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Two Trees Hollow


 


Sweetspring is a quiet western town until an itinerant gang of robbers causes havoc. Wesley Vernon, a twenty-four-year-old mine engineer, thinks he recognizes the robbers’ leader as a childhood friend and determines to bring him to justice. Before he sets off he is devastated to learn that his intended bride, Maddy, has been promised to a wealthy banker from Boston.


Never could Wes have imagined how his moral courage would be tested as he faces gun battles, bank raids, a prison breakout and coming face-to-face with his childhood friend, and then, incredibly, with Maddy’s suitor. Further complications ensue with a chance meeting with Alice, a devious beauty, who plays a dangerous game of her own.









By the same author


 


The Danville Stagecoach Robbery


Black Hearts Black Spades


 


Writing as Brad Fedden


A Gold Half Eagle









Two Trees Hollow


 


 


 


 


Frank Chandler


 


 


 


[image: horse.png]


ROBERT HALE









© Frank Chandler 2018


First published in Great Britain 2018


 


ISBN 978-0-7198-2769-3


 


The Crowood Press


The Stable Block


Crowood Lane


Ramsbury


Marlborough


Wiltshire SN8 2HR


 


www.bhwesterns.com


 


Robert Hale is an imprint of The Crowood Press


 


The right of Frank Chandler to be identified as author of this work has been asserted by him


in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988


 


All rights reserved. This e-book is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights, and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.









CHAPTER 1


 


It was about an hour after midday and the fortnightly wages wagon was due. There was a buzz of anticipation in the yard. The men had started to emerge from the mineshafts. They were beginning to gather in small groups, chatting loudly, bragging about their intended exploits with a pocketful of cash, or regaling their friends with tales of half-remembered shenanigans after the last payday. Tonight Sweetspring would be painted red in every possible shade and hue, until at least half the money had filled the coffers of the town’s many drinking holes or lined the heavy-duty cash boxes in the several bordellos. Dancing would last well into the early hours of the morning, fights would break out all over town, but rarely was much damage done; gunshots were never heard as the sheriff enforced a strict no side-arms rule on payday.


Sitting in the dust or leaning against the stacks of pine pit props, tired and hot from their hours underground, this was the day everyone looked forward to. Everyone except the miners’ wives. For too many of those ill-used women, in their own weak way, with threats of no meals, no clean clothes or the withdrawal of conjugal duties, would ambush their men-folk for some housekeeping money. Whatever they managed to get would disappear within a day or two clearing the slate with the dry goods merchant, or the doctor, the butcher, the baker and the candlestick maker. What was left, if anything, soon ran out and the town’s tradesmen began to chalk up the next fortnight’s credit before a day had passed. The only good thing about the endless circle for the men was the wages wagon and the fun that followed. Otherwise it was a bleak and hard life. And what a life – it was just like the dreary mineshafts, on and on into the dark of the unknown until the silver ran out. Then a new shaft and another, and then one day there would be nothing, the lodes all worked out. What then?


Wesley Vernon, one of the young mine foremen, walked across the yard towards the office and up the outside wooden stairs two at a time. He pushed open the door. The mine owner, Tor Gudrun, a second generation Swede, was sitting behind his desk shuffling some papers.


‘Wages wagon’s due,’ Wes observed.


Tor looked up from the papers; he was lost in his own thoughts. ‘These latest surveys aren’t good. We’ll have to cut some new shafts soon and hope we find another rich vein or . . .’


‘Or?’


‘Or I don’t know what. Listen, Wes, I’d like you and your team to have another look further down the shaft we closed two months ago. Blow another side tunnel. What do you think? Can you do that?’


Wes laughed, ‘Of course I can do it. There’s no one better than me for blowing away the mountains!’


‘Good, see to it as soon as you can. Now, look . . .’


But whatever Gudrun was about to say, he didn’t finish. Two gunshots rang out. Wes ran to the window. Four masked horsemen had entered the yard and the two armed guards on the gate lay motionless in the dirt. The mineworkers were fixed to their places; nobody dared move. Three of the horsemen circled the yard, guns drawn, signalling a clear intention to bring down anyone who wanted to resist. There would be no resistance, of course, as the workmen were forbidden to carry guns on the premises. The fourth gunman had leapt down and was already at the door to the office. Wes had made a quick play for the gun rack on the office wall, but his hand was no more than loosely round the barrel of a Winchester when the door was kicked open.


‘No, no, don’t do that! Let go and put those hands up high.’


Tor Gudrun and Wes Vernon had no choice but to comply. The masked man put his gun to Gudrun’s head and pushed him and Wes out through the door.


‘Stay calm, everyone, or this man’s brains will see the light of day.’


It was perfectly obvious what was going on. The riders had clearly been staking out, waiting for a sighting of the money wagon. Once they’d seen it in the valley, they made their move and, sure enough, the sound of the horses was getting louder. One of the horsemen had removed the dead guards from the gateway and, standing there casually as the wagon came into the yard, he fired just once, killing the shotgun. The driver pulled up and, seeing the situation, raised his hands in the air. Pushing Gudrun and Wes down the steps, the gang leader had everything under control. The wagon driver was forced to turn the wagon round and head out of the yard. Two of the riders followed the wagon. The fourth rider brought the leader’s horse over, he mounted up and they both rode out. The entire episode had taken no more than a few minutes, although time was quite irrelevant. For a moment, nobody moved. It was an eerie moment of almost total silence apart from the staccato of the office door banging in the wind. There was a stunned inertia apart from the two large tumbleweeds blowing in through the gate. The yard was in shocked silence before conversation suddenly burst out. There were shouts of ‘get after them,’ ‘kill the bastards,’ ‘that’s our money,’ and the like. Gudrun held up his hands to calm the angry workforce.


‘Won’t do no good following them. Let’s just hope they let the driver go. They’ll just take the cash box and we’ve no hope of catching them.’


Word soon spread and more miners came up out of the shafts to see what was going on. One of the gang foremen came over to the office.


‘What the heck?’


‘Robbing sonsofbitches,’ Gudrun said. ‘They won’t get away with this.’


‘Too late,’ Wes said plainly.


‘But why do it here in the yard?’ Tor Gudrun slapped his hand down on the stair rail. ‘We’ll have to put more men on the wagon next time, more guards on the gate, more expense, always more expense just when we’re up against the wall. We ain’t never had anything like this. This is a peaceful place.’


‘Not any more,’ observed Wes. ‘That’s why they robbed us under our noses here in the yard. Next, they’ll want protection money.’


Tor Gudrun threw his hands in the air. ‘They’ve got away with a huge haul and our next funds from the smelters don’t come in for a week. It’s a bad day for the mine. One more raid like that and I’ll be bankrupt.’


Wes had no idea the mine was in financial trouble; silver ore was still coming out of the ground. True, there was less of it, but he’d open another hole and they’d find a crossvein somewhere. Deep in thought, he scuffed the dirt with the toe of his boot.


Gudrun could see Wes was thinking. ‘What’s on your mind?’


‘Nothin’ really. Just got a hunch.’


‘About?’


‘Dunno,’ Wes replied vaguely. He looked up into the sky, chewing his tongue. ‘Somethin’s botherin’ me. Not rightly sure what.’


Slowly, the yard returned to normal, except that there was no money to distribute for the men’s wages and there were three bodies to take back to town for burial. Gudrun sent the men home; there’d be no more productivity after the robbery. He told them he would get a loan from the bank to cover the wages. Another cashbox would be delivered, but for tonight and this weekend the men would have to hope the saloon owners would be willing to chalk up credit, and the wives would just have keep quiet until Monday. It was a tall order.


‘Let’s go and talk about the new shaft you’re going to blow.’ Gudrun turned away and went back up to his office. Wes followed. They stood in front of the mineshaft map.


Unlike most of the miners, Wes didn’t live from hand to mouth. He wasn’t a miser, but he wanted a better life and for that he knew he should save some of his wages. Consequently, instead of needing credit, he had some spare cash to spend on his girl at the dance that night.


Maddy was a lovely girl, the daughter of a wealthy entrepreneur, Harry Mancini. She was one of those girls that any man would be proud to take on his arm, of a good height and slim, with shining shoulder-length chestnut hair and alluring green eyes. She was still very shy and totally unaware of her appeal. Two years ago her father sent her back east to a smart college. During the holidays she lodged with relatives in a Boston suburb. Coming back to the far west had been a bit of a shock for Maddy to say the least of it. Used to sophisticated people, pretentious parties and cultured society, the West now seemed grubby and squalid. She couldn’t understand why her father wanted to live out west when true American society lived almost exclusively in the east. The business opportunities in the west for fast money was something a young girl bedazzled by eastern society wouldn’t understand.


Harry Mancini didn’t like the west any more than his wife or daughter did; however, the chances to become unbelievably rich were very favourable for a smart entrepreneur. His fingers were in every conceivable pie from beef to silver, from flour to guns. But there were risks too. One risk that was completely unforeseen was that his daughter Maddy would fall hopelessly in love with a totally unsuitable young mine foreman with very limited prospects. This wasn’t why Harry Mancini had laid out a small fortune in her east coast education. He had his eyes on becoming state governor and the right kind of marriage for his daughter was part of that plan. The young man who threatened this was Wes Vernon.


Mancini had been the town mayor, chairman of the local cattle association, an important financier of two local silver mines, head of the town council, and a much-respected local businessman. He now had his eye on the office of state governor, but first he had to secure a major political role. The next state elections were due soon and Mancini hoped to get a position in the office of Governor Bradley if he was re-elected. Mancini could count on very significant support: his wife Belle was a relative to Governor Washburn in Massachusetts and Mancini was hoping Maddy might form a relationship with the Laroche banking family in Boston. She met the very eligible son, Emile, while at college there. It was part of Mancini’s plan; such an arrangement would increase his credentials, his influence and his financial backing immeasurably.


Judging by the rowdy noise and the high spirits in Sweetspring that night, there had been no problem in the mineworkers getting credit. Nor were they the only men spending their hard-earned dollars, in cash or credit, on strong beer and women. The dance halls were full of the whole gamut of Sweetspring society: railroad survey teams, labourers, cattle ranchers, cowboys, drifters and, in the better establishments, the cream of Sweetspring society, the gentlemen and their ladies, like Harry and Belle Mancini.


Mothers can sometimes be less severe than fathers, a little more understanding and a little more devious. Belle Mancini no more approved of her daughter’s young man than her husband did, but she had a better plan to deal with it. Every Friday she allowed Maddy to go to one of the less salubrious dance halls with the unsuitable Wes for just two hours, provided that she rejoined her parents with Wes later in the evening. What Belle mistakenly thought was that if she let Maddy spend time alone with Wes she would soon tire of his uncouth, uneducated company. They would be able to show up his lack of suitability and quietly but unkindly denigrate him. Of course, Maddy was not allowed to be entirely alone with Wes: one of the Mancini’s many servants acted as chaperone to ensure Maddy’s reputation was not tainted.


Wes and Maddy had been at Jake’s Saloon for about an hour, dancing and chatting. Wes drained the remains of his beer, put down his glass and swung Maddy out of her seat. ‘C’mon, let’s dance the night away!’


Maddy loved it when Wes whirled her round the dance floor. She loved dressing up for the dances. She loved having her hair combed by one of the maidservants ready for the Friday dance. She just loved being with Wes and couldn’t understand why her parents were so against him. She smiled at him.


‘Were you in any danger today? I mean it was a shocking thing to happen. When I heard about it, my first thought was for you.’


Wes shook his head. ‘No, I wasn’t in any danger, but it was a very frightening thing being robbed like that. Tor Gudrun had a gun held to his head, three men shot to death and no chance of defending ourselves. We should have been better prepared after the other robberies in the town last month and the reports of cattle rustling in the neighbourhood. We haven’t had this kind of lawlessness here. . . .’ He suddenly looked away, staring into the distance. Something had stirred a memory. He stopped dancing right in the middle of the dance floor.


‘What is it, Wes?’


‘It’s just occurred to me.’


Maddy frowned. ‘What has? We can’t stand here like this. We’d better move to the side.’


They went back to their chairs and sat down, Wes was still distant, deep in thought. Then he slapped the table.


‘That’s it! I didn’t realize why it was bothering me. Now I know. I’m sure, and I think I might be able to do something about it.’


‘Wes, for goodness’ sake, stop talking in riddles.’


‘These aren’t riddles,’ he said, ‘this might just be the solution.’


Maddy frowned, shaking her head in despair.


‘Listen, we’re going back to your parents. I know we could stay here for another hour, but this is mighty important and I need to talk to your pa.’


‘Father,’ Maddy corrected. ‘Call him my father, not pa. Oh, Wes.’


But Wes wasn’t listening to her; a greater urgency was overriding the niceties of language. He pushed the batwings aside; he almost dragged Maddy out of the saloon and the chaperone had a hard time keeping up with them.


‘I think this will change your pa’s mind about me!’









CHAPTER 2


 


Walking back along a side street to her parents in the Grand Hotel, Maddy slowed down and tugged at Wesley’s hand. The Grand Hotel, which was grander in name than it was in reality, was where the town’s older society gathered in the saloon for what the young folk thought were boring conversations about family and business. They played genteel games of cards and were very restrained with their drinking. The dancing was to a smart band of somewhat variable musical skill, but a cut above the banjo and fiddle in Jake’s saloon. Sweetspring was a growing sprawl on the edge of the long mountain range in Argent County, which occupied a barren part of southern Nevada. The community was mostly divided between tradesmen and workers on the one hand, and entrepreneurs and professional people on the other. The two halves rarely mixed, except when romantic attachment crossed the social boundaries, as it did for Wes and Maddy.


‘What is it?’ he asked.


Maddy looked down at her feet.


‘C’mon,’ he encouraged her. ‘Tell me what’s on your mind.’ He took her up a couple of steps onto the boardwalk and sat her down on a bench.


‘I wasn’t going to say anything about it, but you’ve got to know. I don’t want you to be talking to my parents without knowing what’s just happened. Sometimes I think about what it will be like to be married, Wes. To have a home of my own, raise a family, look after my man . . .’


‘We’ll have all that one day, Mads. One day when I’ve saved enough money to persuade your folks I’m good enough.’


‘They’re parents, Wes, not folks. And that’s just it, you’re never going to be good enough for my father to agree.’


Wes frowned. ‘He doesn’t have to agree. Not if we truly want to be with each other. We can overcome all that “who’s suitable” stuff.’


‘I wish that were true.’


‘Look, Mads,’ he began, but Maddy put her hand gently over his mouth. ‘No, listen to me. My father wants me to be engaged to a man who’s coming here soon, someone he’s calling a business partner. He says it will be a good match and this man comes from a very wealthy family in Boston.’


‘Boston? Isn’t that where you went to school? Did you know this man, then?’


‘Not really, Wes, it’s nothing like that. I did meet him but I want to marry you, not someone from Boston, just because he’s rich.’


‘How old is he?’


‘I don’t know, it doesn’t matter. I’m not something to be traded like railroad bonds. The thing is my parents don’t want me to see you any more.’


‘What? When did all this blow up? Today, yesterday, when? And what do you know about railway bonds, for heaven’s sake?’


Maddy put her arm round his shoulder and stroked his face with her hand. ‘Sssh, quietly,’ she said, ‘or my chaperone will hear what we’re talking about. You’ve got to pretend you don’t know what I’ve just told you . . .’


‘How can I pretend that? Your father is about to take away the only thing I care about and you want me to pretend.’


‘You must or you’ll lose me,’ she said firmly, and stood up.


Wes got up too and they set off again.


‘This changes everything, Maddy. I can’t talk to your parents and pretend I don’t know. I can’t do that. You said you wanted to marry me. Do you still want to? Not now, I mean one day, when the time is right, would you wait?’


‘If I could, I’d try.’


Wes didn’t want to press the point any further. The conversation was at an end. Then, just as they were about to step off the boardwalk, there was a sudden commotion at the far end of the street. Four horsemen came tearing along towards Wes and Maddy, firing their pistols into the air, whooping and shouting. Wes pulled Maddy back into the shelter of the boardwalk. They ducked down as splinters showered. The shots weren’t aimed at them; they were just four cowboys shooting randomly. The horsemen turned into Main Street. Wes got up and ran after them. This being dance night, he had no side-arm of any use, just a small boot pistol for close-up protection.


As he cornered the block he saw the riders pull up outside the Grand Hotel. They burst in through the main doors. Shots were fired and they emerged almost at once, mounted up and spurred out.


Several men ran out of the saloon but none had any useful weapon to hand.


A few revolver shots were fired from the riders. One of them shouted, ‘A friendly warning!’ before the night and the dust covered their departure.


Wes ran back to fetch Maddy.


‘What was all that?’ she asked nervously.


‘I’ve no idea, but we’d better get to the hotel; they fired a few shots in there.’


‘My parents!’


They hastened on in silence. Wes had forgotten temporarily what Maddy had just told him about a suitor from Boston. He was more worried about what they might find in the hotel saloon.


Mr and Mrs Mancini were fine. Nobody had been injured but the hotel saloon’s ceiling and a couple of paintings had sustained a few holes. The big mirror behind the bar was now in shards on the floor, likewise a couple of windowpanes. The barkeep was already busy with a brush. Within moments the evening continued as if this was an everyday occurrence of no importance. On the first point it certainly wasn’t an everyday event, but on the second point it would soon become clear to the Sweetspring community that this was far from a happening of no importance.


As the saloon returned to normal, the card games resumed, the band struck up a new dance number and conversation drowned out the sound of glass being swept up. Wes approached Mr and Mrs Mancini. He didn’t want to prolong the meeting.


‘Good evening, Mrs Mancini. Good evening, sir. I’ve things to attend to, so I’ve brought your daughter back early.’ He was hoping to turn and go, but Mr Mancini caught his arm.


‘Bad do this afternoon, Wesley. I understand you were involved in the robbery.’


‘Not exactly involved, sir, just an onlooker.’


‘But an unpleasant experience, nonetheless,’ Mancini continued. ‘I heard a gun was held to your head.’


‘Not exactly, sir. The mine owner, Mr Gudrun, was held hostage for a moment. Fortunately they met no resistance from anyone, just took the wagon with the cash box and rode off, but they killed our two gate guards and the shotgun rider on the wagon, and the driver is still missing. Anyway, I’ll bid you goodnight.’


This time he turned smartly and left, hoping his language had met with Maddy’s approval. He hated having to think about the words he used and the way he talked, but he loved Maddy too deeply not to comply with her wishes and he desperately wanted to look fit enough to be the Mancinis’ son-in-law. But with what Maddy had told him tonight, that seemed to be an unlikely dream.


Walking back down Main Street, so many things were whirling round in his mind. One of them he had wanted to share with Mr Mancini, as he was a man of considerable importance in the town. The news about a suitor from Boston had changed all that. But the riders in the town had made him think again about the robbery. Was it just a coincidence that there was a bunch of wild robbers at the mine, and now a bunch of wild cowboys shouting out a warning in the town? What could the ‘friendly warning’ be about? Only one thing kept nagging away at Wesley’s subconscious, and the more he thought about it the more he was sure. He decided to pay the sheriff a visit tomorrow.


 


The following morning, Wes woke up with an appetite for bacon and beans. The frying pan was sitting on the stove and within minutes a good fire was heating things up. Wes cut himself some slices of fatty pork and put them in the pan. Unkindly, it spat back at him. He put some beans in a saucepan of cold water and the coffee pot to warm. The kettle would soon boil and he could add water to both. While the stove was doing its thing, he pushed open the door and went out onto the little covered veranda that adorned the front of his shack. Like most of the workmen at the mine, he lived in the spreading community of wooden huts just a couple of miles from the edge of Sweetspring. On his small fenced plot he grew a few vegetables and kept a pig. This was nothing unusual. The mine owner, Tor Gudrun, had been a pig farmer back in Sweden before immigrating to America, and he’d encouraged his workers to keep pigs for food. Not many of the workers could be bothered, except those that were married, and then the wife tended the house and the animals, as they should. Wes was more adventurous than most of the single men. He even grew carrots and sweetcorn in his bit of dirt.


He rolled a smoke and sat on the little rocking chair that he had made with a few sticks of wood and some ingenuity. The sun was rising and the front of his shack got the best of the early morning heat. He was pondering what to do with the information which was causing him some concern; information about the robbery at the mine, something which had been bothering him ever since he stood near the gang leader holding a gun to Gudrun’s head. The only thing to do was to talk to the sheriff. Up to now, Wes hadn’t had anything to do with Sheriff Cottrell and didn’t know whether he was trustworthy or not. The information that Wes had could jeopardize his safety if given to the wrong person.
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