ahead of him. ‘Besides, I can feel a breeze.’ Then he added, ‘Anyways, we’re here.’


The ladder had been in the storage area the first time Jim Jackson had explored Santiago’s mine. He’d found the settlement by pure chance back in the dark days when he’d been running from Texas. He spent a few weeks in the settlement, sleeping in the old saloon, eating wild onions, potatoes, and rabbit, and exploring. Once he’d found the main mine shaft and discovered that there was a natural air vent – big enough for a man to climb down – in the last chamber, the seeds of his plan had been set. Even if he hadn’t known at the time that he’d need a plan.


That natural air vent would have been a godsend to Santiago once his shafts, following the copper seams, had connected to that natural large cavern deep inside the rock. Santiago’s miners had worked that seam, expanding the cavern, and all the while nice fresh air was coming down from that hole in the cavern roof and blowing back towards the entrance. With the double doors wide open back there, it couldn’t have been more perfect. All these years later, Jim Jackson could imagine Santiago smiling at his good fortune and thinking to himself, it’s almost like it was meant to be.


Up on the rock face outside, no more than fifty yards from the entrance to the mine, the opening to that air hole was on a small ridge, where the valley walls were still rising. Thing was, if you hadn’t known that air shaft existed you would have never looked for it, and certainly never found it.


Jim Jackson had discovered that he could drop that ladder down from the outside, even though he hadn’t been able to drag it through the shaft itself on account of the twists and turns were too tight.


When he’d placed that ladder into the chamber the first time, he still hadn’t really known what was on his mind. He’d known he was looking for a hiding place for the two large saddlebags of money he’d risked his life for. He’d known that if he was crawling about in an abandoned mine then having a way out other than the main entrance might be a wise thing. But he’d never really thought about using it as a trap.


Such thoughts arrived later when he came to understand that sooner or later someone would cotton on to the fact that he appeared to have an endless source of dollars and that someone might want to take those dollars from him.


He climbed up that ladder now, humming an old song to himself. It had been one of Jennifer Anne’s favourites – ‘Jeanie with the Light Brown Hair’. He’d never heard the song until he’d met Jennifer Anne, and the lyrics – which were always sad, even in those good days – made him terribly melancholy. The song was all about missing someone – Jeanie. It might as well have been called ‘Jennifer With the Light Brown Hair’. Most of the time he tried not to think of Jennifer Anne. He had tried to train his mind not to go there. It wasn’t easy. But he figured if a good horseman could train a wild stallion then he ought to be able to train his mind. Most of the time it worked. It was just in moments of stress that she came to mind. After all, everything that had followed was because of Jennifer Anne.


Now he squeezed himself up that air shaft and once at the top he pulled the ladder up, and then he slid a flat rock over the opening. From the inside now there’d be no light, no clue that the shaft even existed.


Then he ran along the small ridge, dropped down a number of natural rock steps, and scrabbled down the final few yards of the slope.


He ran back to Santiago’s mine building, and re-entered, trying to slow and quieten his breathing. He was the one doing the following now, and didn’t want to be heard.


Blue Garner wasn’t exactly sure what happened. He emerged from that tiny shaft, still bent over, his shoulders, neck, and legs hurting and the darkness and all that rock feeling like it was closing in on him, making it hard to breathe, into a bigger chamber illuminated by just a single flickering torch on the wall. The cavern felt – because much of it was in darkness – as big as the eating room back at the Pit. The relief at being in a space so large was palpable. He stood up straight and felt something click in his right knee. He rolled his neck. He looked around and found himself taking a long deep breath. That tunnel had been tiny, he realized now. His head still hurt where he had caught it on the rock.


He knew he was going to have to go back out that way, too.


The fear started to edge back.


‘He ain’t here,’ Henry Slade said.


‘What?’


The torch flame was very low, as if it too was struggling to breathe. A little light came from the torch back in the tunnel. But in the tiny amount of light available they could see no-one else in the cavern.


‘Come on out, Junk?’ Henry said, his Colt held out in front of him, his whole body turning as he worked his eyes around the room.


‘He’s hiding in the shadows,’ Blue said. The chamber was large enough, high enough, and plenty dark enough that Shaky could still be in there. He had to be in there. Where else could he be?


‘Shush,’ Henry said.


Blue held his breath.


The silence was total. If Junk or Trembles or Shaky, call him what you will, was in that cave then he too was holding his breath.


They waited. They waited so long that Blue had to breathe again. He tried to do it as quietly as possible.


‘He ain’t here,’ Henry said.


‘He never passed us, that’s for sure.’


‘Then there must be another tunnel.’


‘I ain’t going down another tunnel.’


‘You want this money or not?’


‘I ain’t sure I want it this bad.’


Henry slid his Colt back into his holster and walked over to the burning torch that had been forced into a crevice in the side of the cave. He pulled the torch free and holding it in front of him, he started to work his way around the chamber walls. There were a number of shafts that were clearly man-made but the first few only went into the rock face a matter of feet. There was one, just a deep black hole in the wall that looked like the sort of place where snakes or worse might live. It was deep enough that Blue couldn’t see the end when Henry held the torch in front of it. But it was low to the ground, just about two feet high, and didn’t look big enough for anyone to get in. Yet on the ground a yard into that shaft there was another dollar coin.


‘I ain’t going in there,’ Blue said. ‘No darn way.’


‘Your big head wouldn’t fit in there,’ Henry said.


‘You think that’s it? That’s where he went?’


‘He ain’t here, is he?’


They quartered the rest of the chamber, but the story was the same. Lots of workings but none leading to any other chamber.


‘I don’t hear him singing no more,’ Blue said.


‘No.’


‘He can’t have just disappeared.’


‘Which leaves just one option.’


‘No way,’ Blue said.


Henry went back across the chamber to that tiny low shaft.


‘Here, hold the torch.’ Blue was still clutching that silver dollar in one hand and holding his Spencer in the other. He stuffed the coin in a pocket and took the torch from his partner.


Henry then got down on his back and started to wriggle into the cave and Blue felt his own belly start to tighten and churn; he felt his skin crawling with fear, and when he tried to swallow he found that he had no spit.


‘Them Mexicans are a lot smaller than us,’ Blue said.


When all that remained sticking out of the tiny hole was Henry Slade’s feet, the torch back in the shaft they had come down flickered and died.


‘No,’ Blue said. ‘Mother Mary, no.’ The only light was the torch he now held. That torch felt very small and insignificant and his hand was all of a sudden slippery with moisture and what if he dropped it?


‘Henry,’ he said. ‘You see anything? Henry?’


‘Pull me out,’ Henry said.


‘Hold on.’


Blue found a crevice in the wall and worked the torch into it.


‘Come on,’ Henry said. ‘Hurry up.’


Blue grabbed Henry’s ankles and pulled him out of that tiny tunnel.


‘We don’t need to go through there, do we?’ Blue said. The torch sent flickering shapes across Henry’s dirty face. All around them was darkness. Blue was starting to figure that Shaky deserved that money if every time he needed some he had to go through all of this.
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