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Dead Man Walking


 


The authorities warned Jim Jackson that if he ever set foot in Texas again then he wouldn’t get out alive. But Jim is back. Searching for information about old friends incarcerated in the cruel Texas penal system, with intentions to bust them out of wherever they are.


When Jim foils a train robbery, he’s suddenly a hero and a hunted man. The death toll rises as Jim attempts to outrun both the authorities and the friends of the train robbers he killed. Meanwhile, there’s still a prison break to engineer.


And there’s also the matter of the beautiful and enigmatic Rosalie Robertson. . . .
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Chapter One


 


She was a pretty woman, made prettier by the late afternoon light shining low across the plains and through the carriage window. The light lent her skin a golden glow that reminded him of the beautiful paintings he’d seen back east a lifetime ago. She wore a bonnet and fancy clothes, but her lips were tight, as if behind them she was gritting her teeth. Her eyes darted around the carriage. It looked as if she was waiting for something, and whatever it was, she didn’t expect it to be good.


Jim Jackson eased into the seat opposite her. He’d spent an hour in the cattle wagon with his horse, making sure she was settled, reassuring her. He’d wondered about bringing her on the train but she hadn’t been bothered at all. There were other horses in the wagon too, plenty of hay, and they all looked happy enough swaying very gently with the motion of the train, relaxing, letting something else cover the miles for a change. Most of that time he’d spent with the horse, Jim realized, had been for his own benefit, reassuring him rather than her. So eventually he’d left her to the company of the other animals and had worked his way back through the short train, looking for a quiet space where he could stretch out and get some sleep.


The train wasn’t full, so he chose the quietest carriage. The woman was sitting in the corner on her own. He sat opposite her. She looked at him briefly, smiled, and then stared out at the passing plains of Texas, the fields of cotton and cattle, the dark prairie, the smoke, sometimes white, sometimes black, blowing back from the locomotive.


He watched her for a while and once or twice, when she scanned the carriage, she caught him looking and smiled again. He felt he was making her nervous so he stretched out best he could, pulled his hat down over his eyes and tried to sleep, enjoying the sound and feel of the wheels on the tracks, the light rhythms that made him think of music he hadn’t heard for a lifetime, not since he left his home all those years ago. He breathed in the smell of the smoke and occasionally the woman’s perfume.


He was drifting into sleep when she made a quiet frightened sound. It was so slight that it almost wasn’t there, but when he opened his eyes she had her hand over her mouth and was looking out of the window at a couple of cowboys on horses watching the train roll by. The train was slowing as it climbed a slight grade, but then it started picking up steam again, accelerating. The woman dropped her hand from her mouth, looked at him and smiled, a little embarrassed.


‘Sorry,’ she said, very quietly.


‘It’s OK.’


‘Did I wake you?’


‘I wasn’t asleep.’


They looked at one another for a few seconds. It was, Jim Jackson thought, that moment of choice when strangers can open a conversation or politely retreat into their own worlds without offence.


‘You look nervous,’ he said. ‘Have you not ridden a train before?’


‘Once or twice,’ she said. ‘It’s just. . . .’


She looked out of the window again, then back to him.


‘Train robbers,’ she said.


‘Train robbers?’ He felt a kick inside, as if his heart had missed a beat then tried to catch up with itself.


‘My sister was robbed on the Kansas line. They killed a man. I read in the papers that there are train robbers here in Texas, too.’


His throat was suddenly too dry to respond and in the pause she added, ‘I’m being silly, aren’t I?’


‘No,’ he said. The train was slowing again now, braking sharply. He heard the wheels complaining and he had to grip the edge of his seat. He felt his gun on his thigh. Not his gun, not the one that he had used more than ten years ago in his own train-robbing days, but the gun belonging to a Texas Ranger called Sam McRae. McRae had been the man who had arrested Jim Jackson and sent him to prison for ten years right here in Texas. Ten long years of hell. And Jim had been warned, in no uncertain terms, to never set foot in the state again.


The wheels screeched.


‘What’s happening?’ the lady said, fear in her eyes and voice.


Jim sensed movement and when he looked across the carriage and out the far window he saw a masked rider racing alongside the train.


‘They’re going to rob us, aren’t they?’ she said.


Further up the carriage people were twisting in their seats trying to see what was occurring. There were only a half dozen other people in the carriage – two men in smart suits, a woman with a young boy and a baby, and another man, like Jim Jackson, dressed in trail clothes.


The train stopped.


From somewhere up ahead a gunshot echoed out, loud and clear, and as sharp as an Indian knife.


‘They’re going to rob us,’ she said again. Along the carriage the baby started crying.


Jim Jackson loosened his gun in his holster.


‘Take it easy,’ he said. He stood up and moved across the carriage from where he’d been sitting. He pressed himself up against the carriage bulkhead so anyone coming in mightn’t see him for a second. It wasn’t much, that second, but it would be enough. The way they’d used to do it was all about surprise and shock, burst into the carriage, wave a gun to scare everyone, and then work the passengers, taking what you could carry: money, purses, jewellery, watches. It had been lucrative. It had also sent him to hell for ten years.


Somebody shouted in the carriage next to theirs. He couldn’t distinguish the words but there was a threat in the tone.


He heard boot-steps on the roof. Someone was running along the length of the carriage above them.


Another gunshot rang out, this one closer but still in the next carriage. Somebody screamed. He couldn’t tell if it was through fear or pain.


He heard footsteps just the other side of their carriage door. A man slid open the door quickly and hard. It smashed into its stop with a sound not unlike a gunshot.


The man stepped into the carriage. His face was hidden beneath a red neckerchief, and a brown hat was pulled low over his eyes. He wore a black coat despite it being a warm day. He wasn’t tall, but he was lean. He held a Colt .45 out in front of him, and he locked eyes on the woman who had been sitting opposite Jim.


‘Nobody move,’ he yelled. ‘I damn well mean it. You move and you’re dead.’


The man looked down the carriage to where one of the businessmen was rising, his hands already halfway in the air. The baby was still crying and his older brother was struggling to catch his breath too. The man in trail clothes down that end of the carriage hadn’t moved but he was looking towards the train robber.


The robber sensed Jim standing right beside him.


He turned, opening his mouth to bark out another order. Jim hit him hard on the temple with the butt of his gun and the man’s legs buckled and he folded to the floor. An arc of blood sprayed across the carriage.


The woman with the children started screaming. The businessman with his hands in the air was saying ‘Dear God,’ over and over. The woman who had been sat opposite him was staring wide-eyed at Jim. There was a splash of blood on her cheek.


At the far end of the carriage the door opened.


The man who had run along the roof of the carriage had a yellow bandana covering his face. His hat was black and he wore a light brown jacket and blue trousers. He had leather chaps over the top of his trousers and the spurs on his boots jingled as he stepped into the carriage. He had a gun in his hand.


Maybe, Jim Jackson thought, the trail-hand down that end of the carriage had seen what Jim had done and figured he ought to do something similar. For no sooner had the train robber stepped into the carriage than the trail-hand was rising, reaching for his own gun.


‘Stop!’ Jim yelled. You couldn’t out-draw a man who already had a gun in his hand. The train robber fired twice. The roar of the gun was deafening in the carriage. The trail-hand was blown backwards. He flipped over the rear of the seat from which he had just risen.


Jim had been holding his own gun the wrong way, a grip that had allowed him to knock out the first train robber with the butt, rather than shooting him. Had the second robber chosen to shoot Jim before that trail-hand then it might have been a fatal mistake on Jim’s part to have knocked out that first man rather than shoot him. It was a trait, this penchant for mercy, which had got him into trouble before. As the trail-hand landed, moaning on the carriage floor, the robber turned his attention to Jim. But those few seconds had been enough; Jim had readjusted his hold on his own gun and now he fired twice. The bullets hit the robber in the chest, smashing him backwards through the still open door.


Jim stepped away from the carriage bulkhead, ears ringing, the smell of cordite and gunpowder in the air. He turned and looked into the next carriage. The end-door to that carriage door was closed, and the blind on the window was down. Whoever was in there would have heard the shots but wouldn’t know what was happening. Jim crouched down and turned over the first train robber. The man was unconscious. Jim strode along the carriage aisle, ignoring the businessmen and the crying children with their white-faced mother. He knelt alongside the cowboy that the second robber had shot. The man would live. One of the train robber’s bullets had taken him in the shoulder, the other in the upper arm.


‘You,’ Jim Jackson said to the nearest businessman. ‘Quickly.’ The man looked in shock, his face pale and his lips quivering, but he stood shakily and came across to Jim.


‘You have to stop the bleeding,’ Jim said. ‘Find some cloth. Keep it pressed hard against the wounds.’ He looked up. The woman at the far end of the carriage was staring. The one with the children, too. ‘The ladies will help.’


‘You,’ he said to the second businessman, whose mouth was moving as if he was still praying. ‘Take your belt and tie up that fellow down there.’ He pointed back along the carriage towards the unconscious first robber. ‘Tie his arms. Take your friend’s belt and tie his legs, too.’


Without waiting for the businessmen to respond, Jim went quickly to the robber he had shot.


The man was laying half in and half out of the carriage door. He was dead.


Jim felt his heart lurch again. They – Jim and his fellow train robbers back in the day – had never been violent men. In fact he had been known as Gentleman Jim Jackson. They had made a fortune whilst rarely firing a shot. It had been the early days of train robbery and people were less prepared for it, less likely to resist. But who was to say these men had been violent men? Maybe they’d were just shouting and waving guns trying to frighten people, the way Jim’s gang used to, and now one was out cold and the other was dead. All because a fellow who wasn’t scared of shouting and guns had been travelling in the carriage.


But this wasn’t the time for deep thinking. Jim knew how these things worked. There would be two men in the next carriage along, maybe the one beyond that as well. There would be a man with a gun on the driver and engineer.


And none of them would take kindly to discovering that one of their own was dead. Once you started something you had to finish it.


He reloaded his gun as he walked back along the aisle and opened the door to the connected carriage.


Someone was bleeding on the floor. Gut-shot. A young man, maybe twenty years of age. He was squirming and moaning in pain.


There were two robbers, again with faces masked and hats pulled low. One had a gun in his hand and the other was holding a sack into which a lady and a gentleman were just dropping their purses and watches.


The robbers looked at Jim. Their eyes met. The one with the gun was raising his hand, finger tightening on the trigger, when Jim shot him. Jim’s bullet took the man in the throat and he fell backwards on to a fellow in a smart black suit, white shirt, and a bootlace tie.


The one holding the sack paused, dropped the sack and raised his hands.


 


Jim walked towards him, keeping his eyes locked on the man, his gun steady in front of him. Peripheral vision showed a couple of young, strong-looking farmhands just beyond the man.


‘Boys,’ Jim said. ‘Figure you can hold this one down a while?’


The boys smiled.


Jim took the man’s gun from his holster. One of the farm boys grabbed the man’s raised arms and yanked them down so hard behind his back that something snapped with a loud crack. The man screamed.


‘Take my darn money, would you?’ the boy said, and twisted the man’s arms so he had no choice but to lie face down on the floor.


The far carriage door slid open.


Another train robber stood there, this one wearing a black bandanna. The masked man took in the scene and then slid the door shut again. Jim heard the man shouting, his voice become quieter almost immediately as, Jim figured, he jumped from the train.


Jim ran down the carriage.


Sure enough the man was racing across the dirt to where a colleague sat guard on a chestnut mare, holding the reins of a half dozen horses. A third man appeared running from the front of the train. A moment later there was the blast of a shotgun, and that third man went down screaming. But he scrambled to his feet again, his clothes peppered and shredded, and he made it to the horses.


The men mounted the horses, jabbed spurs into horseflesh, and then they were gone, empty-handed, wounded, and frightened, heading towards the tree line.









Chapter Two


 


Jim Jackson led his horse down the boxcar ramp and on to the dirt alongside the railroad track. He rubbed her nose and said, ‘So much for a quiet journey.’ The shaking that had wracked his body following the shooting – and the killings – had stopped, but he still felt empty and sick. It hadn’t been so long ago that he had killed a man for the very first time. Since then there had been others. And although it was always they – the ones he had killed – who had initiated their own demise, it didn’t make the act any easier. He took a deep breath and turned around, intending to get his bearings, his first proper view of Austin. Instead he found three men standing facing him.


‘This is the fellow,’ Frank Stokes said. ‘Daniel Flanders. He’s the one.’


Frank Stokes was the train driver. Back along the track, when the train was still stationary after the attempted robbery, Jim had jumped down off the carriage at about the same time as Stokes. There had been a guard, too, and the fireman. A couple of passengers had joined them. All had stood there in the Texas heat, looking out at the trees into which the outlaws had fled, talking and trying to make sense of what had just happened. Smoke and steam had been blowing back over them and the sound of someone cursing came from inside the closest carriage. One of the passengers had told Stokes how it had been Jackson who had foiled the robbery, and when Stokes asked Jackson his name ‘Daniel Flanders’ had been the best that Jackson had been able to come up with. Not long before, back in New Mexico, he had been reading Daniel Defoe’s Moll Flanders to a blind man who’d had his eyelids cut off by the Apache.


One of the three men standing in front of him now was wearing a black suit with a vest and a gold watch chain running from a button into a pocket. He wore wire-framed spectacles and had very little hair.


He held his hand out.


‘We owe you a debt of gratitude, Mr Flanders,’ the man said. ‘We being the Houston and Texas Central Railroad, the passengers that ride on her, and the state of Texas itself. My name is Maxwell Higgs. I run this station. This is Charlie Entwhistle,’ Maxwell indicated the man on his left. ‘He’s our Passenger Manager. You’ve met Frank, I know.’


Jim shook hands with Higgs and Entwhistle.


Over their shoulders he saw the two young country boys manhandling the captured robber off the train. The man was swearing and moaning in equal measures. Standing back, just alongside the tracks, waiting for the two boys and the robber was a fellow in a white shirt and grey vest with a gun at his hip and a star on his chest.


‘I was just doing what any man would do,’ Jim said.


From a carriage further along Jim saw the woman he had been sitting opposite climb out of the train – she came out backwards, and she was talking to someone who was following her. A moment later the two businessmen, looking hot and dishevelled, appeared. They were carrying the trail-hand who had been shot. The trail-hand wasn’t making a sound.


‘I don’t think so,’ Higgs said. ‘You were very brave. Not many men would have done what you did. In fact we need more men like you. Yes sir, indeed. It’s something to think about.’


‘Like lightning, that’s what they said,’ Frank Stokes said. ‘The ones that saw him said he drew that Colt like lightning.’


‘There you go,’ Higgs said. ‘I’m already thinking about something for a man like you. I have an idea brewing.’


‘That’s as may be,’ Jim said, knowing that it wasn’t true; people just recalled what they wanted to recall rather than the truth. He hadn’t had to draw his gun. He’d had it ready in his hand. ‘But there’s a couple of fellows along there have got a man needs looking after badly.’ He nodded towards the businessmen. As he did so he saw the woman glance in his direction. She smiled, but it was a thin smile, as if her world had turned into something that she had never imagined. ‘There may be another one on the train, too. They need a doctor. And there’s two fellows need arresting and two more needs burying.’


‘The doctor is on his way. The marshal’s here. It’s all in hand.’


‘Well, I figure those folks can use all the help they can get right now. I appreciate your thanks, but please, those fellows along there need you more than I do.’


‘No, no. It’s all in hand, really,’ Higgs said. But he did turn to Entwhistle and asked him to go and check if there was anything more he could do. He turned back to Jim. ‘Now we need to thank you properly, Mr Flanders. Where are you staying?’


It wasn’t something Jim had thought about yet, and he told Higgs as much.


‘Well, I’d have loved to have the company put you up in the Driskell. That place was a sight to behold. You take a look up on Brazos Street. You’ll be impressed. Alas, it’s closed just at the moment. Prices were way too high for a town like this one. But l’ll tell you what, you check into the Washington, just up from the Driskell. Tell them Maxwell Higgs sent you and that the Houston and Texas Central will collect the bill. I’ll come and find you later – there are more than a few gentlemen in this town will want to shake your hand and, I suspect, there might be a job offer or two for a man like you. I mean, I didn’t ask, what do you do? What brings you to Austin, Mr Flanders?’


‘I’m looking for someone, that’s all.’


‘Well, tell me his name. I know most everybody, and if I don’t know then I know the men to ask.’


‘Let’s talk about that later,’ Jim Jackson said.


‘Yes, let’s do that,’ Higgs said, and held out his hand again. ‘Like lightning, eh?’


 


The girl was in a buggy with another young woman. The two of them looked remarkably alike.


Jim Jackson nudged his horse alongside the buggy. The girl driving gave him a look worse than many a man who’d pointed a gun his way.


He held up a hand, the reins resting between his thumb and fingers, to indicate peace.


‘I just wanted to check you were all right, ma’am,’ he said to the girl who had been in the railway carriage with him. ‘I’m sorry it happened, and I’m sorry you had to see it.’


She smiled at him.


‘It’s not for you to be sorry,’ she said. She glanced at the woman driving the buggy. ‘This is the man I was telling you about, Roberta. The one in the train.’


Roberta looked at him coldly, suspicion in her eyes.


He said, ‘I wished I could’ve been there in Kansas.’


She opened her mouth to say something, but then snapped it shut. She said, ‘How did you know—’


‘You two look so alike. I figured you were sisters. Your sister here – I’m sorry, I don’t think I ever got your name?’


‘Rosalie,’ she said. Her smile was warmer than her sister’s, and now had less of the strain that had been showing when she had descended from the train a few minutes earlier.


‘Rosalie told me you had been robbed on a train.’


‘Yes . . . It doesn’t feel safe anywhere anymore.’


‘Well, I’m glad you’re both OK.’


‘I didn’t get your name,’ Rosalie said.


He smiled at her and said, ‘Jim Jackson’.


It didn’t occur to him to lie to her the way he had lied to Frank Stokes earlier.


‘Well, thank you, Jim Jackson,’ she said. Her sister flicked the buggy reins and they moved off.


Jim watched them go and then he lightly pressed his heels into his horse’s flanks and followed them slowly, deeper into Austin.


 


It was a cow town. But it was bigger and wider and it had more squares and more streets crossing more avenues than any cow town he had ever seen before. It had more white picket fences, too. That was the first thing that grabbed him, once he had ridden past the cattle compounds and the corrals around the railway station and started heading into town. The log fences gave way to picket fences, and beyond them were more picket fences. Always white, too. The buildings behind the picket fences were neat, and most had wide porches, grass and trees in the yards. Further ahead, in the distance on a slight rise, he could see a huge construction project taking place. There were cranes, great wooden and metal beasts, and he determined to take a closer look later. He rode deeper into town and the wooden houses gave way to brick, and they started to grow additional stories. There was a church on a corner (Saint David’s, according to the sign) that was more impressive than any building he had seen in a dozen years. It had towers; parts of it looked like a castle and other parts looked like a great cathedral from Europe.


He passed numerous stables and saloons. There were telegraph poles and wires strung alongside several of the streets. Horses grazed in some squares, pretty women with children ate their evening picnics in others. He rode randomly, turning left and right, not worried about getting lost as he had nowhere in mind to go. At one point he came across several fire blackened buildings and a little further on, not far from where the mighty new building was being constructed, he came across the charred remains of another great building – this one no longer so fine. Pillars still stood, but much of the building that they had once fronted was burned out or knocked down.


Further on were more saloons and stores and hotels and barbers and he was sure he’d passed more than one sheriff’s office. The boardwalks were crowded towards the centre of town where the majority of saloons were located. He heard piano music and laughter, people shouting and singing. In the street were horses and wagons, dogs and water troughs. Boxes and barrels and cases were piled high on the boardwalks. The smell of smoke and cooking meat reminded him that he hadn’t eaten for a while.


He turned a corner and discovered the Driscoll Hotel. The junction it lorded over was bigger than any corner he could recall. Even back in his eastern days when he had walked the prettiest and richest girl in town along the widest avenues of Clark County, Illinois, there’d been nothing like this. He wondered what Jennifer-Anne would have made of Austin, Texas. She’d have liked it, he figured. Although it was just a cow town it had a little class to it. But maybe not enough class, he thought, looking up at the Driscoll. Despite the ornamental roof and the towers and the vast balconies, the doors were closed and the windows shuttered. It was bigger than the church that had impressed him so much a few minutes earlier and it filled a whole block. Yet it looked sad, dusty and empty, as if it had been a little too ambitious for the town where it had been built.


He wondered if he’d ever see Jennifer-Anne again – she was the reason he’d come west. You couldn’t marry the richest girl in Clark County unless you had some money yourself. She’d insisted that money didn’t matter, but deep down he knew that her father and indeed her whole family would have disowned her had she married a nobody like him. He hadn’t wanted her to suffer that way. So he’d asked Jennifer to give him a year and he’d headed west. He was going to make his fortune. Instead he ended up in hell.


He pushed the thoughts from his mind. He’d long trained himself not to think of Jennifer. It was the only way to survive.


Higgs had told him the Washington Hotel was just along from the Driscoll. So he turned and took a different street. The sun was getting lower now, casting long shadows. He’d find a stable, then a hotel and then a steak. In that order. But he wouldn’t go near the Washington Hotel. He had no intention of being found here in Texas by anyone in authority.


He’d survived hell and had come out the other side. But back in New Mexico he’d discovered that going through that suffering – ten years in the Texas convict leasing system – had not been down to his bad luck. He’d been set up. Sure, he’d been a train robber. He didn’t deny that. But he never shot anyone and he always treated everyone respectfully. At his trial, when he was being sentenced for the murder of a Texas Ranger who had happened to be on the train they were robbing, one witness, a girl, had told the jury that it hadn’t been the gentleman that had done the killing.


Such testimony stood for nothing. He had been sentenced to ten years in the system and it had nearly killed him. And Texas, or rather an evil prison guard called Webster T. Ellington on behalf of Texas, had sworn that if Jackson ever set foot in the state again, this time they really would kill him.


Yet here he was.


He’d been given a lead back in New Mexico about who it was that had set him up. He had a name and a place.


But before he sought revenge he had to check on his old friends. The hell he had been through . . . it was almost too much for a man to bear. If any of them were still living through it he was going to get them out. He owed them that. And together they would take that revenge.


It was here in Austin that the prison records were kept that would lead him to his old friends.


But first: stables, a hotel, and a steak.
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