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When a geologist who horse wrangler Jake Holley has been gambling with dies of fever after telling him that he has found gold, Jake travels to the Telluride Hills to take over his claim. Here, he does indeed find gold nuggets.


Then a trapper called Lemaitre jumps his claim and leaves Jake for dead. Badly injured, Jake manages to get back to civilization where his hand, infected with gangrene, is cut off. Nearly a year after his ‘death’, and fitted with an iron hand of his own design, he goes back to the claim to get revenge against Lemaitre, where he is attacked by an Indian called Bear.


It transpires that Bear’s betrothed, the beautiful White Dove, has been kidnapped by Lemaitre and that Bear has mistakenly attacked Jake (Iron Hand), believing him to be Lemaitre. The two men form an alliance and travel together to track him down and to rescue White Dove. However, it soon becomes apparent that White Dove has a secret in her past that will endanger both men and soon both Iron Hand and Bear realize that they will have to rely on each other’s skills if they are to survive.
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Chapter One


 


Iron Hand halted his mule, Mokie, at the foot of the hill. He took a cigarette paper out of his right hand pocket and laid it across the semblance of a palm on the hand after which he was nicknamed, and then sifted some tobacco on to the paper from a pouch that he also kept in his right pocket. He rolled the paper around the tobacco easily with one hand, licked the edge and finished off making his cigarette before lighting it with a match that came from his left breast pocket, struck alight against the rough metal edge of his left hand. The cigarette was lit so easily that he was puffing a few seconds after making the decision to stop at this spot. He did not even think about how his roll-up had been made, so natural was the task after all this time.


‘Well Mokie, guess it’s just us two again. This is the spot, I’m darn sure of it or my name isn’t Jake Holley.’ Mokie twitched his ears and raised his muzzle at this because although he was just as stubborn as most of his breed Iron Hand was one of the few humans to whom he paid any attention, and vice versa. ‘Here, boy, I’ll get that stuff offa you.’ This was a suggestion gratefully received by an animal that was not in the first flush of youth. ‘The stuff’ Iron Hand referred to consisted of a large food pack and the mining equipment that he used in prospecting for the precious mineral that all men wanted, for which many had lost their lives. For the first time in a while he looked at his metal hand thoughtfully; he had nearly been one of those men and the thought of that day still haunted him. Especially when he considered that his death, unlike that of many others, would have been deliberate rather than some accident of fate brought about by bad planning.


The equipment he had brought with him consisted of a short-handled shovel, a pick which had the head of a hammer on one side and a point on the other, a proper hammer, and a large pan with a mesh across the base that could be used in the search for gold with or without water. He also had a carbine with him and a goodly number of bullets. Not that he expected much trouble on this fairly remote spot, but he had been caught out this way before. Along with his other equipment this would take time to get to the required spot in these hills, but time was the one thing he had. Or he thought he had.


He was here as a prospector all right, yet other reasons for being in the area flashed through his mind.


He was up in the hills of the Southern Rockies in the Telluride district. The area was spectacular if you had an eye for that kind of thing, with wooded hills that led to the blue mountain ranges that made up the Rockies. To a prospector the hills were not just covered in the myriad greens and blues of early summer when every leaf and blade of grass was bursting forth with freshness, they carried the promise of discovery. In his case the discovery had already been made. Up here the air was as crystal clear as the water; a man could feel alive, renewed with every breath he took.


As he trudged up towards his claim with his pack across his broad shoulders Iron Hand could not help remembering Ventman. Gis Ventman was a Hungarian, back in Denver, where Jake Holley had earned a kind of living as a gambler and part-time horse trader, and they had often played cards together in one of the local saloons.


Ventman had come here to seek his fortune, not in Denver where the gold had been played out a long time before, but up in the mountains where he was certain new finds could be made fairly easily. But on his arrival he had picked up the spores of tuberculosis, a disease that ate away his lungs leaving him unable to do much but live on the money of his family – who were wealthy émigrés in another part of the country – and sit playing cards while he waited for the inevitable end. He was only in his thirties but he did not see the point in trying to go back to his family because he knew that the journey back to the East would probably finish him off.


One day, when they were playing cards, he was beaten four times at ponte by the man he had got to know gradually as a solid player who he would meet about once a day in the Apollo saloon in Denver. They would play there for at least an hour at a time. Ventman was a tall, dark man with a cadaverous look. Holley had never said so to anyone, but he reckoned that when the time came, the only reason they would know Ventman was deceased would be because he had stopped talking; just from his looks he had passed on a while before.


‘My allowance is not through yet,’ he said to Holley on being beaten for the fourth time, ‘but I can give you something more valuable than anything you can earn from playing cards.’ Holley was interested because although he made a reasonable living from his activities, he was neither comfortable enough from his winnings, nor good enough at playing to rest on his laurels.


‘Go ahead,’ he invited.


‘I was not always this pathetic figure you see before you. I studied the science of geology when I was young. My qualifications from New York State University are impeccable, I have been to other countries, and I have been on expeditions where I have helped dig the fossilized remnants of giant lizards out of the ground, my knowledge of rocks being the key as to where to look for such things. Some of my work is on display in the Museum of Antiquities. I have studied the Earth and what makes up her many facets.’


‘Yet you’re still sitting here owing a good sum of money to an ignorant son of the soil,’ pointed out Holley.


‘Well here’s a tip for you.’ Ventman paused and coughed. When he coughed his face became several shades darker and he often looked as if he was going to faint to the ground. At least he had the grace to cover his mouth, although his contention was that he was no longer infectious. ‘Sorry about that. These damn lungs’re so full of fluid I’m swimming inside my own body. Where were we?’


‘You were telling me the way to get some value out of the ground,’ said Holley.


‘That’s right. The fact is, the Earth is a living thing, only most of the time she doesn’t move so quickly. These ignorant fools who hunt for gold don’t know what to look for, but I do. You’ve been good to me, my friend, when others would not pass the time of day with me. I will give you my knowledge.’


‘Hey, I only gamble with you to get some of your allowance.’


‘You say that, but there are other sources of profit.’ Ventman was right. In some strange way his companion enjoyed the company of the other man. It was something to do with his strangeness and the depth of knowledge that Holley knew was in there. It was knowledge from which he had never sought to profit, but it was a facet of the man that he enjoyed.


‘Volcanoes,’ said Ventman in an almost reverent tone, ‘volcanoes, that is the clue.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Do you know how gold is made, my friend? I’ll tell you. The pressures of the Earth are immense. We who live on the surface do now know how intense it is in the crushing mantle of the Earth. Carbon – common coal – turns into diamonds under such pressure. Common metals transform into gold, and are trapped deep underground.’


‘I guess that’s why gold is so rare. They just can’t get at it most of the time.’


‘In Colorado gold is rare, but less rare than elsewhere because millions of years ago this land went through upheavals of biblical proportions. Volcanoes spewed forth that which had been lying in the interior of the Earth and the crashing mantles created the Rockies. That is why gold is rare here, but far more common than elsewhere.’ Holley found that his interest was growing.


‘So what are you saying?’


‘Simply this – if you want to find nuggets of your precious mineral you must look for places where the volcano spewed forth such metals from deep in the Earth – and I know a place—’ here he stopped and coughed into his handkerchief. ‘Curse this ill health! I know a place where you will find gold near the surface, a claim in the Telluride Mountains.’


‘But why would you tell me? I might just take the gold – if it’s there – and never come back to you.’


‘You might, but gold means very little to me now. Listen.’ Ventman went on to describe the conditions in a great deal of detail. Holley listened sympathetically, but there was no thought in his mind of leaving the comfort of the saloon to traipse about a dangerous mountain, he was just being a good guy.


Three days later, Ventman was dead.


He got the message from Robbie, the ten-year-old son of Ventman’s landlady Mrs Fischer.


He was not particularly surprised at the news, but felt a little sad just the same because the Hungarian had been an entertaining companion. What did surprise him though, was when he was asked to go back with the boy and visit Mrs Fischer, who handed him a large dark-brown leather satchel like a schoolbag but with extra pockets.


‘He wanted you to have this,’ she said. ‘He has some mining equipment too, but you can collect that when you want.’ This was a surprise, and after the funeral (he was the only one in attendance except for the landlady, minister and gravedigger) he put the matter from his mind for a few weeks. Then one evening when the cards had been running badly and he had nothing better to do, he ventured to look inside the bag and found a sheaf of papers and some detailed drawings that further outlined Ventman’s theories. He was not a scholarly man, but the plans were mainly practical details of how to set up an expedition to get gold out of volcanic rock. The main thing that interested him was that such rock was porous because as it came out of the ground and cooled in the air it took in oxygen. This meant it was easy to mine.


Holley took a good hard look at his life. He was just in his thirties and all he had managed to achieve was an existence on the edge of nothing. He had been married, but his wife had left him for a gunslinger called Texas Sam two years before. He did not have any children and his card games and horses barely made him a living. He had some money put away, but that wouldn’t last long.


This, however, looked like an opportunity. He was surprised to find that he had considered the dead man to be his friend. This search for the precious mineral would soon show if his friend’s theories were true or not.


In this way he had set out on his first expedition.


It had not been as easy as he had thought. He had assumed that not many people would go up into the mountains and risk the dangers there, but when he went to make his claim with the Colorado Claims Company he soon found that not only was the area on the map – Telluride – being well worked over, there was even a fairly substantial town called Columbia. Still he had the means and the opportunity. For the first time in years he felt a stirring of the spirit that had been in him when he was a young cowboy. He traded in many of his assets, and then got himself a hardy mule that could carry most of what he needed – he could get the rest when he got into town – and made his way to the mountains. It was not an easy thing to do, and he almost gave up several times, but he finally came to the place he was seeking.


Columbia turned out to be more substantial than he had expected. There was another town with the same name in a different state and many wanted to call their town Telluride after the area. No doubt they would get their way at some point. The town was situated on the San Miguel River in the county of the same name situated below the San Juan Mountains. The name Telluride came from the kind of minerals that were abundant in the mountains known as telluride ores, and this was the name people used when they were referring to the hills. The town had originally been part of the gold and silver mining boom that started in the 1850s, and was situated in a box canyon, surrounded by steep, rocky inclines and heavily forested slopes. For some reason he felt at home immediately.


Almost at once he found that he was at a superb advantage. Almost none of the miners who had come to this area were knowledgeable about how to hunt for gold. In addition to this, many of them were disinclined to climb to the level needed to find the kind of volcanic deposits in which they would discover the gold. He soon found out there was a reason for this. It was difficult to get up the slopes using horses so a lot of the labour had to be carried out by men going on foot. Since they also had to carry food and mining equipment this meant that because they were digging at random, many would just stay near the town.


It was in that very town, which by this year of our Lord 1878 had become fairly substantial, that he met the man who would be his nemesis. They were linked by a love of cards, which they played in the local saloon. His opponent had quietly assessed the new arrival, and the sure way in which he went about things. Inside knowledge is hard to conceal, and the Frenchman, Lemaitre, a hunter and tracker by nature and trade, was able to see such things in other men.


Now, as he climbed back up the slope, aided often by his artificial attachment, Iron Hand could understand why those who were blind to the knowledge that would have aided their quest, stayed further down. For a moment, so long had it been since his last trip, he thought that he was lost. Then his experienced eye picked up on the faint trail that he – and others – had left behind on the side of the hill.


Grimly he tried not to think of Lemaitre, putting the thought to the back of his mind. He had other things to think about with the effort of getting up here. Then it was all over and he was at the volcanic basin that Ventman had described so graphically in his notes. It was a large depression about thirty feet wide in the side of the mountain where the soil had fallen away through erosion. Although it was covered in greenery, mostly lichens and grasses, the grey rocks poked through here and there until he came to the site of his old workings. He felt a thrill of joy as he looked at the place that had meant so much to him. It was here that he had spent several weeks of his life digging into the volcanic deposit that he found there and uncovered the nuggets of pure gold embedded in the magma that had carried them from the bowels of the Earth. At the time, just for the thrill of discovery, he had taken some of the nuggets of metal and carried them sewn into a pouch in his buckskin jacket.


Now he came towards the mine workings that he had created through his own labour. The workings formed a distinct entrance into the ground, propped up with the pine wood that was so abundant in the area. He had dug down until he could dig no more. His heart was filled with hope on seeing the entrance, but the cold logic inside his mind told him that he would find nothing there but bare rock and the traces left of the long hours that he had worked there. If nothing else, he could stay there for a few hours brooding, planning what he was going to do with regard to a treacherous Frenchman.


He was mere feet from the entrance when he was alerted by a noise that came from inside the cave he had created so many months before. This was enough for him to pull back, and it was lucky that he did so because he was startled by the apparition that appeared before his eyes. Instead of a lithe Frenchman, much his own build, he was met by the sight of a huge red Indian who was so big and wide that he looked far too large to be coming out of the hole in the side of the hill. The Indian was clothed in animal skins from head to foot instead of being semi-naked like most of his brethren, the skins having been skilfully sewn together into the semblance of jacket and trousers. On his feet he wore stout wooden sandals with thick leather bands attached and these protected his feet. His face was decorated with daubs of blue and red paint like many of his compatriots and he wore a cloth headband to keep his thick black hair from getting in the way of his fierce features.


A lot more worrying for a white man high up on a hillside was the sight of what the huge Indian had in his right hand. It was a war club with a thick stone axe bound to the end. Moreover, when the savage saw Iron Hand he gave a warlike whoop and leapt at him, swinging his weapon of war with obvious skill.


Iron Hand was about to die!


 


 









Chapter Two


 


It was unlikely that if the other man had been able to charge at him from a standing position, that Iron Hand would have been able to create any kind of defence against his attacker. But luckily the Indian was emerging from minor mine workings and was not totally out of the man-made hole in the ground before he began to carry out his attack. This meant that as he began to leap forward his feet were still lower than the general elevation of the area, which made him stumble as he tried to move so that he had to sway like a tree in the wind in order to keep his balance. It also meant that for a short while his attention was distracted from his target. In only a few seconds, though, he recovered and began to move forward again with obvious contempt. Iron Hand could hear the sound of his deep breathing and see every line on his face. It was obvious that the Indian was at least in his late twenties, with furrows lining either side of his hawk-like nose.


Iron Hand had set his pack down as soon as he had arrived at the place where he could survey the site of his former labours. He had left the pack – with his carbine strapped to the top – some distance away when he had gone forward to inspect the site but this meant that he was now far enough away from his weapon to cause him some serious problems when it came to fighting the enraged native. He knew that if he turned his back on the angry man he would risk having his head caved in by the formidable weapon now being held by his new opponent.


His mouth thinned into a grim line. In the months that had followed his first defeat he had vowed that he would never let anyone creep up on him again. Once had been enough, and with the return of his strength he had taught himself to be observant and take note of little details that another person might find insignificant. In this case the employment of such a detail might save his life.


The former caldera was surrounded by trees. Iron Hand knew he could not get to his carbine immediately, but he could certainly try to confuse his enemy enough to try and get access to the weapon. But first he tried an obvious tactic.


He shouted at the man.


‘What do you want with me? I’m not your enemy.’ It was a useless attempt at placating this unexpected foe, the Indian resumed his charge, his face still flushed with anger, as if he hadn’t heard a word said by the other man.


Iron Hand dodged to his right even though his pack was on the bare slope over to the left. He acted this way because there was a group of pine trees over there growing on the rich soil of a depression in the steep slope. He was soon amid the trees which meant that he was concealed temporarily from the sight of his opponent.


At that moment he considered turning and going down the mountainous slope as rapidly as he could to get away from this stranger who was so intent on murder. But the same reasoning applied; if he turned and began to run downwards he could lose his footing and fall rapidly. Even if by some miracle he managed to get away from that murderous weapon, it would take an even greater miracle to avoid being injured by the many obstacles including fallen trees and rocky outcrops that were almost certain to bring such a headlong descent to a disastrous end. It was only when the Indian appeared between the trees that Iron Hand made his move, dodging to one side as the weapon descended towards him. It was so heavy and wielded with such force that it made a whistling sound as it came through the air and embedded in the ground where he had been standing a few seconds before.


He found that his heart was thudding inside his chest and he was taking in great gulping breaths of air as he dodged to the side, around the trees, and back to the clear area beside his former workings that had turned out to be the source of a deadly attack. Although he was not in the first flush of youth, Iron Hand found that he was able to summon enough speed to cover the ground at a pace he had not achieved since his teens. His muscles, already tired from the climb, would repay him at a later date for this further exertion – if he managed to live. The trees were now to one side of him and he heard a wordless roar as the enemy freed his weapon.


‘I don’t know you,’ yelled Iron Hand as he ran towards his pack, but it was obvious that the red mist of anger that had descended over the man had not yet departed. The huge native emerged from the trees snarling, showing twin rows of yellow teeth with one or two gaps in them, the blackness of which somehow made his snarl even more terrifying.


Iron Hand scrabbled at his pack. The carbine had been lashed firmly into place with leather straps in case it fell out; now he was cursing the fact that he had secured it so well. Finally it was freed just as he heard the pounding feet of his enemy behind him. He turned and pushed the barrel of the gun forward with his artificial hand while tightening his good finger on the trigger as he swung round.
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