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The Fitton Chronicles Fool’s Gold

It was a time when liars were heroes and killers walked free. Jake McBride
splashed cold water over his tired face and looked into the smudged men's room
mirror. At twenty-seven years old he was about to lose his first case as District At-
torney. The deranged legd system was favoring a man who had ruthlessly gunned
down ayoung police officer. Judge MacKenzie had no choice other than enforcing
the law and getting Butkis off on a technicality. The six-week trid had left McBride
haggard. Circles ringed his blue, bloodshot eyes, and the dark beard stubble was
embarrassing. He cupped his hands and doused his face again.

" Butkis is a damned killer, what kind of justice is that?"

" Thereis no justice here."

Jake had seen no one inside the courthouse restroom. He shut off the tap and
walked around the painted blue stalls. Next to the wall hoppers a darkened corridor
leading to a hazy light source had formed within the tiles and chipped plaster. A
bearded, rotund man in a vested brown tweed suit stood firmly at the corridor's
edge and held a gold pocket watch in his pudgy hand.

" Who the hell are you?' The man produced a quixotic smile and his azure
eyesgleamed. " Andwhy isthere acorridor in the men's room?"

" Why not?"

" | didn't see any corridor here."

" Then you were not looking, Sir. "
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" | repeat my question: Who the hell are you?"

" | am Mr. Melbourne.”

" O-kay." Jake laughed and shook his head. " I've finally cracked. Two
and a half years, a perfect record... Now | lose my first case and | start hallucinat-
ing"

Melbourne's voice had a credible smoothness, laced with great emotion, " |
assure you, Jake, what you are seeing isreal. | apologize if | have startled you. |
know you're under tremendous pressure.”

" How would you know anything about me? And how do you show up in the
men's room? Come on..."

" You've gone through hell and Dunbar's family has gone through hell.
Letting Butkis off isn't right."

Jake gestured toward the corridor. " MacKenzie has no choice.”

" Not in this reality."

" He has no choice and Sam Turner knows it. Turner makes his living getting
people out of tricky legal situations. And Butkis has the drug money to pay him...
Listen, | have to get back upstairs and then I'm calling a shrink."

Melbourne tucked his watch into his vest pocket. He squinted and pressed
his lips together before he spoke. " | understand your misapprehension... | want
to offer you a deal."

" Plea bargain, eh? Sure... Sure. Why not? "

" 1've been watching you from the shadows of your life. | know the intensity
of your commitment to the truth, your integrity and your quest for justice. What
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will happen in MacKenze's courtroom in the next half hour is not justice. | can
assure you of that."

Jake's hand hit something solid, yet transparent, blocking the hallway.

" Havel lost my mind?’

" Not at all. You have to appreciate | cannot let you inside until you have
accepted my terms. Please forgive my suddenness and my intrusiveness."

Jake smiled again and tightened histie. " I'm getting out of here. | have to
get back to court for the sentencing.”

" | can arrange for you to bring Butkis to justice.”

Jake faced Melbourne back in the corridor. " In case you hadn't noticed, I'm
an officer of the law not a vigilante."

" You're a man who wants justice. | have the ability to bring people into
situations where, using their own abilities, they can seek the justice not offered in
thislife."

" | am losing my mind. Good-bye, Mr. Melbourne.”

Jake spun on the dippery men's room floor and stormed past the white ce-
ramic sinks. The corridor chatter and confusion overtook him when he opened the
wire mesh door. The reporters waiting in the rotunda turned in unison and de-
scended upon him. A plethora of microphones were stuck in his face,

" Jake, any chance the judge will change his mind.?!

" No comment."

" Do you think thisisfair?' asked Cara Connolly from Channel Eight.

Jake looked back toward the men's room door. Melbourne's image was

firmly implanted in his thoughts and his words bounced around his brain.
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" No, Cara, | don't think thisisfair."

" Can we quote you on that?' she asked, pencil in hand and ready to inscribe
his words onto paper.

" After we're done upstairs.” Jake veered left up the spiraling staircase to a
rotunda with a mosaic floor. Around the rim, white marble Greek statues stood like
guardians outside Hades and huge muras from American history led to the var-
nished courtroom doors. His chief investigator put out a cigarette and shook his di-
sheveled gray hair as Jake approached. Jake looked into his angry dark eyes.

" Nothing we can do about it, Alby. "

" The guy is a low life scum, Jake. All | keep hearing is about his rights.
What about Dunbar? Guy has a wife and kids. He just happened to answer the
wrong dispatch.”

Jake bit his lower lip. The sunlight pierced the open Venetian blinds and cut
across the spacious courtroom. Judge MacKenzie's empty bench, bordered by
huge, fluted white pillars, hovered over the shiny defense table twenty feet away.
Butkis was not yet back in the room, but his leather clad girlfriend stretched out in
the seats behind the defendant's table. Her long, perfectly formed legs extended to-
ward Jake and the deep scent of Pizzazz perfume surrounded the area. She had the
dy look of a cheap street-walking dut. " You lost the big one, Jakey."

Jake looked at her sheer silk blouse and leather skirt. " HE'll be back in court.
Y ou know that, Pam. Y ou best just stay away from him before you get yourself into
any more trouble."
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Some part of him regretted deeping with her. Her mascara brushed green
eyes cast a seductive lure Jake till found arousing and she spoke in a low direct
voice. " You call me... Mr. Didlrict Attorney."

Alby pushed Jake along to the prosecutor's table and his young assistants,
glum faced and silent, looked over to him. He pursed his lips and said nothing. Let-
ting them down was another aspect of this travesty. The side door popped and the
bailiffs brought Butkis into the courtroom. A wide smile covered his wide grubby
face and his dark eyes focused on Jake. He puckered and sent a kiss in Jake's di-
rection. A pewter cross earring swung from his ear above a clump of sinewy dark
hair, dangling down his neck. Jake read hislips.

" You're aloser, McBride."

" Son of abitch," Jake replied, continuing the silent dialogue.

Butkis tilted back his head and laughed. Even Sam Turner, his silver haired
lawyer, a man about to launch a campaign for mayor, had a grin on his face. The
chamber doors opened and everyone stood when the tall and lean Judge MacKenzie
was announced. Jake heard the gavel but his mind was set on the Dunbar's autopsy
photos. Dunbar had died in the line of duty. His wife and kids had dready |eft the
court. Jake looked over at Bart Bowers, the FBI agent involved in tracking Butkis
drug activities. Bowers grit his teeth, shook his bald head.

MacKenzie's constrained voice pronounced Butkis the victim because of an
illegal search of evidence. Jake knew Ernie MacKenzie did not relish sending crimi-
nals back to the street. Bowers stood and marched like a military man from the
courtroom. The judge's gray eyes moistened as the FBI agent exited the rear doors.
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Jake and Bowers had eeven withesses and a cruiser surveillance camera. Y €, But-

kiswas free.
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Jake swung the racket and sent the little black ball careening off the wall. Jm
Coltraine blasted it back. Jake cocked his arm quickly and missed. He closed his
eyes. The anguish only intensified a week after Butkis acquittal. His game was off.
Coltraine picked up the ball and faced him. " You al right, Jake?"'

" I'd liketo say I'm all right." He looked into Coltraine's sharp brown eyes.
" What do you do when somebody like Butkis is free after committing murder? |
don't know what to compare it to. Would be like someone refused to pay the bill at
your restaurant and it was sanctioned by the courts."

" Except it was murder."  Coltraine squeezed the black ball with his left
hand. " | think you have to let time take care of it."

" Time, come on... Problem s, I'm never going to get over this."

" You will." He dropped the ball onto the wood court. " What about Pam,
she keep calling you?"

" Getting involved with her was a mistake. She swore she hadn't seen Butkis
in months."

Coltraine stroked his heavy handlebar mustache. " Woman is poison. |
wouldn't believe anything she says."

" Y ou have no idea what that woman can do."

Coltraine nodded and raised his brows. He put his hand on Jake's shoulder.

" Y ou want another game?"



The Fitton Chronicles Fool’s Gold

" | may hit the showers," said Jake and he rubbed his eyes.

" 1I'm going to get alittle more exercise. I'll join you in afew minutes’

" Good. Let's stop by the restaurant later and have adrink."

" Sounds good to me." Coltraine bounced the ball and lobbed it forward.

" Don't worry, Jake. You'll straighten this thing out."

" WEll see..." He lowered his head and wandered out of the court. Along
the cinder block ramp he pondered leaving New York for a few weeks. Maybe at
some remote location he could clear his head and let the Butkis thing settle in his
mind. He shoved the heavy door and headed for the bench in front of his locker.
His cell phone buzzed insde the locker. After fumbling, he pulled open the metal
door, but the phone stopped ringing. " Damn."

He plopped himsalf on the center concrete bench and sweat rolled down his
cheeks. The phone rang again. He scooped it from hisbag. " Jake McBride."

" Jake... Alby."

" What's the good news, Alby?"

" | don't have good news."

" Lay it on me."

" Butkis, he's on the run again. Jake, he..."

Jake squeezed the phone and started along the locker room benches.

" What the hell did he do now?"

" There's a kid over at City Hospital. A Robert J. Pauntok. Security guard.
Shot in the gut. | don't think he's going to make it. Another drug dedl." Jake fell
back to the bench and rubbed hiseyes again. " Y ou there, Jake?"
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" Y ou want me to do anything?'

" Change the system. | don't believe this guy. He has no conscience. And he
gets away with murder.”

" Somebody's got to plug him, Jake. That's the only way."

" I'm hitting the showers, Alby. I'll call you."

He pushed the yellow button and held the phone in his hand. Trying to sec-
ond guess what he could have done differently in the tria was useless. He set the
phone back in the bag and was about to shed his clothes when he heard shower
arearumble. Brightened steam swirled inside and leaked into the locker room.

" What'sgoing oninthere?"  Some kid must have turned on al the show-
ers. Jake stomped into the haze and clenched his fists. " Hey, one shower at a
time."

Insde the fog Melbourne called out. " Robert Pauntok just died at City
Hospital, Jake."

" Oh, no. Not thisguy again."

The mustard tiled shower wall spread apart and cut the fog. Down the same
wood paneled corridor Mr. Melbourne, in a lighter vested suit, gold watch chain
draped from his vest pocket, stepped to the edge. His smile was empathetic. " |
think you're looking for justice.”

" And | think you're an aberration."

" | am quite real and | offer changes in people's lives. | offer you justice,
Jake."

" Okay," said Jake looking back toward the empty locker room. " I'll bite.

How are you going to offer me justice?'
10



The Fitton Chronicles Fool’s Gold

Melbourne motioned toward a spacious room, also wood paneled, with a
large painting of a clown above a marble fireplace. " | invite you to accompany me
into the Nexus House. Under your own accord, of course.”

Jake smiled. " How can you produce a corridor from your house to a
shower room wall?"

" Reasons are not as important as reality.”

" What's that supposed to mean?"

" Jake, do you want bring Butkis to your own kind of justice?"

" How?' He shook hishead. " Thisisbizarre."

" Yes, | know what you must be thinking. And | do apologize for my lack of
hospitality. You see, | make it my business to seek out those who long for justice
or need justice thrust upon them."

Jake moved closer through the fog until he was only afew feet away.

" How do you do that?*

" | bring people into a new existence asreal asthe world you live in now. If
you accept my offer, you will experience the range of human emotions and conse-
guences. You can love and hate... live and die."

" Then what? If | get the justice | seek?"

" You have a choice. You can stay where | put you or you may return to the
world you live in now."

Jake stroked hischin. " | don't even think you're real."

" Butkis' killingsarereal."

" Am | committed if | walk inside?" asked Jake.
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Melbourne shook his head and removed a finely wrapped cigar from his coat
pocket. He struck a thin wooden match against a matchbox's abrasive strip and
produced a flaring, orange flame. He lit the cigar. After a few puffs, once the b-
bacco glowed red, he exhaled a blue smoke stream. " No, you are free to visit the
Nexus House. No agreement is reached until you actually walk into your new ex-
istence.”

Jake smiled and continuoudly shook his head. He moved his hand back
through his sweaty hair. " You know, | just may do this..."

" Your choice." Jake pushed his teeth together and nodded once. He walked
through the fog and into a clear and dry corridor permeated with rich tobacco. Md-
bourne held the cigar in hisleft hand and extended his smooth right hand.

" Welcome."

Flowery, raised red velvet wallpaper spread above the wood paneling into the
larger room. Jake turned. A wall existed now between the showers and the corridor.
" Wheré's the hedlth club and Jm?"

" Sill there," said Mebourne, puffing. He motioned Jake toward the larger
room. A long polished wood table, reflected a gold chandelier's sculptured glass
bulbs.

" Will he be looking for me? How will he know-"

" Jake." Melbourne put his hand on Jake's shoulder. " I've taken care of all
that."

" Interesting.” Jake moved past Melbourne. His eyes were drawn to the odd
painting of a clown with wide red lips and waxy white make-up, balancing on a uni-

cycle and pedaling toward a high door marked in black letters, ANYTHING. In his
12



The Fitton Chronicles Fool’s Gold

left hand was awad of cash and his right hand was brilliant gold key. The tarnished
brass tag on the bottom of the gold leaf frame had the painting's title etched into the
metd.

ANY THING GOES

" | was always pleased with this painting." Melbourne's blue eyes exuded
an overpowering passion. He was the kind of man Jake could respect both intellec-
tualy and spiritualy. " Has a certain surrealistic quality about it, wouldn't you
say?"

Above arall top desk an oak Roman Numeral wall clock chimed on the hour.
Jake faced the gentle rocking steel pendulum. He counted eight chimes.

" This is an interesting place. Forgive my impertinence Are you from another
world? It is very difficult to absorb al this."

" Realms exist all around us. You'd be surprised. " A tdl butler in a me-
roon uniform motioned two maids pushing a food cart to the table. They removed
the silver top and spread smaller horsd' oeuvres trays across the table. " Cham-
pagne?"

The butler awaited hisreply. " Sure."

Melbourne placed his cigar in a glass ashtray and motioned Jake to high back
chairs as the butler set the crystal goblets on the table. He popped the cork of a
large green moisture smattered bottle. Jake dowly sat down and the butler nudged
his chair forward. Mebourne lifted the Champagne glass into the air.
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" To your good fortune."

Jake pinched the stem and saw Melbourne's image through the bubbly gold
Champagne. " To justice.”

" Yes, of course" Jake pressed the glassto hislips and let the liquid tickle his
mouth. He set the glass on the table as the maids offered him a spinach twirl pierced
with a toothpick. " | am quite impressed you saw fit to join me here. Many do
not heed my call. Many stay away from new possibilities."

" I'm still hesitant.” He held the toothpick and munched on spinach.

" What exactly do you propose?"

"I can show you that once we are upstairs. Suffice to say, | can put you,
Butkis, and other persons notable to this miscarriage of justice into a Situation.
You will have no knowledge of me or of your past life. You will accept the chal-
lenges the new situation offers.”

" Y ou mean nailing Butkis?'

" Yes. But only within the reality | give you. And | have to warn you. Your
new Situation will be as real as your life now. And your life and everyone's life
can be at risk. When you're dead, you're dead.”

Jake sipped some more Champagne. " | don't care if my life at risk. Not if
It means getting a chance at Butkis." Mebourne nodded and lifted the cigar from
the ashtray. He puffed as Jake leaned forward. " What about the other people?"

" | will only indicate they will be people you already know from your life
now. But in your new existence they will have their own identities." He finished
the Champagne and the butler stepped forward. " No more for me. Jake?"
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" I'm dl sat." Holding the half filled Champagne glass in his hand, he gazed

back to the hedth club wall. " | don't know how you're pulling off al this and |
don't know what exactly you have in store for me."

" Then you're ready?"

"1 am."

Melbourne brought the tobacco to an orange-red luminescence. " Good,
there comes a time when a man has to come to terms with himself. Stand up for
those things he knows are right." He pushed his chair back, stood and walked
around the table. The butler and maids stepped back as he extended his hand. Jake
stood and grasped his hand. He wanted to smile but pursed his lips before he
gpoke. " | think thisis going to be very interesting. Y ou've given me anew confi-
dence."

" Exactly my intention."

Melbourne balanced the cigar between his fingers and motioned him past the
painting. The butler dowly nodded as Melbourne guided Jake to an antique elevator
with arounded gold dial above the polished brass doors. " The Nexus House has
three floors. We of course will be going to the fourth floor."

" Fourth floor?"

" Forgive my humor. The fourth floor, the realm of the imagination and
chance."

The brass doors spread with machine smooth precison and Melbourne
pulled back the inner gate. Clear sconces, set amidst more red velvet wallpaper,
cast a crimson glow across the car. Jake stepped onto buffed black and white tiles

and stood next to a leafy plant filling the corner. The same clown painting, in a
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smaler form, hung in a gold frame on the side wall. Mebourne closed the gate, the
outer doors clamped shut and he stood next to a manual brass lever. " Would you
like to operate the elevator, Jake?"

" | don't even believe I'm here... Please go ahead.”

Melbourne grinned, moved the lever forward, and the car hummed dowly
upward. As if he were sill in the service, Jake assumed an at ease position and
crunched his hands against the corner plant. Several minutes passed before the car
dowed and the doors opened to a much larger drawing room. Everything in the
room was oversized. The wood paneled walls were as tall as the courthouse walls
and a prodigious wood pendulum clock next to a white marble fireplace dwarfed
the two men. A warm fire, hearth the size of a tunnel, with massive logs, blazed at
full intengity.

" A little intimidating, Mr. Melbourne. And the same painting,” said Jake, star-
ing at the gold frame above the fireplace. He wandered under a spreading crystdline
chanddier and stood under an equaly large, gold framed mirror. Melbourne
smoked the cigar behind him. " Where am 1?1 don't see myself."

" You aren't here. You've passed from the substantive to the transcendent."

" How did we get to this existence?"

" Perhaps the words or Lord Tennyson will help:

The lights begin to twinkle from the rocks

The long day wanes: The slow moon climbs: The deep
Moan round with many voices. Come my friends,

‘Tis not too late to seek a newer world

Push off, and sitting well in order smite
16
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The surrounding furrows; for my purpose holds
To sail beyond the sunset, and the baths
Of all the western starsuntil | die

" | assume this mirror means something,... What's beyond the mirror?"

" Your destiny."

" Really?'

" You walk through and you become Jake McBride, respected and revered
in your town of Brinson, Nevada."

" What?'

" The town marshal living in the world of the nineteenth century. A world
of challenge in the great American West."

" Marshal?' Jake faced Melbourne and smiled. " So, that'sit. The old west.
Listen, how do | even know | can trust you?"

" If you find my credibility suspect or you sense that my offer is disingenu-
ous, | will bring you back to the health club now with, as they say, no hard feel-
Ings."

Jake laughed nervoudy and rubbed his mouth. " Héll, | don't know."

Melbourne moved closer and held his wrist. He spoke in alower voice.

" You only have one chance against Butkis, Jake. In this new world, whatever
happens, happens. If Butkis dies, he dies. But the converse if true. You can die,
too."

" When you're dead, you're dead.”

"Exactly."
17
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" You're saying if Butkisiskilled, hell redly be dead?'

" Yes, sir. But you won't know anything of what he did to Dunbar or the
young man who just died at City Hospital."

He raised hisbrows. " | want the son of a bitch dead."

Melbourne's eyes tightened and he nodded sowly. He rubbed his thumb
againgt his forefinger. " You'l have that opportunity.” A confined hallway formed
inside the massive mirror. Bouncy piano music spread outward and glasses clinked
within a loud buzz of conversation. A broad shouldered bartender, clad in a white
shirt and apron, his hair parted in the middle, mixed a rusty drink for a dingy man
with stedl gray hair and awide brimmed dusty hat. " Isthat the old west?"

" The Arroyo Saloon. Are you ready?’

" Yeah... Let'sdoit."

Melbourne gripped his hand and kept the cigar in his mouth as he spoke.
" Good luck, Jake. Remember, when you're dead, you're dead."

" Interesting.” Jake smiled and reached into the dank air behind the mirror.
The afternoon light covered the group of soiled, dust-covered cowhands packed
aong the wood bar. Asif he were about to dive into cold water he jJumped into the
hall. When he turned to speak with Melbourne he faced a solid, rough sawed, wood
planked wall. " Mebourne... "

A smile brushed his face as he paused and turned. Another life awaited him
ahead. As his boots clicked against the wooden floor and his spurs jingled, Jake
McBride strutted down the hall and into the bar. The loud saloon sounds, the dried
beer and the pungent drift of cow punchers in need of baths reminded him the

scene was real. Dozens of gritty, drunk, animated patrons surrounded chipped and
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stained pine tables, scattered below a stretch of bright, frosted front windows.
Rows of colored liquor bottles lined the bar mirror. He saw the reflections of long
haired, unshaven cow hands plopped down the long waxed bar. O’ Malley, a little
man in a white shirt and red striped vest, his hair thinning, banged the piano keys
near the unoccupied stage’ s maroon curtain.

Two hdf-louver doors flipped open at the entrance and a gray bearded man
in fringed buckskin shuffled inside. The sun drenched dirt street burned Jake's eyes.
In the cracked mirror he saw himself toting a long barreled, pearl handled Colt,
tucked in a new leather holster. He wore a brown vest, pinned with a dented tin
marshal's badge. From the top of his wide brimmed hat to the dust sprinkled leather
of his boots, he appeared taler than his six foot two inch frame. His face was chis-
eled, angular at the nose and chin. He had buried blue eyes and dark brows and
wore a faded light cotton shirt. A red bandanna hung loosely around his neck.
Leather fringed chaps covered his Levis. He was Jake McBride, the marshal of
Brinson, Nevada.
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3

He searched the bar as he massaged his gun handle and dightly lifted the
weighted weagpon from the holster. A certain familiarity descended over him, asif he
knew this place and the people. Jake wandered toward the bar and caught the eye of
the pudgy bartender, his mustache waxed and curled at the corners, and his black
greasy hair parted center. He wiped down the bar with a clean linen rag and smiled.

" Hey, Jake, whaddaya have?'

" Whaddaya got, Johnny? "

He took a oblong green bottle with a bright yellow label from the back shelf.
" Just gut a case of this stuff in from San Francisco. Smooth bourbon. Whaddaya
say?'

" Fill it, John."

" How wuz yur trip east? Y ou catch that rustler?’

" What rustler?’

" Back early?

" Yup. | ain't so sure there wuz rustlers out at the Comstock Ranch. Some-
one's playin' games."

Johnny nodded, opened the bottle and filled the shot glass. " And some-
one's playin' games with them telegraph wires. Andy Bisbane says they're ill
down. But that ain't the big news." He plunked the stubby glass and then the bottle
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on the shiny bar. Jake grabbed glass and poured the bourbon down his throat. It
was smooth just like Johnny said; very smooth.

" Good stuff, brother.” He leveled himself another shot as Johnny |eaned
forward and whispered across the bar.

" Yapicked afine time ta be out of town, Jake. There was a wreck, and gold
stolen at Sorroyo Canyon yesterday. Tracks were dynamited.”

" Yeah, | wuz told. | reckon ta look intait. " Jake held the shot glass half-
way, befuddled for a moment as his consciousness was bombarded with thoughts
he had never known. He set the drink on the bar and pointed a Johnny.

" Railroad ain't sayin' much. Andy's last wire said there's a railroad man is comin'
in. Gold wuz headed to the U.S. mint in Carson City. | intend ta go out there pres-
ently. If it happened in my town, it's my responsibility."

" Soaring Bird and the Shoshoni saw the wreck, Jake. Injuns were lookin' fur
food."

" | know that, too."

" Everybody headed out to Sorroyo, but the area was deserted.”

" Don't understand that."

" Somebody at the hotel told Jm Coltraine the railroad is offerin’ a re-ward,"
said Johnny.

" Ain't heard nothin' bout no re-ward."

" Coltraine says the freight car wuz filled with gold bars. Filled, Jake."

" Filled?'

"Yup."

" | need tatalk ta the passengers and the engineer,” said Jake.
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"1 don't know nothin' bout the passengers. Ain't seen none of them in here.
| tell ya, they're dl gone."

" Gone where?' asked Jake.

" Dunno."”

" | don't likeit. I'm headin' out there."

A thin woman, brown hair tucked under a black hat strutted like a well
formed mustang through the swinging front doors. Like a man, she wore gun. Jake
first studied her tight dark britches and new chaps, but stopped at her smooth face
and luminescent green eyes. She walked over to atable and sat with Gene Hawkins,
a hand from the Turner Ranch. " Pam Grayson. What the hell is she doin' back in
town?"

" | heard she was workin' on the Turner ranch. The sheep among the wolves.
Those Turner boys-"

" She ain't no sheep. She can hold her own, Johnny. She can hold her own."
Jake filled the glass, but let it sit on the counter.

Pam looked wilder in her earthy garb and wind blown hair. She could red ina
man with the wink of an eye, but was not the kind of woman who would waste her
time buying fancy dresses and silk stockings from some city boutique. She could
punch the cows just as well as the men. Jake was attracted to her naturally seductive
earthy eyes, but she was selective in choosing her men. She sat with Hawkins and a
bunch of rowdy ranch hands at a table across the room. They ordered up a drink
for her. Two months ago she had left for Texas. Jake was surprised to see her
back.

" She's one wild woman."
22
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" As an old forty-niner, Alby dways says, she ain't no petticoated astonish-
ment."

" No, sheain't... Speak of the devil."

Jake turned and Alby crashed through the front doors. His deputy, worn
green leather hat crunched into his thick mass of gray hair, raised his finger and
staggered around the tables. " Marshal! Marshal!"

" What isit, Alby?'

Alby reeked of body odor and split whiskey. He grunted and spit a mass of
tobacco juice near the spittoon. " Marshall, Dan Dalton! Dan Dalton!"

" Cam down, Alby. What the hell 's under your skin?"'

Alby's dark eyes opened wide as he spoke, curling up his top lip and expos-
Ing two missing teeth as he jumped up and down like a monkey. " They wanna
string-up Dan Daton!"

" What?' Jake glanced at Johnny and stepped off the barstool.

" The Turner boys. They gut him out at the Dunbar place. Somebody killed
Tom Dunbar! Shot in the back! Shot in the back!"

" Turners don't give adamn," said Johnny.

" Thisain't another one of your wild stories, isit, Alby?'

" | tell ya Tom Dunbar, they shot the bastard in the back!"

" Ishe dive?'

" | just know they shot him in the back, Jake."

Jake pulled out a gold coin and flipped it onto the bar. He tipped his hat to
Johnny and plowed behind Alby through the saloon, making eye contact long

enough with Pam Grayson to send a burst of energy through his gut. Alby parted
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the louvers. The sunlight hurt Jake's eyes as he trotted along the boardwalk. Me-
newawas hitched in front of his office across the street.

He rushed across the prairie dirt and mounted his spotted brown and white
horse. Dan Dalton was a quiet man who had washed dishes in The Coltraine for
years and did not even carry a gun. Jake gave Menewa a spur kick and the horse
galloped down the street. The Turners were powerful enough to squelch alynching,
and as he chased after Alby's horse in a swirl of dust, Jake questioned why the
Turners would do something stupid like hang Dan Dalton.

Outside of town, aong rounded sandstone cliffs, Menewa leaped over a
small gulch and up the sandy sage covered slope. Jake leaned forward in the saddle,
gripping the reins as he chased Alby aong the ridge to the Dunbar ranch near
Hammer Creek. He gazed south toward Sorroyo Canyon, carved deep and red into
the flat land. The vague outlines of the jackknifed train appeared like a broken line
across the brown plains. To the west, jagged foothills led toward the higher Sierra
peaks silhouetted against the open blue sky. After he investigated the Daton thing,
he would head out to Sorroyo Canyon.

24



The Fitton Chronicles Fool’s Gold

Elton Dunbar built his log ranch after the war under a long red rock ledge.
Hammer Creek flowed quickly about two hundred yards beyond a long line of lofty
trees. Everything passed down to his sons when Elton died a few years back. Tom
maintained the house with his family. He raised a few head of cattle, minded his
own business and had no battles with the Turners. Now he was dead.

Jake dowed Menewa aong the cascading creek. A couple of dozen people
had gathered under the tree clump ahead. Rody Turner rode wildly on his black
steed in front of the boisterous crowd, trying to move them back. A thick hemp
noose dangled in the midday sun from a branch extending toward the creek, and
Dan Dalton, hands tied behind his back, stood next to chestnut stallion.

Jake pulled his gun and fired into the air. Alby, never missing an opportunity
to make some noisg, fired both his revolvers. The crowd turned and Menewa gal-
loped into the encampment. Fat Junior Turner quickly looped the noose over Dal-
ton's neck. Jake fired his gun again and pulled back on the bridal. " What in hell
do you think you're doin'?"

" This man killed Tom Dunbar," said the unshaven Mike Turner. All the
brothers looked the same. Dark eyes, and hair, half shaven faces with pig snout
noses like the old man.

The heavier Junior walked up to Jake. " Shot him in the back."

Mrs. Dunbar, her brown hair atangled mess in the breeze, held her two chil-
dren back in the crowd. " He killed my husband. Tom is dead!"

" You ain't gonna let some murderin' bastard go free, are you, Marsha?"
asked Rody, the eldest and most arrogant of the three Turner boys.

" | don't intend ta."
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" Good, that's what we wanted to hear." Rody turned toward Junior.

" Loop that noose around the son of a bitch!" Joke rolled off Menewa and
drew his gun squarely in Rody's dark eyes. " Belay that, Junior. This man isgoing
back to my jal!"

" S0, the Marsha won't serve justice,”" said Rody, stepping back to Junior.

" What's the matter, Marsha, worried about what the judge might say when he
come to town?"

Jake, with his gun drawn, followed the smaler Rody across the dirt. This
would not be the first time he shot someone threatening his manhood. " You
can talk plainer than that, brother."

Rody stared at his gun hand and looked at his Junior and Mike.

" Don't try nothin'!" cried Alby, his guns pointed at the other Turners.

Jake read fear in Rody's eyes. Rody looked back to Junior and waved his
am. " Let em go!"

" Now, why don't you and yur brothers get back to your place. And you tell
Sam how you were out here this morning tryin' ta string up a man without a fair
trid."

" Paisfur it," said Junior.

" Shut up, Junior!" yelled Mike.

" You haven't heard the last of this, McBride," said Rody. He and his broth-
ers strode together back to their horses beyond the trees. Jake turned to Alby and
then they mounted up. " Bring himin, Alby."

" Close cdl, Danny! Close cdl!" said Alby.
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The Turner horses produced a dust cloud toward the creek. The brothers
crossed at the ford and headed west under the high clouds. Alby pulled out a wide
Bowie knife and dliced the rope around Dan Dalton's wrist. Dunbar’ s wife, clutch-
ing her children, wept as Dalton, only in his early twenties, staggered forward and
meekly stood in front of Jake. Jake did not see guilt in his blue eyes.

" What happened, Dan?"'

" | rode in, Marsha. Came over ta borrow Tom's saw. Talked about it yes-
terday at the Arroyo. Got witnesses."

" You rode in and what happened?'

" Found him inside. Dead on the floor. | run out just when his wife and kids
come up in their carriage.”

" Youkill Dunbar, Dan?"

" Nope."

" Okay." Jake scanned the clearing back to the house. " You'll have a
chance to prove yourself when the Judge MacKenzie comes to town. Alby, bring
him back and lock him up."

" Will do, Jake."

Jake turned to the neighbors. " You men, Griffin and Pauly. Ride back to
town with them."

The Turner boys had disappeared over the yellow grazing land across the
river. Jake was surprised they were out here at al seeking their own kind of justice
and he wanted to know if Sam Turner really knew about it. As Alby and the others
brought Dalton away from the clearing and aong the creek, Jake moved through the

crowd to Mrs. Dunbar.
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" Marshal, are you sure you did the right thing?' asked Newton Cory, one of
the old miners.

" Yeah, | did the right thing, Newton. The man will be proven either guilty or
innocent at histria." He looked into Mrs. Dunbar's washed out red eyes.

" 'You heard what | just said, Myra. If Daton killed your husband, helll hang."

" Tom was a good man, Marshall. To be... to be shot in the back. At hisown
place. Y ou make sure Daton hangs!"

She cried into Grace Whitman's shoulder. The kids looked up a McBride
with wide tearful eyes. Growing up without a father was not fair. They still did not
fully know or understand the death of their father. Jake spun back to the crowd.

" Did anybody see what happened out here?"

" 1I'm the one who saw Dadton," said Newton, moving his mouth around his
beard. " Saw the whole damn thing."

" Whaddayatellin' me, Newton, you saw Dan Dalton shoot Tom Dunbar?"

" Wdl, not, ah..." He tightened his bushy white brows and scratched his
head.

" | didn't think so. | think you and Alby softened yur brains drinkin' in the
mine camps long time ago." Jake faced the crowd. " You listen tame, al of you!
I'm gettin' sick and tired of you people accusng Dan Dalton of things you think he
did. Y ou were about to string him up because Newton thought Dalton shot Dunbar.
Man's innocent until proven guilty."

" But, | saw him comin' out of the house!" cried Newton. " He run from
the house and left in agallop!™
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" So, what?' Jake put his hands on his hips. Back aong the creek a surrey
approached the grove. " Now, who the hell is this?'

Jake moved a few steps forward. The aging Doc Talmadge and Jim Coltraine
sat in the front as the carriage came to an abrupt stop. Coltraine, in his San Fran-
cisco vested blue suit, his black boots still spit polish clean, leaped out first. He
rushed across the clearing. " Jake, | heard Tom Dunbar is dead. If you think
Dan Dalton killed him, you're dead wrong."

" You heard correctly, Jm. He's dead. And Daton wuz out here" The di-
sheveled Doc moved around the horses. " Little late for your services, Doc."

" Passed Alby on the way, Jake. Dalton do it?"

" Damned if | know," said Jake. He motioned for Jim and Doc to follow him
to the yard. Dunbar's tools hung neatly along the barn wall and his horses were still
in the stalls. Jake rubbed the darker horse's snout." Good fellah.”

Jm held hisarm. " | have one question for you, Jake."

" What's that?"

Doc passed a whiskey flask among them. " No thanks, Doc," said Jm.
" Dan Ddton worked in my kitchen at the hotdl. | don't ever recall the kid wearing a
gun, Jake. | can't believe that he would come out here and just shoot Tom in the
back."

" Stranger things have happened,” said Jake, wiping the whiskey from his
mouth and he handed the flask back to Doc. " Come on, let's go in the house."

Jake scanned the dirt as they crossed the yard. He moved across the porch
and stepped in the opening. Across the clean swept floor Tom Dunbar, in a mass

of long curly auburn hair, lay face down on the floorboards under his stone fire-
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place. One precise round hole had pierced his dark vest. Doc checked the body
while Jake looked through the house.

" What's this?' asked Jim, holding a long, wide blade saw.

Jake laughed. " Looks like a saw."

" Yeah, but what is it doing here on the floor? All the other tools are hanging
in the barn."

" | don't know." Jake turned to Doc. " Any other wounds, Doc?"

" Nope. One shot. From behind. I'd say he never knew who killed him. |
reckon he's been dead three or four hours."

The whole thing bothered Jake. Whoever shot Dunbar in the back did not
want to be seen and wanted him dead quick. Dan Dalton did not even own a gun
and why would he be so yellow to shoot Dunbar in the back? Jm set down the saw
on the table. Because the rest of the tools were in the barn, maybe the saw had
something to do with Dunbar's killing.

" Okay, when the wiresare up, I'm sendin' awire to the judge bout this."

" Good move," said Jim.

" Let him the judge try Ddton, but with Sam Turner's boys involved in this,
I'd keep your ass out of this," said Doc.

" | want this thing handled the way it's supposed to be handled." Jake moved
into the sunshine and glanced down the porch boards as Doc and Jm continued
talking about the shooting. He walked down the length of the porch. Along the edge
were severa black, greasy scuffs on the new wood. He bent down and ran his fin-
ger through what looked and smelled like creosote.
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He ducked under the rail and stepped into the yard. The smudged boot prints
led toward the cattle pens beyond, ending a horseshoe marks near the corral.
Someone had dismounted from a horse and headed onto the porch. He followed
the horse's trail along the fence toward the open range. The horse had come and
gone from the east.

Amidst the sand grains, stray grass blades, and pebbles, an aternating bright
reflection shone in the dirt. He moved forward, reached down and picked up a
spent Remington shell. Then he gazed across the long stretch of range. Anyone rid-
ing in from the desolate eastern land would be riding some distance. He put the shell
in his vest pocket and headed toward Dunbar's barn.

" You find somethin' out there, Jake?' asked Doc.

He placed the shell between hisfingers. " This."

" Remington," said Jim, inspecting it closer. " Could be anyone."

" No, someone with creosote on his boots. A rider came in from the east,
hitched his horse away from the house next to the cattle, and then sneaked up the
side porch. But his boot scraped them boards."

" Better check Dalton's boots," said Doc.

"Yup."

" Andy says that railroad man, Noonan, should be arriving soon on the stage.
He reserved a suite," said Coltraine. " Why are the telegraph lines down?”

Jake stroked hischin. " | don't know. Y ou said this man is named Noonan?
Can't place him. Why would a railroad man be arrivin' on a stage and not on a
tran?’

" Don't know."
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" Jm, I'm ridin' down ta Sorroyo. Why don't you and Doc come with me?”

Coltraine looked over a Doc. " You won't find nothin'."

" Whaddaya sayin', Doc?" asked Jake.

" Train's empty. "

" Train's empty? This happened yesterday mornin'. Yur tellin' me, in thirty
hours, the gold and the passengers are gone?'

" Guess the engineer gut the passengers out on the wagons to Carson City,"
said Doc.

" Y eah, but what about the gold? When the hell did the gold disgppear?’

" Dunno..."

" Well, damn, where's the engineer? asked Jake.

" He's not in town. As a matter of fact | was preparing to get rooms ready.
Then we find out the passengers are gone."

Jake looked toward the brown ridges folded against the wide blue sky and
blocking the view to Sorroyo Canyon. " You comin' with me?'

" Yeah, well go," answered Coltraine.

In the grove the parson had arrived and was comforting Mrs. Dunbar and the
children. Jake turned eastward toward the old mines burrowed into the distant
sandy knolls. Someone rode to the Dunbar Ranch from that direction and he
sensed it was not Dan Dalton. If he and Alby had not arrived when they did, Dalton
would be swinging from the tree branch back in the grove.
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Jake brought Menewa ahead of Coltraine's surrey. The long black passenger
cars, folded off the rail beds into the desert, were sprinkled with a thick dust layer
nearly covering The Overland Railroad's gold |etters above the windows. Up front,
facing west, the massive metal locomotive had only dightly left the track and its
smokestack was dipped toward the prairie. Doc was right about the place being
abandoned. The railroad's hired gangs had only laid this track two years ago. The
rails had rusted along the sides, but the top steel was polished by frequent use. He
walked aong the cross ties and followed the telegraph wires disappearing into the
cloud swept eastern sky. He wondered who ordered all the passengers to Carson
City.

Menewa rose with the gravel bed and moved toward the rear car, still con-
nected to the rest of the train, but angled downward from the tracks. Jake dlid out
of the saddle and hitched the horse to the car's rear rail. Even though no one was
out here, something in his gut told him to draw his gun. Coltraine dowed his surrey,
and he and Doc stepped out.

" Soaring Bird first saw this?' asked Jake.

Coltraine looked at Doc’s furrowed brow. " Last night, Jake. He told Alby."

" That wuz his first mistake. Did anyone in town see the passengers or the
gold?' asked Jake. He peered past the open windows and down the length of the
rear car.
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" Nope. Only that engineer and his helper.”

" Where the hdl are they?!

" Dunno," answered Doc.

Jake turned back to them. " Then we only have the word of them two as ta
when this here train went over. Johnny told me someone gut the tracks good."

"Yeah," said Doc. " Inthe middle. Come on."

The three men stepped off the gravel bed. Deep, criss-crossed wagon ruts
cut the brown gritty soil aong the rear car and toward the front of the train.

" Look at this, will ya?

" Wagons removing the passengers?' asked Coltraine.

" Or the gold," said Jake. " The army guardin' that gold?"

" The army usudly guards gold," said Doc. The rest of the passenger cars
were collapsed on therails. " Jake, you may have a point."

" How did they git al them passengers out so fast and where the hell is the
gold?' asked Jake. The center rail bed was ripped into a hollowed out crater. Splin-
tered lumber pieces were strewn across the dirt and sage.

" Maybe the gold ain't stolen,” said Doc. " Maybe the army just gut it the hell
out."

" Maybe... But you know as well as me, boys, someone waited fur this train.
Someone with adynamite box. When the train wuz close, they pushed the charge.
They needed to know the train had gold on it."

" Maybe that railroad man knows more" said Coltraine. They trampled
across the debris and a new assortment of wagon ruts.
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" Well, that's another good one," said Jake. The wagon tracks converged
around one of the freight cars and had chewed up the gravel beds. " Wreck hap-
pens yesterday and the railroad has a man out here in less than a day? The Over-
land's office is in Omaha."

Jake headed adong the derailed sections, passed an open car loaded with cut
wood and stopped at the massive black engine. He crawled at an angle up the metal
perforated stairs into the cab. Wood was deposited over the floor below the warm
open boiler. " Whaddaya see, Jake?" asked Doc from below.

" Ain't nothin' in here."  Jake stroked his beard stubble as Coltraine pulled
his way up the handrail. " Gentlemen, somethin' ain't right. When we get back ta
town, | wanna wire The Overland, the army, and the Pinkertons."

" Good luck with the wires down," said Coltraine.

Jake nodded and wondered if the damaged telegraph line was related to the
gold shipment. " Army musta taken the gold to the U.S. mint. We gut no witnesses
sayin' it wuz stolen.”

" | submit there are no witness a all, Jake."

Jake wrinkled his hardened lips toward the rising purple Serras. The rugged
trails would hamper the wagons. It made sense to bring the gold south. Sorroyo
Canyon, tapering south along Californiato New Mexico Territory, was parched and
in the opposite direction of the Carson City mint. " Wéll, we gutta folla them
tracks wherever they lead. And soon. Just in case it wuz stolen. Wagon loads of
gold require strong and fresh horses. We should be able ta catch them. | say we
leave tonight if we have ta."

" We?"'
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" Yeah, you comin’ with me?"

" Jake, I'm not a scout."

" A southern gentlemen, Coltraine.”

Coltrainegrinned. " We al have our responsibilities.”

" Wedo."

" You can take Alby with you," he said, looking across the prairie and il
smiling.

Jake squinted and half grinned.

" Look!" shouted Doc.

Jake leaned in the open window. From the western foothills a ghostly image
of horses galloped across the range. Soaring Bird rode bareback on his white pinto
and three Shoshoni on darker horses trailed behind. Jake climbed down the engine
ladder and stepped across the gravel bed as they approached. Soaring Bird rolled
off his horse and walked dowly to Jake.

His dark eyes had a quietness Jake could never understand. A single black
and white feather stood straight up from a swirl of black hair that fell dlong his high
bronze cheekbones. The hair was bound by tiny blue ribbed clamps near the shoul-
ders. Numerous red and bright green beads were strung about his smooth neck. In
the warm air he wore an open tanned vest and some army issue leather britches.

Jake shook hishand. " | thought you wuz up at Duck Valley."

" Agent Pamer received your letter on my behalf. Thank you. | have a pass.”
The Indian had a mellow, but melodic tone to his voice and had learned English
when he was a child. Since his days as a deputy in Elko, Jake had known Soaring

Bird. He found the Indian smarter than most white men he knew.
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" There are many Newe who wander, McBride. Some have become farmers with
the white man's army. Others work on ranches now as laborers. And others are at
Duck Valey or Ruby Valey. When Yepani arrives we find ourselves returning to
Pia Sokopia, the Earth Mother."

" I'm glad you're free fur awhile. Wuz a time you and me roamed about and
nobody bothered us."

" Those days are behind us, McBride."

Jake pressed his lips and contemplated his friend being hemmed in on some
reservation. " | just gut back tatown."

" Welcome back."

" Some welcome.”

" We were out on the flats yesterday. We saw the train.”

" You saw it blow up?"' asked Jake.

" No... The train had already left the tracks. When we tried to ride closer the
army kept us away."

" The army?’

" Two army men. They told usto leave or we would be killed."

Jake gazed across the mud caked flats toward Sierra foothills. " Many sol-
diers?'

" We were too far away. They said they were loading passengers into wag-
ons for travel to Carson City. Rough terrain.”

" What about the gold?" asked Jm Coltraine as he goproached.

" Mexicans. They were robbed by Mexicans."

" Mexicans?' shouted Jake.
37



The Fitton Chronicles Fool’s Gold

" Did you see Mexicans?' asked Coltraine.

" No, Coltraine. We were forced to leave and were too far away. We went
back to town, but McBride had |eft after rustlers..."

Jake shook his head and put his hands on his hips as he studied the train
again. " I'd give my month's stipend not ta have been chasing rustlers” He
pointed to the numerous wagon tracks in the soil. " Whaddaya make of this?'

Soaring Bird sguatted and ran his fingertips over the dusty ruts. He walked
with the other Indians away from the train. They faced the canyon rim a few miles
to the south. Soaring Bird pointed as he looked over his shoulder. " In the can-
yon."

Jake gazed toward the rim. " Now, that's just plain stupid. Why the hell
would Mexicans take heavy wagon loads of gold into Sorroyo Canyon?"

" The canyon trail will allow wagon travel," said Soaring Bird.

The Shoshoni knew the terrain, yet he had no answers. Jake questioned how
Mexicans could overpower atrain load of soldiers.” And why not bring the pas-
sengers back ta town?"

" But why the canyon?' asked Coltraine. " You're talking about traveling
aong the rapids. Y ou reach the spilt where the land levels and what have you got?
Dry parched land down to the Panamints.”

" Death Vdley to the west and if yur lucky you hit the trall south to Arizona
and New Mexico Territory,” said Jake. " And Mexico."

" Good place ta git the gold hidden," added Doc.

" Maybe." Jake looked back at the buckled train. Then he turned to Coltraine

and Soaring Bird. " I'm movin' out tonight. Tommora mornin' at the latest. Well
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find out whether the army has the gold or it wuz stolen. I'd like to wire Fort Chur-
chill right now... Y ou wanna come with me and find that gold?"

"1 will go," said Soaring Bird, looking at the Shoshoni. " But my people will
return to Duck Valley."

" Good, | need yur help. If that gold wuz taken, it ain't gonna be given up
easy. Sureyou don't wanna go, Jm?'

" No, I'll stay back in town. Wait for the railroad man."

" Probably a good move. | need you in town. Having Alby in charge don't
exactly make my soul wanna jump for joy, brother. I'll see if | can locate Robbie
Pauntok. Deputize him and have him check the telegraph lines. Meantime, Soaring
Bird and me will track them wagons."
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5

Glasses and plates clanged and conversation hummed inside the Coltraine
Hotel’s long dining room. Along the pale yelow walls and next to a long row of
white pane windows Jake and Alby crammed a late mea as the wispy crimson
haired Andy Bisbane pinched a crumpled telegram between his fingers. He spoke in
alow, wandering voice and his eyes wandered. " Hey, Jake."

" Andy."

" | furgot tagive yathis."

Jake left afork full of steak and potatoes on hisfork. " Wires up yet?"

" They keep goin' down as soon as Robbie fixes em. Somebody's messin'
with them wires."

" Pauntok's a smurt kid. He'll find the bastards."

" He's gut Sawtooth with him," said Andy.

Jake gave aquick nod. " Good shot, Sawtooth."

" Sawtooth bit a man ta death!" shouted Alby.

" We know the story, Alby." Jake looked at the crisp yellow telegram and
set the fork back on his pewter plate. " Whaddaya gut?'

" Telegram. Came from Carson City three days ago. The judge's.”

Alby tried to grab the wire. " Whad he say? Whad he say?'

" What does he say?' asked Jake.

" Here, read for yourself."
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Jake held the paper in his hands.

LEAVING CARSON CITY SUNDAY STOP GET CRIBBAGE BOARD
READY STOP GIVE YOU SECOND CHANCE STOP WILL TAKE CARE
OF ALL BUSINESS STOP WILL ARRIVE MONDAY STAGE

MACKENZIE

With a half grin Jake set the paper on the red and white-checkered table cloth.
" Well, good. | just wish | couldda told him bout Dalton."

" Whad he say? Whad he say?' asked Alby, gushing some potatoes between
his missing front teeth.

" He says h€elll be here on next Tuesday. Better contact Garrett Miller. Dal-
ton's gonna need a lawyer."

" Judge think he did it?" asked Alby.

" Now, the judge ain't gut no way ta tdl that, Alby, with them wires down."
Jake flipped acointo Andy. " Thanks, Andy. Much obliged."

" Y ou want me ta wire the judge when the wires are up again?"'

" Hell, we need ta contact the army at Fort Churchill and The Overland Rail-
road. Then again, that railroad man's rivin' tanight. You hear anythin' else, Andy,
you let me know. Specidly if them wires are up again. If | didn't have ta follathe

gold, I'd ride out along the line with Rabbie. "
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" Them wires keep comin' down in different places, Jake..."

" Anybody new here in town before the wreck?!

" Nobody unusual."

Jake scooped up some more potatoes as he thought. " Wall, it ain't gttin'
right with me how fast this here thing happened. The tracks git blown up and the
gold and them passengers move out like jack rabhbits."

" A con-spiracy,” said Alby.

" Maybe, Alby. Somethin' ain't right. I'm gonna talk ta that railroad man when
he getsin. I'd like ta know where the hell them passengers are stayin'. *

" I'll let yaknow, Jake."

" Obliged, Andy." Jake watched him |leave the dining room, but as he cut into
the charcoal chunk of beef on his plate, Alby cackled again.

" Jake, Dalton kept tellin' me! He kept tellin' me! Said he didn't do it. Said
Tom Dunbar was on the floor, Jake. Already dead! Already dead!”

" Well, maybe he was. | never took Dalton for aliar." He was becoming
annoyed by the way Alby kept talking and eating at the same time. A mixture of po-
tatoes and peas, hung from Alby’'s beard stubble. " Jake, he went over to borrow
asaw, Jake."

" Come on, wipe your chin, for cryn' out loud," said Jake, sipping the coffee.
" | don't think he did it. | told ya, someone rode into that place from the east. The
gpent shell was out on the range. And his boots wuz covered with creosote. Dal-
ton's boots were clean. Listen, | gut some papers to get in order for MacKenzie,
case | ain't back."
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" Ain't you comin' ta the saloon, Jake?' Alby wiped the rest of the food and
gravy from his plate with a piece of bread.

" I'll be over later fur | head out,” he said as he stood. He put a coin down on
the tablecloth and picked up his hat.

Alby raised his bushy brows. " Jake, can ya spot me some drinkin'
money?"'

" You just tell Johnny | sad taput it on my tab. I'll seyaover there."

Jake nodded to the pretty young brunette waitress, scurrying between the ta-
bles, and marched into the hotel lobby. Severa men in eastern formal clothes and a
woman and child, al covered with dust, lingered at the buffed mahogany hotel
counter. He looked past a large leafy green plant and up at the grandfather clock's
brass face, surrounded by phases of the moon. The late stage must have just come
in.

He opened the heavy hotel doors and stepped onto the boardwak. Dim light
covered the quiet street. The coach, angled downward, was only about twenty feet
away and with the luggage rack empty and the six horses were being marched to the
livery. He thought all the passengers had entered the hotel. A stocky man in ablack
pin striped suit stretched his legs out the stage door, stepped on the bottom brace
and pulled himsalf out the side panels. Once on the street, he looked carefully
around the town. Jake approached one of the drivers, still holding his rifle as he
dusted off his pants. " How'sthetrail from Eureka, Ed?"

" Trail'sthe trail, Jake. You drinkin' later?"

As the other driver trucked remaining baggage into the hotel, Jake studied the

last passenger with an unusual intensity. The fancy gold pocket watch and the cut
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of his vest indicated the man had both class and wealth. His dark coat was draped
over his shoulders, he wore smooth black leather gloves, and a vanished cane with
a brass head was neatly tucked under the coat. Thick side whiskers and black hair
extended from a felt Stetson, black and balanced above his block shaped face.
Ribbed eyebrows rose above his dark eyes and a shadowy clean shaven beard
covered his cheeks. A stogie was stuck in the corner of his mouth. " That the rail-
road man?"

" Noonan, from Omaha," replied Ed. " Transferred in Eureka."

" Transferred in from where?"

Noonan turned quickly with a dy smile and a spoke in a crisp Midwestern
voice. " Marshall."

" We met before?' asked Jake.

" | don't think so. I'm Pat Noonan." He balanced the stogie between histeeth
as he shook Jake's hand. His hand was stronger and more callused than a man of
leisure.

" Jake McBride... You in town bout the gold?’

" I'm here to find the gold for the railroad. That shipment was due in Carson
City. Although | have very little information with your wires being down. | was
wired in Eureka by my company was told the passengers were sent to Carson City
by the army."

"Yup."

" And the engineer wired them from Carson City, saying that Mexicans had
stolen the gold shipment. | think you as a law man would understand the implica

tions of that."
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" The engineer'sin Carson City?"

" Yes, but | instructed him to return here to..." Noonan looked to the saloon
down the main street. " Brinson. Thisis Brinson, correct?'

" Correct." Jake furrowed hisbrow. " Line heads north to Carson City and
west to San Francisco on the other side of the Sierra”

" | wastold you were out of town, Marshal."

" | wuz... trackin' some varmints who wuz rustlin' cattle south of town... But
| gave up. They're long gone and I'm back early. This gold... it just disappears un-
der the army's nose?"

" Mexicans overpowered and soldiers. Man named Cortina."

" Cortina?'

" Engineer says the twenty men onboard were brought south. Nothing has
been proved though. | need to wire my company, but, again, your wires are down."

" I'm aware of that."

Noonan smoothly puffed on the stogie and nodded. " Y ou been out there?’

" Yeah, | been out there. Place is deserted.”

"Wdl..."

" How'd you git out here so soon?' asked Jake. Something about Noonan
bothered him. " The damn train just went down."

" Fortunately, | was on an inspection trip, checking service and The Over-
land's line. | was in Eureka when the engineer wired Omaha from Carson City.
These lines being down is like the war. "

"1 wuz inthewar. | know that."

" Union?
45



The Fitton Chronicles Fool’s Gold

" Fought the last two years with Grant in Virginia. On the peninsular,” said
Jake. Noonan's eyes brightened when he talked about the war. " | was in ordi-
nance. Kept your supplies coming."

" Then you never saw action?' asked Jake.

" No, gir."

Jake folded hisarms. " Why the hell would ya have dl that gold on a train
full of passengers. Risky."

" | don't make the arrangements, Mr. McBride."

" I'm gonnafolla them tracks inta Sorroyo Canyon."

Noonan inhaed and finished the stogie. He snuffed it into the dirt. " Why
don't you let the Pinkertons handle the gold, Marshal. | think your over your head,
trying to track the Mexicans."

"1 an't over my head. And | keep hearin' bout Mexicans, but it's al second
hand. If | could talk ta the passengers.”

" You're welcome to talk to Callahan or Billy. They should be in by tomor-
row... Cortinaled the attackers. They were al dark haired and speaking Spanish.
They loaded the gold in wagons and took off into the canyon.”

Jake leaned against the hotel's support post. " Yup, | seen wagon ruts al
over the place. But | gut fresh wanted posters bout Cortina in Texas. He's been
givin' the Rangers trouble fur years. Cortinas in the border region and he ain't never
come this fur north."

" Maybe for a car load of gold bars he would."

" Where the hell wuz the army durin’ al of this?' asked Jake. " A car full of

gold and they let a bunch of Mexicans just take it."
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" Couple of men were killed. Some helped the passengers to Carson City.
They and the rest were taken by Cortina from what my company said on the wire.
Cdlahan scared he's be blamed for the issuing gold. | have two additiona army
men from Fort Churchill due in tonight. They'll help me and my company is bring-
ing in Pinkerton detectives."

Jake laughed. " Listen, waiting fur Pinkertons ain't gonna do nobody no
good. We need ta get afta them wagons tonight."

" Wait until daylight... Well ride out to Sorroyo Canyon tomorrow," said
Noonan.

" It'smy job talook into this. | do need tatalk ta Callahan and his guy."

Jake was uncomfortable when Noonan placed his hand his shoulder." Well
have some breakfast and all meet out at the canyon. What do you say?"

" What exactly do you do, Mr. Noonan?"

" I'm a vice presdent and am personaly responsible for the track from
Omahato San Francisco. If | don't find that gold, | will be responsible for nothing,
Marsha."

Jake turned toward his office. A single oil lamp burned in Daton's cell. Deep
in thought, Noonan stared across the prairie lit stars and removed another stogie
from his inner pocket. Jake rapped his arm. " If them Mexicans left yesterday,
we can catch wagons stuffed with gold in afew days. They'd be near Death Valley
or they may have already headed west."

" | need your help in finding that gold. And there is the reward.”

" | have my duty... Don't care bout no money, but ya might want ta get some

money ta the widda Dunbar. Her husband wuz gunned down. Shot in the back."
47



The Fitton Chronicles Fool’s Gold

" Marshal, whomever earns the railroad's reward, can do whatever he wants
with it."

" I'll remember that." Jake faced the dark eyed Noonan again. Noonan re-
moved the stogie from his teeth and held it between his fingers without lighting it.

" | just have trouble believin’ Cortina and his gang came up from Texas."

" You can talk to Callahan in the morning.”

" Nope. | wanna leave tonight."

" Your apersistent man".

" | am tafolla them wagons south from Sorroyo."

Noonan seemed distressed, but McBride did not know why as they drifted
onto the boardwalk.. " Listen, I'm going out to ingpect the train in the morning. I'd
be glad to go down in the canyon with you then."

" Then I'm gonnamiss ya."

" Y ou want army men with you?' asked Noonan.

" Nah... I'm bringing a Shoshoni friend with me. Jake laughed and put own
his hand on Noonan's shoulder. " You may be good at railroadin', Mr. Noonan,
but Cortina don't come up here. Texasis fur away."

" | believe what Calahan is saying."

" Wdll, in my business you believe half of what you hear and the other half
you shoot the sky with. I'll be in The Arroyo." Jake pointed across the street to the
glowing, frosted windows. A few cowhands staggered through the haf louver
doors. Even down the street he could hear the piano.

Noonan stepped onto the boardwalk and shook Jake'shand. " Maybe I'll

get in some card playing."
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" You agamblin' man?"'

" | can be persuaded. Look, I'll meet you before you leave. I'm sure that
working together we can solve this thing quickly."

" That's another thing bout this business. Y ou never can count on nothin'."

" | suppose that's true." Noonan tipped his hat and stepped down the board-
walk to the hotel entrance. Hotel help descended upon him and scrambled to get his
bags.

Ed waked up from the livery down the street. " Who the hell is he, Ed?
Likes people to carry his bags."

" He'sabig railroad man. Y ou drinkin'?"

" Man's never too big to carry his own bags." Jake glanced at Ed. " Yeah,
I'm drinkin', but I'm ridin’ out... Have ta check my prisoner first. I'll seeyaat the sa
loon."

" | wuz beginnin' ta wonder."

Jake grinned and started across the street to his office. The stars were
brighter as he left the hotd lights. He noticed something was not right when Noonan
had stepped from the stage. Jake wanted to telegraph the railroad and get a refer-
ence. That would have to wait until the line was repaired. He opened his office door
and struck a match againgt the plaster, and placed it on the oil lamp wick. The wick
flared and the office brightened. Holding the desk lamp he moved with the shadows
down the hal to check the jail cell. He unlocked the back door. A singular low
flame burned near the steel sconce. Dalton was in the corner, slouched on the bed
with his hands folded on his chest.
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Jake again checked his boots againgt the bed. The heels were clean, but the
black leather was scuffed and dusty. " You al right, Dan?"

" Asright as an innocent man can be."

" | hear what youre sayin'. Judge MacKenzie, he's comin' in Monday. | need
taget yaalawyer."

" | don't want no lawyer. | didn't do nothin'. | went over ta borrow Dunbar's

Jake leaned against the stucco wall. " You'll get your chance tatell yur side.
Y ou need some water or somethin'?"

" 1 don't want nothin' cept gettin’ out of here." He stood and held the thick
cell window bars.

" | advise gettin' a lawyer, but that's your choice. "

" They dl think | did it."

" | know, | know. Them Turner boys gut everyone al stirred up. MacKenzie
will decide this with no help from the Turner boys." Daton shook his head and
gazed outside. Jake stood for close to a minute. " Y ou want some grub?”’

" Nah. Ain't hungry. Jake, you're the marshal. Alby says you found that shell
and the creosote. | saw you lookin' at my boots. Now find out who killed Tom
Dunbar."

" Do my best."

Daton swallowed, his eyes moistened and continued to stare out the window
toward the saloon. " | hear yur followin' Mexicans down Sorroyo."

" Gutta”

" Turner boys could come in here and string me up.".
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" No, that ain't gonna happen with MacKenzie comin'. And I'm appointin'
Robbie Pauntok deputy while I'm gone. Hell have Sawtooth with him. And Jm
Coltraine will be my eyes and earsin town."

" Robbie and Sawtooth ur both damned good shots. Just remember, Mar-
shdl, if you don't find who gunned down Dunbar, | will be hangin' from that tree out
at hisranch."

" Not if you didn't do it... Get some shut-eye, Dan. I'll be back in a couple
of days."

" If Cortinadon't kill ya."

" When yur dead, yur dead."

Daton returned to the mattress and sprawled his legs over the edge. Jake
locked the bars and shuffled with the light into the hall. He locked the outer door
and went back to his office. At the desk he wrote down notes for MacKenzie. Dal-
ton might be lying but he doubted it. The creosote on the porch might be from
something else, yet Dalton did not carry a gun.

Jake pulled the worn wood cribbage board from his desk draw and placed
the wrinkled card deck on a yellowed newspaper. Maybe this time MacKenzie
would beat him. Quickly, he lifted his saddlebags and supplies on Alby's desk. He
had packed enough supplies to last a week. As he lifted a lantern onto the desk, he
debated whether to wait until morning, but twelve hours might be just enough time
for Cortina to somehow transfer the gold. He needed a drink first and left his bags
half packed. He blew out the desk lamp, looked around his office before extinguish-
ing the wdl lamp.
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Outside, the stagecoach was aready inside the livery. He crossed the road
diagonaly and walked steadily down the street to the saloon. Even from the road
O'Malley’s piano playing and crowd clapping broke the nighttime slence. He
pushed open the louvers and the tobacco smoke hit his face. On the stage women
danced in bright crimson, satin show dresses, kicking their legs higher as men
yelled. He nodded to O’ Malley and pushed through the crowd to the bar.

Alby was down the end with Ed. " Over here, Jake!"

" 1'll be right there, Alby." Jake moved up to the bar. Johnny was already
getting him a bottle and shot glass. " Thanks, John."

He walked over and set the bottle and glass on the bar. " Whaddaya hear,
Ed?' he asked, pouring himself a shot. He sat and looked across at the bottles Alby
had put on histab. " Glad you're havin' a good time on my tab, Alby."

Alby leaned over hisdrink. " Ed says Noonan's here about the missin' gold,
Jake. You ill leavin' tonight?”

" Yup, I'm headin’' out. Y ou seen Soaring Bird?'

" Ain't seen em. Ain't seen em.”

" Noonan gut out here too quick," said Jake.

Alby grabbed Jake's wrist. " He's meetin' two calvary men from Fort Chur-
chill, Jake. | hear the railroad's sendin' Pinkerton detectives."

" Old news, brother." Jake lifted the shot glass to his lips and drank the whis-
key. He rapped the glass on the table. " Wdll, it's their own damn faullt. They
shouldda had that train filled with just soldiers not passengers.”

" | heard Injun bands been out there," said Alby. " Maybe they took it."
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" | don't think Injuns are gonna do much with that gold, Alby. You believe
every rumor that come floating inta town. Soaring Bird would have known if other
Injuns were involved."

" Noonan keeps talkin' bout Mexicans," said Ed.

" Somebody took the gold and the soldiers away in wagons.”

" Listen, Alby. Find Sawtooth and track down Robbie Pauntok. Tell Robbie
he's been appointed deputy while I'm away."

" What about me?"

" What about you? Just tell Robbie. Simple message. | don't want them
Turners comin' back ta town with the hangman's noose."

" I'll keep alookout, Jake."

" You'll find Robbie." Jake caught sight of Pam Grayson across the bar and
was drawn to her tight, dusty dark britches. She must have just arrived. " Whew,
boy. Excuse me, Gentlemen."

" Cat's on the prowl," said Alby. " Cat's on the prowl!!"

Jake shook his head and moved around the tables. Pam's green eyes focused
on him. Hetilted hishat. " Pam, hear you're stayin' out at the Turner Ranch."”

" Jake McBride." She drank the whiskey straight. " Last time | saw you,
you were tryin' ta get me up to your room."

" Maybe, | still am... How ya been?'

" Punchin' cows and listenin' to them Turner boys tell me | don't know what
the hel I'm doin'. The old man made it too soft for em. They don't know a hard
day's work. Leave it to the punchers and the ranch hands."

" I'm sure you don't take any of their guff, Sunshine."
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Somehow seemed to like being called Sunshine. She spread her tanned arms
across the back of the chair and her mudin jersey opened at the collar. " So, who
you gut behind bars, Marshal ?'

" | gut bigger problems. That gold out near Sorroyo Canyon. Still within my
jurisdiction. They gut Pinkertons comin’ out here, rail man's aready checked in, and
| really don't care bout them comin' in here. Oughtta |et folks solve problems where
them problems happen.”

" Amen to that," said Pam, taking another shot. " But you should just the
railroad handle it. Don't you get involved."

" | don't trust the railroad, the Pinkertons... None of them bastards. But
there's are-ward out."

" S0, you redlly are goin' out to Sorroyo Canyon tonight?"

"Yup," he said, Sitting next to her.

She whispered and purposefully leaned forward so he could see down her
jersey. " You ain't answered my question. Who you gut behind bars?'

" You haven't heard about Tom Dunbar?' asked Jake.

" Shot dead. right?" she asked.

" Yeah. Dan Dalton was found over there."

" Hedoit?'

" Hell no. He was over there borrowin' a saw. Judge MacKenzie is comin'
into town on Tuesday. Somebody came in from the east, | reckon,’ Pam."

" What makes you say that?' she asked.

" Cdl it intuition, Sunshine."

" You know, Jake." Sheran her fingers down his rough beard stubble.
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" I'm in two-twenty at The Coltraine... That is, if you're interested."

" Ain't goin' back to the Turner ranch tonight?'

" Think it would be worth my while to stay in town?' She smiled and fin-
ished the whiskey. " Unless you have to leave tonight."

" Depends.”

She stood and stretched her tight form before him. Jake let his eyes walk up
her leather britches. She placed her finger against his lips as she leaned over. Her
eyeswere heavy. " Don't wait too long..."

Jake followed her as she sashayed toward he louvers, but she turned and
smiled before she stepped outside. Chasing her into The Coltraine would nix his
plans to ride into Sorroyo tonight, but he had chased her for months. He finished
another shot, checked the wall clock and now knew he was about to give Cortina
another twelve hours.
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6

Jake spent the next twenty minutes at the table with Alby and Ed Ferrier. A
couple of the showgirls lounged around the table for about half an hour, but Jake's
thoughts were stuck on Pam Grayson. She was like awild horse, working alongside
the men, and never took any lip. Her unsavory reputation made him want her even
more. Maybe he could spend a few hours with her and then move out. Or maybe
he'd worry about Cortinain the morning.

Ed dipped upstairs with one of the girls and Alby staggered to the bar with a
few cattle punchers. Jake paid the tabs and glided into the cooler air outside. His
eyes adjusted to the blurry stars across the prairie. He recognized the big dipper
from his days in the army. Night after night, he waited to fight the rebs in Virginia
Night after night he became friends with the stars. Men died but the stars remained.

He looked up to the second floor of The Coltraine and trotted like proud a
steed down the boardwalk. Some rooms had lamps burning, others were dark, and
he had suspicions whether Pam Grayson was just leading him on. Inside the hotdl,
Buford Peck, his feet propped on the table, was aslegp behind the counter. Jake
crossed the lobby rug and pounded his fist loudly on the wood counter.

" Good God!" cried Buford, his eyes opening wide as he exploded out of
the chair.

" Where do | get some service around here, Buford?'
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" My Lord, you scared me haf to death, Marshal." He took out his green
handkerchief and wiped his high forehead.

" Pam Grayson," he said in alower voice. " Is shein two-twenty?"

" Pam Grayson?' Buford stuffed the handkerchief in his back pocket.

" Oh, yes, Pam Grayson. The cowgirl," he said grinning.

Jake scowled. " Well?"

" Ah, let me see" Buford put a pencil between his teeth and scanned the
guest register. " Yes, you are absolutely correct. She is registered, but-"

" What about Jim Coltraine and Soaring Bird?"

" Soaring Bird said he would find you in the saloon later and Mr. Coltraine
was invited to dinner by Mr. Noonan."

" Noonan?

" The railroad man."

" | know who he is, Buford. You tell Jm the marsha said he was leavin' in
the mornin'."

" Yes, dr. Marshd, but-"

" That's al. Now go back to sleep.”

" But, Marshd."

Buford sat in the creaky oak chair as Jake headed for the dark carpeted stair-
case, overlooking the lobby. As he climbed to the second floor, Buford quickly
looked downward. Upstairs Jake followed the lamps down a narrow, half lit hall
with ripped green flowered print paper and he came to a stained door. The tar-
nished brass numbers hung at an odd angle.
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He rapped his knuckles against the wood and waited. His mind drifted back
to Pam's long hair when she had walked from the saloon. This woman must have
been crazy in a bedroom. But as he knocked louder this time, he began to think he
had been conned. Half a minute later, he rumbled down the hall and descended the
stairs. " Thelady's not in, Buford."

" | was going to tell you that, but you interrupted me," said the clerk.

" Well, where the hell is she? Y ou couldda saved me atrip up them stairs."

" | saw her earlier with that railroad man."

" Noonan? What's he in a receivin' line fur everybody in town? She don't
waste no time landin' a man with money."

" They talked over by the fireplace." Buford pointed to the dying fire across
thelobby. " They talked for fifteen minutes just after he got off the stage.”

" What did you do, time them?' Buford produced a meek smile. " They
leave?'

" Yes, with the two cavary soldiers.”

" Interestin’. | wonder how she knows Noonan."

" Pam knows everybody," said Buford, covering his mouth as he snickered.

" If she don't she will."

" You don't miss a beat, do you, Buford? | won't bother buying The Bugle
no more. I'll just wait ta hear from you."

Across the lobby Pam Grayson dowly did her riding hat back so the cord
dangled around her neck. Her long brown hair bounced down over her mudin jer-
sey. She nursed a smoldering stogie as if she were posing for a photograph inside
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the open hotel doors. Jake stepped away from Buford and swaggered across the
wood floor. " Evening, Pam. Didn't see you up in yur room."

" Y ou weren't looking' too hard."

" | got sidetracked, Sunshine. But | ain't sidetracked no more." He placed
one hand againgt the wall and leaned over her shoulder.

She took a final drag from the stogie, blowing the smoke out dowly across
hisface. " | think it'stime | git upstairs Marshal. Whaddaya think?"

She kissed him hard and held the back of his neck. Then she tossed the sto-
gie through the open doorway. He eyed her rounded breasts below her jersey and
did not care who she was talking to or what sne had ever did. She tiptoed her fin-
gers under his shirt and dragged her arms around his chest. They backed toward
the stairs as Buford ducked into the back room. Jake clipped her at the knees and
lifted her up. The remnants of a sweet city perfume mixed with an outdoor fresh-
ness drove him wild. He kissed her again as he hoisted her up the staircase. About
midway he let his hand dip up her jersey and he gently cupped her firm smooth
breasts.

Down the darkened hall she enveloped her lips around his mouth. He stag-
gered to room two-twenty and kicked open the door. In the rose scented room he
lowered her to the satin sheets. He shut the door and lit the ail lamp, but as he
turned, Pam had removed her jersey. Her hair fell over her bare shoulders. Jake
threw his vest and shirt on the floor. Pam sprang from the bed and trampled across
the shirt. Then she flipped off her hat and pulled off her dark leather boots. Her slim
body was well toned from work and she clawed her way across the bed like awild

mountain lioness. She pulled Jake across the satin sheets, climbing on top of him
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with a disregard for convention. In the flickering lamp light she pedled off his
clothes and Jake forgot about Tom Dunbar being killed. Finding Cortina and the
missing gold was not important now. He would head into Sorroyo Canyon in the
morning.

Jake drifted in and out of deep with Pam's arm resting over his chest as she
lay on her ssomach. He let his hand glide down her buttocks. In the dim twilight, her
long dark hair swept across the sheets, moving with each breath as she dept. He
dowly changed his position, staring over the almost indiscernible clothes and boots
scattered across the floor. He wanted her again as he waited for dawn. Although
restless, his heavy eyelids closed.

When he finally woke, the dim light had brightened and the clothing trail was
clear across the wood boards. From the next room he heard splashing in the tub.
He sat up and rubbed his eyes as he looked out the window. Judging by the day-
light he thought it must have been near eight o'clock.

He rolled out of bed and thought about hopping in the warm water with Pam.
She sat in araised tub in the middle of the room, her hair pulled up, and her breasts
nestled in the suds. When she saw him awide smile came over her face. ! I
wuz wonderin' when you'd get up. | thought maybe | wore you out."

" Came close. What do ya know about Noonan?"

She played with the suds and did not look at him directly. " He's an impor-

tant railroad man. He has money."
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" You deep with him?"

" Now, Marshal," she said, standing, the suds dowly meandering down her
dick skin. " That ain't none of yur business."

" Maybe not. | wanna know who went after that gold."

She moved naked over to the chair and curled a white linen towel around her
upper torso. " Then | suggest you git out to Sorroyo Canyon."

" | intend ta."

She walked by him with a mild indifference. He peered out the window to-
ward his office. Dalton needed to be fed and the shades were still drawn.

" Word hasit you were talking to Noonan and army men last night."

" Marshdl, if you counted al the men I've talked to since the gold was taken,
you'd fill yur log back in yur office." He stood in the doorway. She already had on
her riding britches and boots, but her jersey was on the chair. When she pulled the
jersey over her long hair a dy smile stretched over her tight face. " If you'd kept
yur mouth shut you might have dept to noon."

" | never deep ta noon, Sunshine,”

" Maybe ya should." Pam grabbed her hat and moved up to him. " And |
an't sayin' | wouldn't see you again..." She placed the hat squarely over her head
and said nothing more as she left the room. The door shut tightly and Jake
scratched his chin. She was cagey enough, but this time she knew something more.
Jake was unsure whether it concerned the gold directly or something on the side. He
should have kept his thoughts to himself.
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v

Alby stomped into the office as Jake placed the speckled blue metal coffee
pot over the wood stove. He put the coffee grinder back on the wall shelf. Given
the liquor his deputy had consumed last night, Jake was surprised to see him so
early. His wide brim, dusty green hat was pulled down to his eyes and he prattled
on about Noonan wanting to see Jake at the hotel. Noonan and the two cavalry sol-
diers were heading out to Sorroyo Canyon to view the derailed San Francisco train.

" Soaring Bird and Jm Coltraine said they knew."

" They knew what, Alby?"'

" Bout you and Pam."

" Nevamind bout me and Pam," said Jake, checking the coffee.

" Hey, Jake. If | had ta choose between Pam Grayson and ridin' inta Sor-
royo-"

" Alby, shut up. Listen, you go tell Noonan I'll join him and the soldiers at
The Coltraine. Then | am headin' south. Got ta make up fur lost time."

" Yur afox, Jake."

" You go tell Noonan fore | shoot yur ass full of lead."

" I'mgoin’. I'm goin'."

Alby cackled as he opened the door and left. Jake finished making the coffee.
He took some bread rolls from the cabinet and placed everything on a meta tray.
Thoughts of Pam Grayson in the hotel room clouded his mind. He gazed out the
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window toward room two twenty-two. While he had never been with a woman like
Pam, he kept thinking back to what Buford said about her talking to Noonan. Jake
did not think that conversation was so innocent, yet he still brought her up to the
room.

He grabbed the tray, unlocked the back door and waked down the dank hall.
Dalton was awake and staring into the sunshine through the metal bars. " Ain't
bacon and eggs, but it will have ta do, Dan."

" Ain't hungry."

Jake unlocked the cdl and held the tray. " Suit yoursdf. I'll leave it here on
the table."

" Don't matter. I'm a dead man, Jake."

Jake stared at him for a minute and thought he might confess to killing Tom
Dunbar. He set the coffee and the rolls on the table and turned. Dalton kept tapping
his fingers againgt the bars. " Y ou wannatell me somethin', Dan?"

Dalton turned. His reddened eyes tightened and he pushed his teeth together.
" Yeah. Don't et me hang."

" You ain't gonna hang. Y ou sure you didn't see nobody out there?"

" No... But you have the shell."

" Yeah, | have the shell and it don't mean nothin' right now. I'm more con-
cerned, Dan, as to why someone would kill Tom Dunbar. If | knew why, maybe I'd
find hiskiller."

Dalton put his head in his hands and nodded. He kept mumbling something
about the judge not believing his story. " Judge MacKenzie will carry out the

law. If yur innocent, you'll go free."
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" | wuz in the wrong place at the wrong time, Marshal."

" Justice has away of gettin' out. Nothin's gonna happen till | git back. I've
dready written a note bout this for MacKenzie." Jake put his hand on Ddton's
shoulder. " You don't worry, son." He left the cell and Dalton fell back on the
mattress. The coffee was sill steaming on the table as Jake locked the metd cell
door. He headed down the hall to his office, opened the gun cabinet and held one
of the new rifles in his hands. The wood handle was polished and the barrel ill
fresh with an aily residue. He locked the cabinet, loaded extra anmunition from his
desk drawer into a saddlebag. For half an hour he finished packing his bags and fi-
nally secured the straps. Then he filled his canteens for the hot desert to the south.

Jake poured some coffee and stepped through his office doorway. Alby
scrambled like a sidewinder acrossthe dirt. " Noonan isall set! He's all set!"

Jake moved to the edge of the boardwalk.. " Where you been, Alby? What
he say?'

" Says he knows."

" Knows what? Did you give him the message or not?"

Alby bit his lower lip and held the brim of this hat. " He says it's hisjob to
look into that train goin' off the tracks. They're goin' to Sorroyo! And for... well."

" And?'

" They were havin' breakfast. | had some grits."

Jake looked over toward The Coltraine's unpainted wooden clapboardsin the
morning sun. " Alby, he's an important railroad man. You don't go barging in and
eatin' breakfast. Y ou probably wolfed it down, too, didn't ya?"
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" Noonan wanted to see ya. But then he tells me. He tells me ta get the hell
out when | asked fur more food."

" WHl, | don't blame him."

" You got her last night, Jake."

Jake squinted and held his coffee cup. " You best worry about yur own
business."

" You gut that look on yur face. | bet she wuz wild."

" Alby, shut up. Listen, | want you here. You watch Dalton while I'm gone.
Where's Robbie Pauntok and Sawtooth? "

" They been riding the telegraph lines lookin' fur the cutter. Robbie said he'd
be over. Jake, let me go south with ya."

" Bullshit."

" Come on, Jake. | don't want ta stay back here. First Noonan tells me ta get
out and now you"

" That should tell ya somethin'. And the last thing | need is railroad men in a
snit. Start usin' your head, Alby."

Alby mumbled as he trudged back into the office. Jake started across the
street and looked at The Coltraine's gray clapboards. The sun heated his back, but
something gnawed at him inside. Maybe it was Daton being held in that cdl while a
killer was free. The creosote smeared on Dunbar's porch and the spent shell in the
range beyond were |eft by the killer. He would have preferred to look into this thing
on his own. Noonan or the Pinkertons might hamper his finding Tom Dunbar's kil-
ler.

65



The Fitton Chronicles Fool’s Gold

The sun glowed through The Coltraine's dining room windows. Only a few
people were left from breakfast. He did not see Jm Coltraine or Soaring Bird, but
near the empty hearth Noonan was eating with two blue uniformed cavary soldiers
with bright-knotted yellow bandannas. The dark haired soldier wore lieutenant's
stripes and the other man, sergeant had bleached suspenders and a lighter, faded
uniform. He remembered what Buford said about them speaking with Pam Grayson
in the hotel last night. And Pam did not want to talk about it.

Noonan's brown vest, silky blue bandanna and smooth white linen shirt con-
vinced Jake he had money. His leather riding pants were unwrinkled, boots polished
and spurs not tarnished. He set down his utensils when he saw Jake. Something
about his dark eyes looked familiar and Jake could sense he met him before last
night. He did not trust Noonan and for unknown reason, harbored an intense anger
toward him. Noonan stood and extended his hand. Unlike his arrival on the stage,
his eyes were now bloodshot, hung heavy, and were ringed with deep circles.

" Marshal. Always apleasure.”

" Mr. Noonan."

" Please, sit down. Y ou want something to eat?’

" Much obliged. | had my chow earlier," sad Jake. " But | will join you,
thanks." He sat between the two soldiers, still cleaning their plates. " | apologize
fur my deputy barging in and eatin' yur food."

" He's a unique individua." Noonan raised his brows and lifted his coffee
cup. A second empty cup was pushed off the side of his plate. " Guess, you de-
cided to wait until morning to head south."

" Yup. Yur company must be mighty anxious ta get that gold back."
66



The Fitton Chronicles Fool’s Gold

" Panicky is the word. And the telegraph wires are still down. We have to
find the gold. "

" How?'

" Maybe the army. Company's got Pinkerton men heading up the east and up
from Santa Fe. Y ou may meet up with him if you're heading south.”

" 1I'm heading south from Sorroyo."

" Good." Noonan smiled, glancing at the soldiers. He sipped the coffee and
nodded. " And | have Cdlahan and his assistant ready to talk to you out at the
tran." He motioned toward the lieutenant and nodded to the sergeant, an older,
stocky man with a creeping gray-red mustache. " By the way this is Lieutenant
Willis and Sergeant Gavitt. Marsha Jake McBride."

" Gentlemen. Y ou weren't on the train when-"

" | never said | wuz on the train,” said the Lieutenant. He had a cocky tone
Jake did not like. " We just come in from Fort Churchill."

Noonan pushed his fork into a fluffy mound of scrambled eggs. " As you
know the railroad is responsible for the gold shipment. | have raised the reward to a
thousand dollars."

" Hefty re-ward. | wuz never one ta turn down money. My job is upholdin'
the law out here." He thought about Tom Dunbar's widow and kids. They could
use the money. " Any new leads?'

" The soldiers guarding the car with the gold were al taken south, " said
Noonan, rasing hisindex finger. " But the engineer saw it dl."

" What did he say?"
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" Mexicans," said the pudgy Gavitt. " Juan Cortina and at least fifteen of his
men. All the bastards got away."

" Juan Cortina?' asked Jake, laughing. " | keep wonderin' why Juan Cortina
would be here in Nevada?'

" Gold, Marshal,” said Noonan. " Enough gold to set a man for life. Word
must have got out that gold was headed to the U.S. Mint in Carson City. Someone
gave him insde information. If Cortina and his gang went through the canyon, he
could be headed to New Mexico Territory. But we can't be sure. Other trails head
across the Grapevinesinto Death Valley."

" You've been studying the maps,” said Jake. " | say send out the cavalry
from Churchill. Go get em."

" Wires are down, Marshd," said Willis. " You know that. Or ain't you
payin' attention."

" I'm paying attention just fine, Lieutenant."

" | will tell you one thing,," said Noonan. " If you find Cortina and the oth-
ers. Just find them, mind you, | will offer another five hundred of my own stock to
you."

" That's quite an offer. Where is the engineer?"

" Hell be out a Sorroyo with his the other railroad man in the cab," said
Willis quickly. " If it'sdl right with you."

" You lookin' fur trouble, Lieutenant?'

" Depends.”
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Jake dowly let his hand did onto his Colt handle. " Let me get this straight,
al them passengers al gut swept out of there real quick. And everyone else guardin'
that gold gets taken south. Cept the engineer and another man.”

" That the way it goes, Marshd," said Gavitt, holding his fork as if he were
going to stab somebody. Jake did not like him, Willis, nor Noonan, and thought
Willis saw the anger in his face.

Noonan set down his own fork again. " That's a damned good question.
WEII find out at Sorroyo Canyon this morning. Y our deputy should have told you
al this"

Jake was still miffed about Alby trying to scoff a breakfast from Noonan.

" Y eah, hetold me. Not much for witnesses'

" Cadllahan and Sumner are your witnesses," said Willis. He sat back, folded
hisarms and grinned. " And Marsha and you'll just have to live with that."

" I'll help you of course," said Noonan. " Thisis arailroad investigation. My
job-"

" Just ta let you know. I'm the kind of guy who likes to do his job without
any outside interference. No offense.”

" No offense taken." He pushed his pewter plate forward. " As| was about
to say, my job is to find those gold bars. We won't tread on what your doing. |
think we both are after the same thing."

" No argument from me. "

" Then well meet you out at the wreck and talk to the men?"

" I'm plannin' on it. Then I'm headin' inta Sorroyo. "
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Jake stood between Menewa and the lanky Robbie Pauntok. Sawtooth talked
with Alby near the hitching post. " Don't take no guff, Robbie. No guff at all
from them Turner boys. Y ou deputize anyone you need. Judge will be here on the
Monday night stage. | ain't worried once he's in town. And find them bastards who
are cuttin' the wires, will ya?'

" | an't seen much of the Turner boys since they tried ta hang Dalton, " said
Robbie.

" Must be back on the ranch."

" The old man doesn't like you. Tuckerman was his man."

" | an't responsible fur Rody Turner chalengin' Tuckerman. Wuz a fair
fight. And I'm aware the old man don't like me. I'm not his boy iswhy."

" Rody's aweasdl," said Sawtooth, exposing his canines.

" Bite em, Sawtooth!" shouted Alby. " Bite em!"

Jake grinned as Jm Coltraine waked behind Soaring Bird and his fully
packed pinto and he strutted to the jail hitching post. " The old man ain't gonna
risk nothin' with the judge comin'."

Jm Coltraine spoke in alower voice. " You're findly leaving town, Jake, or
ghal | reserve two-twenty for another night?*

"1 don't think | could take another night, Jm," said Jake and al the men
laughed. Even Soaring Bird had a dight grin on his normaly stolid exterior. He
wore ared and black Mexican blanket over his shoulders and awide brimmed white

hat. " Hell, Soaring Bird, you look like one of Cortinas gang. How is your horse?"
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" | have afresh horse. My horse was lame."

" I'm tellin’ ya, boys, you find out who's wreckin' them telegraph wires. Andy
has my messages all set ta go once the line is clear." Jake put his foot in the stirrup
and climbed atop Menewa. He looked around the street as Soaring Bird mounted
hishorse. " And, Jm, watch Noonan."

Coltraine stood next to Menewa and looked up at Jake. " Buford tells me
Noonan got in the hotel early with the soldiers... about five."

" | thought the son of a bitch looked tired, but not hung over. Have old Bu-
ford keep an eye on both Noonan and the two soldiers. If anyone can stick his nose
inta other peoplée's business, Buford can.”

" Will do, Jake. You be careful out there. Following those wagons could be
risky. Real risky."

" When yur dead, yur dead." Jake tipped his hat and Menewa cantered | eft.

" Seeyou men in afew days."

Jake pulled back on the bridal and Menewa slowed near the gulch. Sorroyo
Canyon, cut deep into the prairie's red sandstone ledges, was five miles west of
town. He wiped his brow with his bandanna and pulled a water flask from his sad-
dlebag. As the cool water trickled down his dry throat, he kept wondering why
Noonan would offer up five hundred of his own stocks to find the gold. Maybe his
job was on the line because the railroad was liable for the gold or maybe it was an-

other one of those things that did not make sense.
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" Noonan and the cavalry soldiers are back at train,” said Soaring Bird. He
bent over and continued to study the wagon ruts. " Heavy wagons, McBride.
Heavy if filled with gold."

" Tricky part was gettin' it down the canyon. Once they dd that they could
head south along the river."

Soaring Bird stood and held the rope to his pony. He gazed across the flats
back to thetrain. " Why were engineer and other man not in town?"

" Dunno." Jake looked at the trail winding deep into the canyon. " We talk
to them and then we leave. | wanna leave within the hur."

He brought Menewa away from the canyon walls. Noonan and the soldiers
were less than haf a mile back across the dry land. In the wavy heat ahead he saw
the outlines of the train again, scattered like silhouetted behemoths over the desert
floor. Two men moved along the cars. He gave Menewa a kick and as he galloped
closer. The imposing dynamited crater rose from the sand and dissected the rusted
rails, past the third car. He had seen twisted rails like this outsde Atlanta and craters
in Petersburg during the war.

Noonan and the soldiers huddled on their horses along the broken cars. As
he dowed Menewa, he thought something about this wreck was not right. Noonan
brought his black sheen horse up front, leaving Jake with the cocky Willis next to
the splintered car. The blast hole meant considerable dynamite, probably planted
precisaly to coincide with the train's schedule.

" Whaddaya think, Willis? Them Mexicans got explosiveslike this?'

The Lieutenant straddled the horse, adjusted his dusty hat and crossed his

armsover hischest. " | redly don't know."
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Jake swung out of the saddle. Menewa stayed back as he waked toward the
debris. " Haven't seen nothin' like this since the war. What unit were you with?"

" Michigan. Sixty-Ninth Michigan."

" The Iron Brigade?"

" What?'

" | said, were you with the Iron Brigade?' He lifted some of the scattered
boards and stepped onto the blasted ground.

" Ya sure" Willissmiled. " The Iron Brigade."

" What I'm sayin', this looks like somethin' during the war."

" Right."

Jake put his hands on his hips and studied the folded train cars one more
time. " And they gut it al out of hererea quick.”

" You gut al the answers, haven't you, Marsha? Far as I'm concerned you're
just a tin horned little sheriff." Again Willis grinned as if he wanted to provoke a
fight with Jake.

Jake stepped closer to his beard stubbled face and gazed into his dark,
crow's peak lined eyes. " Don't push me, brother." He turned toward Noonan and
Gavitt, up front talking to two men next tilted derailed engine. Before he left Willis,
he faced him again. " And | have my doubts bout you and the Iron Brigade."

Willis raised his brow, still smiling, but he said nothing. Jake was more con-
cerned about the passengers and what they saw. He mounted Menewa and scanned
the train. The people responsible for taking the gold had to know of the shipment to
the Carson City mint and they knew the precise train schedule. That meant planning.

According to the wanted posters, Cortina's bandits were hit and run and stole cattle
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adong the Rio Grande. They would not likely have the information about the train
schedule, but they might have helped execute the heist.

Inside the heavy black derailed locomotive Noonan turned quickly at the
cab's open window. He whispered something to a man with gray striped overdls
and a white gauze bandage under his matching striped cap. Jake brought Menewa
up to the window. Soaring Bird dismounted and walked around the wreckage.

" Right thisway, Marshal," said Noonan.

" Which car held the gold?"

Noonan pointed down the jackknifed train. " Second from the end. There's

wagon ruts al around.”

" | seenthem.”  Jakelooked over his shoulder and leaned down. " I'd like
to speak with the engineer.”
Noonan turned to the man inthe overdls. " Calahan here was the engi-

neer. He hid under the wood stacked in the next car."

" Y ou see who held up thistrain?' asked Jake.

Callahan looked at Noonan and then back at Jake. " | saw them Mexicans.
Wearin' bright colored sombreros. They kept yellin' for Cortina.  All them bandits,
they killed one soldier. Then loaded the bars, the dead man and soldiers into the
wagons. "

" U.S. cavary soldiers captured by Mexican banditos?'

" Yup, and then they headed south into the canyon.”

" And wagons weighted down with gold?’

" Yes, gr," said Callahan.

" That's what the man said," said Willis, arriving on foot.
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" Wouldn't be my route” Jake tightened his lips, ignoring Willis and again
studied the train. " Wadll, it mustta taken some time to unload a car full of gold, Mr.
Callahan. Didn't someone go for help?'

" We were too scared, Marshal. Too damned scared.” A little man in ared
shirt kept squinting and nodding his head from inside.

" Who the hell are you?"

" Me?'

"You."

" Billy Sumner.”

" Whaddaya see, Billy?' asked Jake.

" Same as Callahan. Mexicans," he answered quickly. " Went south.”

" S0, you're all tellin’ me, it was Cortina up here?”'

" Corting," answered Billy, his eyeslike dlits.

" What the hell is wrong with yur eyes, Billy? You look like you have trouble
seeing anything.”

" Heat bothers my eyes."

" How many men?" asked Jake.

Noonan put his hand on the engineer's shoulder. " Fifteen of them, right,
Cdlahan?'

" Fifteen. Billy and me wuz thrown against the wall and out of the engine.
Damned Mexicans. Billy wuz right there."

" And the lot of them went south?' asked Jake.

" How many times does he have tarepeat it, Marshal?' asked Willis. He now

had arifle cradled in hisarms. " Cortina robbed the train.”
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" Were you here, Lieutenant?' asked Jake.

" You'renot listenin'. | wasn't here, Marshal."

" Tell me again. What did you see, Billy?' Jake whistled for Menewa.

" What Mr. Noonan said."

" Never mind what Mr. Noonan said.”

Noonan lit a stogie. " We just want you to tell what happened, Billy. You,
too, Callahan."

" Mexicans. Swarmin' with Mexicans, shootin' and cussin' in Spanish,” said
Billy. " They loaded the wagons and went into the canyon.”

" After Cortina and the soldiers left, what did you do?"

Callahan glanced at Noonan before he spoke. " Wdl, | wuz in town.
Thought | would be blamed or them stedlin' the gold.”

" Understandable,”" said Noonan.

Jake tilted his head and paused before he spoke. " | couldn't find you in
town... Any passengers hurt?"

" No, gir."

" And the Mexicans overpowered the soldiers?'.

" They told you that severd times, Marsha," said Willis. He raised his rifle
up afew inches. " Yur the lawman. Worry more about Cortina."

" You actually saw Cortina? What he look like?" asked Jake. When both Cd-
lahan and Billy looked over at Noonan, Jake pushed his lips together.

" He looked Mexican," sad Billy, squinting again. " Led the rest of them.
They went right for the gold car."

" The car with the gold, Billy?" asked Jake.
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" Yeah. Rounded it up. Took em awhile to unload the bars."

Jake nodded as Menewa nudged against his shoulder. " Listen, again, I'd like
tatalk with the passengersin Carson City."

" I'm afraid the passengers are on their way to San Francisco by now," said
Noonan, leaning on the window sill.

Callahan shrugged his shoulders. " The company didn't want them incon-
venienced. Likel said, we put em on wagons to Carson City. After dl, thisis a pri-
vate railroad matter. "

" How the hell did yur company git wagons down here so fast?' asked Jake.

" We had two wagons and horses in the back cars," said Callahan.

" Get me a passenger manifest. We need to verify what these men are sayin'."

Noonan tightened his brow and sprang from the window. He scampered
down the angled ladder and onto the desert floor. When he reached Jake he threw
the stogie on the ground. " | think these men have told you as much as they can."

Willis swaggered across the dirt, rocking the rifle in his hands. " Why don't
you head south now, Marshal ?*

" And the railroad doesn't have to get a manifest,” said Noonan.

" 1I'd be obliged if you did." Jake swung around in the creaky saddle. Both
Noonan and Willis bothered him. " | am the law here, Mr. Noonan."

Willistilted his head back and laughed. " The army isthe law here, Marshal ."

" | want that list."

Noonan nudged closer to Jake. " This is aprivate raillroad matter. | brought
you out here as a courtesy."

" The Marshal ain't too courteous,” said Willis.
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Noonan pointed at Jake. " You want to help us, fine. I'll even send one of
the soldiers south with you if you wish."

" No thanks." Jake took Menewa by the reins and started along derailed cars.
He was ready to either punch Noonan or Willis. As the horse snuffled in the grave,
Jake had a gut feeling they were al covering up something, but could not proveit.

" Marshal!" caled Noonan. Jake brought Menewa toward the gold car down
theend. " Marsna!"

Jaketurned. " What isit?'

" Listen, we're being pressured by the railroad and the government will be in-
volved soon. | apologize if we've been abrupt with you. This could cost me my
job."

" | need that list."

" I'll wire the railroad."

" Good, cept the wires are still down.”

" 1I'm sure they'll be fixed soon and I'll get you alist.”

Jake held the saddle horn, the sun warmed his back, and Menewa trotted
adong the buckled train. He stopped at the freight car. Soaring Bird crossed the
floorboards. " We won't find anything here. We need go to canyon now,
McBride. We will gain nothing here."

" Agreed. We're losin' time." Noonan moved on foot toward them. He
thought about Buford seeing Noonan and the soldiers talking to Pam last night.

" Y ou know Pam Grayson."
Noonan squinted. " Looks like you got first dibs."

" And it looks like you were up late yursdlf..."
78



The Fitton Chronicles Fool’s Gold

" Little drinking, little fun. Didn't get much deep.”

" Y ou know the feding, Marshd," said Willis.

" Right. | see you in afew days... Anything breaks, you know we're headin’
near the Panamints, maybe further south."”

" Good luck, Marsha. | will stand by my reward."

" | hear ya" Soaring Bird mounted his pony and started with Jake down the
train. Jake checked the empty rear car as he passed. " Weren't no horses in this
car."

" It would appear you are right."

The two men quickly moved away from the train. When they had covered
some distance, he looked over his shoulder at Noonan and the soldiers gathered
with Callahan and Billy. " That manisaliar."

" Which one?" asked his friend.

Jake grinned. " Noonan."

" He afraid for hisjob, McBride.."

" | know it. | tell ya, his being out in Nevada is just too damned convenient,"
said Jake.

" Areyou saying is a part of this?'

" | don't know. Too many unexplained things. Too many people just disgp-
peared out of here real fast. And why did he come in by stage? He's a railroad
man."

Soaring Bird shook his head. " It doesn't matter whether he's involved,
McBride. We need to follow the trail. Move fast and locate the wagons."

Jake looked across the flats at the train one more time and nodded.
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" Let's git inta the canyon.”
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8

Jm Coltraine pulled The Coltraine's leather register book across the counter.
He brought his finger down the guest list and stopped at the flamboyant brown
inked signature of Patrick Noonan. Noonan had returned to the hotel at noon and
spent a few hours in his room before dining with one of the soldiers. Coltraine no-
ticed nothing unusua during the lunch and in the afternoon the two men had casu-
aly strolled over to The Arroyo.

" Andy saysthe telegraph is sill down," said Buford from the back.

" And Robbie Pauntok can't find nobody."

" How can that be?"

" It gets fixed and someone cuts it again. Sabotage.”

Coltraine pushed the book back. " You may be right."

" Redly?' asked Buford. He moved behind the counter and adjusted the
book to what he deemed its proper position on the counter. " You think it has to
do with the gold?"

" I'm beginning to wonder. It's like the town is cut off from the outside
world."

Buford put a stack of papers over his mouth as he whispered. " Junior
Turner was in town today."

" Is that supposed to be news?' asked Coltraine. " Who are they hanging
now?"'
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" Filled his wagon. Spent over an hour in the general store. Henry Higgens
says he was buyin' supplies.”

Coltraine moved around the counter. " I'm going to see Noonan and the
soldiersin the sdloon." He moved toward his side office, but turned abruptly.

" What kind of supplies? Why just Junior? Where were the rest of them?"

" Filled hiswagon. | think Sam was over the bank."

" Redly?'

" Mean anything?' asked Buford.

" | don't know. Listen, Buford. Y ou keep watch out here. | know you will."
Coltraine lifted his coat off the brass rack in his office. " I'll be across the street.”

Coltraine walked briskly across the lobby. The grandfather clock chimed
four times as he stepped onto the boardwalk. As he crossed the sun-drenched
street, he peered south and thought of Jake and Soaring Bird tracking the wagons
from Sorroyo. With the telegraph being constantly cut, the stolen gold upset him
even more. The Arroyo's white washed clapboards were in shadows and the rau-
cous could be clearly heard from the street. A couple of men he did not recognize
lay drunk against the outside wall.

He pushed the half louver doors and surveyed the bar. Noonan, clad in a
black coat and dark Stetson and smoked a finely wrapped cigar at the green felt
gambling table. He flipped some cards down and was dedlt a new hand. His face
remained flat and smoke sauntered upward toward the red shaded oil lamps as the
players solidified their hands. Coltraine did not see the Turner boys. The Turners
were usualy here every Saturday afternoon and night. Noonan's face brightened

with a wide smile, the other men folded, and he scooped an assortment of coins
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across the table. Coltraine spotted Henry Higgens at the bar. Lieutenant Willis
played a banjo and was singing with Alby near the stage. As Coltraine moved
through the crowd toward Henry, Noonan's self assured demeanor caught his atten-
tion. The game broke up and severa disgusted men wandered from the table.

" Henry."

" Jim."

O'Malley adjusted some sheet music and his fingers tapped a new round on
the worn ivory keys, but could not drown out Alby's off key mining songs and
Willis banjo strumming. " Say, Henry. Junior Turner in your place today?"

Henry's wide jaw moved up and down and his eyes opened. " He wuz. Hell,
he wiped me out."

" Redly? What did he buy?"

" Everything. Mostly provisions. Some wood planks. Things like the Turners
adways do when they drive their cattle."

" Where did he say they were going?' asked Coltraine as Johnny set a glass
of whiskey on the bar. " Thanks, John."

" Junior kept repeatin' how he and his brothers were going with Sam east to
buy cattle cause head are cheap now afta the panic. Thought | heard somethin'
bout Abilene. He bought al my grain and a mule harness."

Coltraine straightened his frame. Mules could transport gold over rough ter-
rain. Linking the Turners to the stolen gold was a legp. Although rumors had fol-
lowed Sam Turner west, no one ever proved he skimmed money from the govern-
ment during the war. He was in the shoe manufacturing business and supplied Un-

ion troops. Maybe people jealous of his wealth started innuendoes or maybe he
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redly did move west to avoid any Congressiona investigations. Deliberately stedling
a government gold shipment required nerve and risk. " What was Junior going to
do with amule harness?"'

" Put it on amule," said Henry, smiling and holding his drink.

Coltraine grinned. " He didn't mention that, en?"

" No, sir. He brought enough provisions to feed the army of the Potomac. |
figure maybe they're makin' some kinda cattle deal and they'll ship heads of cattle
back on the train.”

" When are they going?"

" Junior said right away and then the old man comes in, pays the hill, and
pulls him outside. They both went inta the bank."

" Business at the bank?' asked Coltraine. Noonan had drawn in more men at
the table and was already dedling cards. " Man knows how to play poker."

Henry glanced over his shoulder and turned back to Coltraine. " Sam
Turner holds al the assets at that bank, Jm. They paid me in coin. Seventy-five dol-
lars."

" Hefty amount for an afternoon's shopping. They ever shop like that be-
fore?'

" Likel say. Only before their trips back east."

Coltraine turned toward Alby's discordant singing. " The Lieutenant isn't bad
but Alby sounds like a sick cow."

" Oh, the miner works hard with a shovel and a pick

Till his body is feeble and tender
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And then he goesinto town at the end of the week
And spends all his dust on the benders."

Alby, his wispy gray hair askew, shook hands with Willis staggered back to
the bar. Willis set down his banjo and wandered near Noonan at the poker table.

" Them wuz hard days,” said Alby. " Out a Gridey Flats and Whiskey Dig-
gins."

" Sounds like you survived the rush, Alby," replied Coltraine. " | thought
you are supposed to be watching the town?"

" Let Robbie watch the town. | need song and drink. I'm too worried bout
Jake and the Injun. Them Mexicans are killers."

" Jake can take care of himsdf."

" So can Corting," said Alby as he caught sight of Noonan at the table.
" Well, there he is. The all important, Mr. Noonan. Why the hdl isn't he out there
lookin' fur the gold? Lets Jakerisk hislife..."

" Noonan has his own company's agenda. He'll conduct his own investiga-
tion. But he does ook like quite the gambler."

" Ah!" Alby looked over at Johnny. " Johnny give me some gin."

" Alby... Where's yur money?"

" Put it on the Marshal's tab."

Johnny twisted his waxed mustache and wiped the counter. " Hdl, | ain't
doin' that ta Jake."

" Jake dways lets me drink on histab."

" Wdl, he didn't tell me nothin' when he left."
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Alby looked at Coltraine. " Alby, | know what your thinking and forget it."

" Maybe the magnificent Mr. Noonan will spot me a few rounds," he said,
faling back from the stool, but he remained on his fest.

" Alby."

Alby gripped his guns and took large strides across the saloon floor.

With a half anile Henry looked over his shoulder. " He's gonna get himself
inta trouble.”

Alby approached the gambling table. Coltraine winced. He stood, shook
Henry's hand and started across the saloon. " Thanks for the information, Henry."

Henry pretended to salute him. Across the room, Alby was already babbling,
sticking his face near Noonan's cards. Noonan's furrowed brow and pursed lips in-
dicated his annoyance. His eyes shifted and he finally set his cards face down on
the table. He dide severa coins across the table and smacked them in Alby's hand
and Coltraine heard his words across the noisy saloon. " Now get the hell out of
here."

" Much obliged, Mr. Noonan. You ain't half the snake the Marshal says you
are."

Noonan's face tightened, he squinted and studied Alby's dusty clothes.
" | don't take kindly to such remarks, Mr. Conner."

" You chdlengin" me, Mister?' Alby rubbed his palms over his gun handles.

Noonan looked down at Alby's hands and flipped open his coat, revealing a
smal derringer in his vest pocket. " You best go over to the bar."

Willis rushed forward and grabbed Alby from behind. " Alby! Y ou want to

get yoursdf killed?!
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" Man's challengin" me."

" Best not bother Mr. Noonan when he playin' cards. Come on, we'll sing
another song."

" Songs are over, Lieutenant. | think its time for you to stick to the business
at hand. Good luck."

Willis nodded and abruptly shuffled around the poker table. Coltraine
watched him disappear through the louver doors. Johnny dragged Alby back to the
bar as Noonan looked around the table. Several of the men had left.

" Game's breaking up. Can | buy you a drink, Mr. Coltraine?'

" Thanks."

" What do you like?"

" Whiskey."

" Whiskey," he said to one of the girls. " You're hotdl is the exception to
the usual holes | stay in on my swings out here."

" You work for the railroad long?'

" Sixteen years. Since the war. | worked moving freight and men by rails dur-
ing the war. Made contacts with the railroad.”

The girl placed Coltraine's thick whiskey glass on the table. " Thanks."

Noonan balanced the lit cigar between his thumb and index finger.
" When the railroads moved west. | got in on the action. Railroads are opening up
this country, Mr. Coltraine. Soon, the stage will be athing of the past."

" Y ou may be right. So, you were out here when you got word of the gold.”

" Yes, my company wired mein Eureka. | had to take the stage.”

" Thing of the past," quipped Coltraine.
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" Touché." Noonan finished hisown drink. " You know, | hope your mar-
shal finds Cortina. | feel helpless out here. | just wish | could contact my company
and find out where the Pinkertons are. The lines still are down."

Coltraine nodded. " Cut."

" During the war trying to find someone aong the line, someone who springs
out and cuts the line is difficult. Y ou in the war, Mr. Coltraine?"

" I'm from Virginia. Y ou were probably moving your railroad freight to fight

us."

"War iswar."

" True. You ever meet Sam Turner during the war?"

Noonan shook his head and exhaled. " Turner has a ranch outside of Brin-
son, correct?'

" Yes, dr. He worked with the army. Made a fortune selling shoes to the
troops and other things but it's never been proven. "

" War profits?' asked Noonan.

" Yes, but, again, no one ever proved anything."

Like a magnet Noonan's stubby fingers lifted the remaining coins from the
green felt table. " Temptation was always there. | know many a man who was naot,
shall we say, above board. Happens during wartime."

"I find it odd that you sit here gambling, Mr. Noonan... While the gold is
missing. "

Noonan raised his brows and seemed to think about the question.
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" What can | do? Y our marshal and the Shoshoni are tracking the gold. I'll defer to
the Pinkertons when they arrive. My fedling is the group from Santa Fe will stop
Cortina cold and thiswill all be over."

" And if they don't?"

" Then," said Noonan, standing. " I've got myself one big problem.” He
extended his hand. " You have yoursef a good evening tonight, Mr. Coltraine.
Perhaps, I'll see you at breakfast."

Coltraine stood and shook hishand. " You're welcome at my dining room."

" Obliged. Thank you."

Coaltraine shared Jake's feding about Noonan. His dy look and the timing of
his visit west were too coincidental. Y et, for Noonan to steal gold on his company's
train would have taken elaborate planning as well as nerve, nor would he attempt
such afeat unless he was certain of success. Coltraine had the odd notion, because
of their purchases in the general store, the Turners were in the middle of the helst. If
he alowed his theory to go forward, the gold would was ill in the area. Maybe it
was time to take aride out later to the Turner Ranch.

Soaring Bird's pinto followed behind Jake down aong the wide tail above
the canyon. The smooth red rocks hid any wagon tracks. A stiff warm breeze shot
up the canyon walls and the swift river's roar grew louder. Jake peered across the
distant sandbars and trees spread in the distance under the lofty rock walls.

Noonan's telling the truth about Cortina depended what he found at softer ground
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aong the sandbar. Although he wanted to fight Willis, he regretted |eaving Noonan
behind and had the fedling the railroad man was shifty from the moment he saw him
get off the stage last night at The Coltraine.

He pinched some tobacco from his side pouch into a paper wrapper and
rolled the paper over the mixture. Pam Grayson crossed his mind as he struck a
wood match againgt his belt. Menewa moved aong a level stretch above a long
string of rounded boulders falen into the canyon. Pam was like home made ill
whiskey; potent, effective and irresistible, but potentialy deadly and a guaranteed
hangover. As much as he wished he could meet up with her again in The Coltraine,
he kept thinking Noonan might have set him up. None of that mattered now.

He neared the canyon floor and the river's fury rushed only a dozen feet be-
low the trail. Water doshed over falen rocks, pouring with a force he did not un-
derstand, but like other things he did not understand in his life, he knew the effect.
The river could kill him if he fell into the surge. When you're dead, you're dead.
Soaring Bird continued aong the gritty dirt ledge and McBride yelled out.

" Whaddaya see?'

His Shoshoni friend's voiced echoed back over the canyon walls. " The
wagon tracks."

" Thought so. Looks like we're gonna head south." Soaring Bird, off his
pony, looked at the red gritty soil furrowed with ruts. " Same tracks."

" Deeper.”

" Could be the soil .".

" No, McBride. The wagons are heavier. They may have moved gold into

fewer wagons for journey south."
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" Okay, that's even better. That means a dower time fur them horses pullin’
the gold. We've gutta move quick. They've gut at least eighteen hurs on us."

" Agreed."

Soaring Bird mounted up. " We should travel by night. Cut down the dis-
tance. Thereis something else.”

" What's that?"
" 1 will help you track the gold, but | have seen too much killing, McBride..."
Jake nodded. " | understand.” The shadow edge cut a definite diagonal

line from the water up the canyon rocks. He squinted. The ledge extended close to
a mile as the canyon widened in the sun's blaze. He scanned the empty sandbar
ahead, gave Menewa a kick and galoped toward the open ground along the river
bank. The river looped and meandered through the sand and around the ruffling
green tree clumps ahead. He pulled the reins, threw the cigarette into the river, and
dowed. More wagon tracks laced the moist dirt down to the trees as Menewa trot-
ted along the sandbar.

Beyond the long stretch of trees, the canyon walls tapered as the river veered
south. In the late afternoon sun the tracks, still compacted red dirt blended into the
developing purple horizon. Darker dlopes and sun-topped hills were visible to the
south. The milky blue Panamint Mountains materiaized on the southwestern hori-
zon. Near sunset he brought Menewato drink at the river's edge. The horses would
not be fresh if they traveled by night, but he needed to close the gap. Menewa
dipped his head and drank the fresh water as Jake refilled his own canteen. He
cupped the cool water over his half-shaven face and wiped the droplets off his
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cheeks, but as he looked back into the canyon he had the feeling someone was
watching him. " Someone's out here."

" Did you see someone?" asked Soaring Bird

" Just afedin'." He stood and grabbed the Remington. For a few minutes he
scanned the canyon rocks before he climbed back in the saddle. Menewa moved
from the water and stepped onto the dirt. Jake gripped the rifle and fanned it dong
the towering walls. He wondered whether Cortina had posted a guard in the rear
while the wagons carried the gold away. " We gutta ride al night ta git near
Cortina."

Soaring Bird nodded and Jake looked ahead. The river emptied across level
ground leading out of the canyon and across the wide stretch of prairie covered by
late afternoon orange light. They followed the tracks out of the canyon and onto
the southern trail. The heavily compressed trail through the sage was cut deeper
with fresh wagon whedl ruts. Slowly, evening swept the stars over the flat desert.
Jake clung onto his rifle and kept looking back. Something told him he was being
followed out of Sorroyo.
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9

Morning clouds moved in from the west. By late afternoon a few stray rain-
drops melted on Jake's swesaty neck. Riding al night had left his eyes stinging as he
neared the Grapevine Mountains, bordering Death Valley.

" When | first met ya, you spoke of this area and the Sierras ta the north. Y ur peo-
ple harvested the pine nuts in the higher elevations and nobody bothered ya."

" We did." Soaring Bird turned and McBride could only see the feather up-
right in hislong dark hair. " It wasinevitable, McBride."

" What was inevitable?"'

" That your people would dominate."

" Don't seem right, if you ask me" said Jake. " Should be able ta live
tagether somehow."

" No. Pia Sokopiaremains but we are scattered. Do you understand?”

" Yeah, like me. | can always go back talllinois. But | can't say | want ta."

" Why did you leave your land?' asked the Indian.

Jake wiped his tightened brow. " A woman. | came back afta the war, but
she wuz dead. | headed west." He studied the two sets of tracks across the barren
soil. " Them wagons split. They split the wagons.”

Soaring Bird nodded and climbed from his pony. " The tracks here are
fresher. We're gaining on them."

" But why did they split?' asked Jake.
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" Maybe it was their plan.”

" I'll'head down through the pass. The north rim of Degth Valey."

" Tomesha."

" Ground afire. " Jake gazed up at the thick gray clouds. " Rain will cool the
ground afire." He faced the bare brown mountains. * Well have ta separate, track
them til them Pinkertons come up from Santa Fe."

Soaring Bird shook his head. He sguatted and smeared red sand from the
lighter soil across hisfingers. " Sand from Sorroyo Canyon."

" Good, at least we know we're afta the right wagons. ™

" | wonder if the gold went one way and empty wagons the other way."

" Don't know. Well find out, my friend. Well meet back here in two days...
Good luck, Soaring Bird."

" Be careful, McBride."

"I will..."

Menewa navigated along the long dope west. Jake lifted his canteen to his
lips and watched Soaring Bird and his pony cross the tapering eastern ridge. The
Indian waved once and disappeared into the gray mist. Jake looked west. Twice, in
springtime, he had traveled into Death Valley. The heat dways worked against him
here and he welcomed the fall storm. A pink spotted gecko shot across the wagon
tracks, cut deeply into the white gritty soil. The wagons must have swayed from
side to side as they moved down the stark emptiness of the open pastel slope. Dis-
tant darkened peaks touched the heavy clouds. He knew he was close, maybe only
hours from catching the wagons.
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Jake worked on more tobacco after munching smoked beef stick and a hard
roll. Sunset scattered yellow rays through broken gray clouds above the lofty blue
Paniment Mountains and the doping talus shadowed the agpproaching night. He
needed rest and let the potent tobacco fill his lungs as he sat on his blanket, knees
propped to his chest. With the wagons not far ahead, he doubted whether he could
personally apprehend Cortina, but reporting the Mexican's location would lead the
army or the Pinkertons to the gold. At least he would know for sure who took the
gold and where they were headed. As he stared into the sporadic mist, the stars
brightened between breaks in the silver clouds, chugging like puffy train cars above
the desert..

Jake looked over toward Menewa grazing in the gray light a few feet away
from his bed roll. Still, he sensed someone was behind him in the hills. He stood
and checked the saddle, spread on another blanket. He dragged it closer to his own
blanket, and was ready should someone spring out. Jake let Menewa durp water
from a small metal pot and rubbed his snout. Then he stuffed the pot back in the
saddlebag. " You keep yur eyes open.”

He lifted the Remington out of its saddle holder and removed a second blan-
ket from his pack. The desert's cool air descended over him as he lay back and
thunder rumbled to the south. His head rested against the saddle leather and he gen-
tly sucked the tobacco as he pulled the flannel blanket over his chest. The stars
blinked between the clouds and his eyes hung heavy. He ground the cigarette into
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the soil as the lingering fire smoke hung over him. His thoughts floated back to Pam
Grayson and fell aslegp thinking about her in The Coltraine.

Rain drizzle woke him in the morning. He ate quickly and broke camp. Me-
newa's hoofs dug into the moistened sand and he dodged the rock talus spread
over the crushed brown dope. More red soil, darkened with the rain appeared spo-
radically aong the incline. He rolled off the saddle and quickly bent down next to
Menewa, holding the reins as he smudged the soil between his fingertips. When
Soaring Bird first saw the mixture yesterday, he had not thought much of it. More
tapering piles appeared along the wagon tracks, near fist sized rocks up another
slope.

Now he harbored doubts whether the wagons contained gold at all. At the
top, within the foggy spray, a water pool was sunk within smooth tan boulders. As
the ghostly inclines and weighted ridges spread before him, he twisted in the saddle
and continued to believe someone was tailing him. Along the line separating the
dense sky from the land, he was sure he saw a rider, but the fog descended and
shifted. He yanked out hisrifle and stepped onto the rocks.

He filled the canteens, took off his shirt and dunked his head in the cold pool
water, and then scanned eastward as he pushed his hair back. He rubbed his eyes,
grabbed up his shirt. As Menewa nibbled on grass clumps, he removed his field
glasses and climbed the rocks. Under the bulging silver clouds to the west, an ash

and cinder field surrounded a small volcanic crater set up the ashen dope. He had
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once come out here. The Shoshoni called it Ubehebe because it looked like a bas-
ket. The tracksled up the crushed cinder fan, but he saw no sign of the wagons.

He set down the glasses and as he pushed his arm through one of the shirt-
deeves, he noticed several brown smudges over the shirt’s wrinkles. With his brow
tightened he lifted the back of his shirt to his nose. Creosote filled his nasal cavity
and he conjured up an image of Pam's dusty boots next to his clothes strewn on the
hotel rug. His stomach sunk. He had no regrets about spending the night with her,
but he may have dept with Tom Dunbar's killer.

He swung his head back to the bleak northern horizon, toward Nevada, and
draped his shirt over his moist covered skin. With the rain bouncing off the rocks,
he untied a lower saddle wrap and took out his dicker. Agan he checked the land
as he buttoned his shirt. He grasped the glasses and did down the rocks. The sight
of Dunbar's children, huddled against their mother's skirt remained fixed in his head
as he donned his vest and lowered the dicker over his head. He secured his hat and
climbed back on Menewa.

He brought the horse quickly between the rocks and caught the wagon trail,
cut into the beginnings of an ash packed incline. Even with aweek's worth of prowvi-
sions stuffed in his saddlebags, he debated whether to return to Brinson because of
what he suspected about Pam Grayson. He stroked his gristly chin and adjusted his
wet hat. He could return to town by tomorrow night, he thought, as he started up
the crater's elongated cinder slope and he lay the butt of the Remington across his
legs. Shadows played tricks around him, but he was sure, as he rose upward,
someone was behind him. The full view of the volcanic rim widened as he turned

and pulled back on the reins.
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A mudin sandbag trail lead to five wagons, flipped over along the eroded
crater walls. " Son of abitch..."

Jake turned for amoment and saw a silhouetted figure in the mist near the wa-
ter hole rocks. He looked for Soaring Bird, but as he lifted his Remington he saw a
man in abrown dicker draped over a deep blue army uniform and yellow bandanna.
Lieutenant Willis white riding gloves gripped his rifle and he aimed. Jake swung up
his own rifle.

" Don't try anything!"

Jake figured he had caught Willis off guard. Willis dowly lowered the rifle.
Jake massaged his finger on the rifle trigger and pointed the gun a him. The army
lieutenant emerged from the rocks and started up the cinders. His dark horse was
fully loaded. Two extra Colt six shooters were tucked in a side pouch as well as
two Rolling-block rifles, and a new Winchester Jake did not recognize.

" Marshal, | thought you wuz Cortina."

" | know when aman's stalkin' me."

" That's a bold assumption."

" You don't mind if | ask what the hell you're doing down here?"

He had the same dy smile. " Doin' the same thing you are. Tracin' them
wagon tracks out of the canyon. You didn't believe what we were sayin' about
Cortina."

" Yeah, well, you look down this crater and you tell me if Cortinaisn't a fig-
ment of somebody's imagination."

" What do you mean?"
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Jake kept his eyes on the Lieutenant's hands and pointed down the crater gul-
lies to the abandoned wagons below. " Look."

" 1'd say someone had played us fur fools."

Jake stared at the arsend of rifles and ammunition. " Y ou expecting trouble,
Willis?'

" Aren't you?'

" Yeah, but | don't know who from." Again Willis grinned. " Somethin'
funny?’

" Army wants me ta find the truth.”

" That right?" asked Jake, moving Menewa away from the rim, but kept the
rifle amed a Willis. " I'm headin’ back ta Brinson right now. Y ur engineer and his
pal are liars. Noonan isaliar. He sent you out! "

" | came on my own."

" WEell, | sure as hell don't believe that." Jake raised therifle. " Wherée's the
gold, Willis?*

Willis hands noved toward his Winchester. " This here is a new issue...
lighter than the old 66'. Longer range.”

" Y ou take everyone of them rifles, brother, and you put em on the ground.”

" You don' think | had nothin' ta do with that gold, do ya, Marshal ?2."

Jake brought Menewa closer through the steady rain. He looked into Willis
washed out blue eyes. " | think you've been followin' me since yesterday afta-
noon."

" Y ur too suspicious."

" Shut up! Get the guns down or | shoot ya where you sit."
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Willis dropped the Winchester to the cinder floor. Then he threw the pistols
down. Jake did off the saddle, keeping his rifle pointed at the soldier as he picked
up weapons. " If | didn't see ya behind the rocks, 1'd be dead now. Right, Lieuten-
ant?"'

" | tell ya, you and me have the same purpose. Get that gold."

* Noonan planned this whole thing, didn't he?"

Willis pressed hislips. " My orders come from the army."

" Bullshit. Yur gonnatell me where that gold is. "

" | can't tell ya what | don't know. | wanna find the gold just like you do.
There's Pinkertons comin'."

" Everyone says there's Pinkertons comin', but they sure as hell are takin’
their time... Yur al liars. Git down!" Therain fell harder now as Jake raised hisrifle
again. Willis kept his hands in the air as he dismounted. Jake lunged forward and
pressed the muzzle against Willis neck. Raindrops sowly dripped from the sol-
dier's blue cap and down his cheek. " I'm givin' ya one last chance, Lieutenant.
You tell me where the gold is and who's involved or I'll shoot ya dead right now."

Willis eyes darted. His cockiness was transformed into a sudden fear. He
squinted and nodded once. " Noonan planned it. Planned it back east. He planned
it. Then he come out here."

"Why ain't | surprised? The bastard... What did he do with the gold?"

" Moved it into dynamited caves in Sorroyo."

" Then what?"'

Willis sguinted and looked as if he were in deep thought. " You ain't gonna

kill me cause you need ta know where the gold is."
100



The Fitton Chronicles Fool’s Gold

" Yur just gonna have ta weigh that in yur mind, Lieutenant. Bring yur horse
around. We're headin' back ta Brinson."

The Lieutenant complied and grabbed the horse's reins. As he walked the
anima down the cinder dope, he taunted Jake. Jake would not feel bad about killing
the army man. He grit his teeth through the rain as they moved back bward the
hazy Grapevine Mountains.

" How'd you become marshd, anyway?' Jake tightly held hisrifle. Maybe he
would shoot Willis. " Heard you got lucky. Somebody shot Tuckerman."

" And wheréd you git that uniform? You ain't no army man."

" Surel am," he said, holding the reins and following his horse up the muddy
rock strewn slope. " The Iron Brigade."

" What battles? Y ou tell me what battles The Iron Brigade wuz in."

" | know wherethe goldisat." Willis smile developed into afull belly laugh
as he trudged forward. But then he started singing.

" Fall off the overcoat, roll up yur eeves
Minin'isahard kind of |abor, | believe."

" Whaddaya know bout minin', Willis?'
" | know theré's gold missin'." Again he laughed and broke into another song
as therain steadily hit the dope.

" Whenever Jake gut full of gin he went lookin' fur afight

One night he ran againg the knife in the hands of old Bob Kline
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And over Jake we held awake in the days of forty-nine."

Jake spun off Menewa, his rifle thrust out as if he were charging into batle.
He swung the butt against the soldier's head. Willis knees buckled, but he kept
grinning as he hit the mud. Jake ripped out his Bowie knife and diced off an end
from Willis lariat. Quickly he wound the heavy hemp around Willis wrists and tied
a timber hitch like he learned working the lumber camps in Oregon territory. He
lifted Willis up by the scruff of his neck and secured the line with is right hand.
Then he climbed back on Menewa

" Am | some kindda animd, Marsha?'

" You keep that mouth shut ur I'll tie ya bandanna through yur teeth.”

" You ain't gonnafind that gold, McBride."

" Get movin'."

Raindrops dripped down the soldier's face. He smiled as he passed. Jake
twitched and came close to shooting him. Before he got back to Brinson he might
coax the gold's location out of him. Yet, Willis could keep the information about
the gold to himself. He had trailed Jake for the purpose of stopping him and made
his appearance once Jake found the sandbag wagons. Through the storm as the &-
ternoon darkened, he debated whether to kill Willis. When you're dead, you're
dead.
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Under a jutting rock ledge Jake finished a hard roll and washed it down with
canteen water. Willis had kept singing and insulting him as they rode through the
rain and made camp late in the afternoon near Nevada. Rain water poured like the
fals on the Green River over the rocks as Jake held his Remington. Willis sat
against ledge, his arms bound, and the rope looped aong the dirt, but his high-
pitched singing annoyed Jake.

Oh say little doggies, when are
you goin' to lay down

And quit this forever shiftin' round
My horseisleg weary and

I'm awful tired,

But if you get away I'm sure
to get fired

Jake took another bandanna out of his saddlebag. " I'm ready ta put this
around yur mouth, Willis."

" | miss my banjo."

" | oughtta shoot yaright now," said Jake, leaning toward the outside.
" Menewa."

His horse neared the cave and Willis looked up. " Why do you call him
Menewa?"'

" Don't try and distract me."

" Y ou gut me wrong, Marshal."
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Jake cupped grain in his hand and lifted his hand toward the horse.
" He wuz an Apache mustang. Wild... | broke him."

" Why the name?" asked the Lieutenant.

" Menewa wuz a Seminole in General Jackson's time. Wuz against the army,
but came around. Even wore an army uniform.” Jake studied Willis blue uniform
and cap as Menewa finished the grain. " You ain't no solider, but | seen you be-
fore."

" You an't never seen me'. He put his head against the damp rocks and
sang again.

" The gold is there, most anywhere

Y ou can take it out rich with an iron crowbar
And where it isthick, with a shovel and pick
You can pick it out in lumps as thick as a brick
Then ho boys ho, to Pike's Peak we'll go*

" You know alot of minin' songs, Willis. Yet yatell me you wuz in the war,"
sad Jake, taking another fist full of grain from the bag.

" | wuz the backbone of The Iron Brigade."."

" Where did you meet Noonan? In the mines?' asked Jake.

" Y ou make too many conclusions.”

" Maybe... Yur gonna spend yur life in Fort Levenworth, you know that,
don't ya? Lessen you wannatell me where they brought the gold."
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"1 an't done nothin'. " Willis leaned forward and pointed his finger at Jake.
Jakeraised therifle barrel. " Nobody can prove nothin'."

" Noonan tdl you to kill me?'

" | don't take orders from Noonan."

" Yur his boy. He says jump and you jump. Sure, hell throw afew gold bars
a ya, but he wouldn't put himsdf at risk, Willis. Hell kill ya. He ain't gonna want no
witnesses. Where's the gold?”

Willis turned and knelt as if he were praying, near the water flowing over the
outside ledge. " What'sin it fur me?"

" Less time or maybe I'll just turn my back and let you go. You tell me where
they took that gold."

Willis stared through the cascading rain. He thought for several minutes be-
fore finally turning back to Jake. " Gold's not in Sorroyo."

" Whereisit?' asked Jake thrusting out the rifle. " | can kill ya out here and
nobody's gonna know it, brother. Who is Noonan? Where is he goin'?"

Willis grinned and shook Hs head. " If it weren't rainin’, | wouldda gut a
clear shot at ya back at the crater."

" Who is he?"

" Name's Butkis. Gamblin' man from back east. | told ya, he set it al up with
people from Omaha and Norfolk."

" Butkis... | heard that name before. Then he don't work fur the railroad.
And you were sent out here ta kill me, you bastard."”

" Hard takill yawith no weapons, Marshal."

"Whereisit?'
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" Whereiswhat?'

Jake kept the gun barrd aimed at Willis. The soldier bowed his head away
from Jake, but swung his arms up abruptly. Jake's eyes were sprayed with sand and
he heard Willis drag something across the dirt. Jake fired the rifle. His eyes burned
and he could not see. He lowered the gun and cleaned his eyes with canteen water,
but Willis had escaped into the rain. He fired three more times and leaped from un-
der the ledge. Rain tapped hishat brim. " Damn you, Willis... Don't be afool!"

The dim edges of gray twilight light blended into the desert mist. Thunder
cracked and occasionally a jagged surge of lightening danced over the distant hills
and dense clouds. Jake fanned the rifle, but Willis was gone. As he inched back to
the overhang, the crack of a rifle broke through the rain and a bullet hit the rocks
behind him. He dove onto the saturated ground and knew he should have shot
Willis back at the crater.

An orange flash ignited in the fog and another bullet whizzed over his head.
He aimed the Remington toward the flash and fired. More shots followed, prompt-
iIng Menewa to splatter the mud and gallop into the night. Jake darted behind arock
cluster as another shell ignited near the encampment. Quickly, he aimed over the
rock and fired, but heard nothing. He climbed higher along the dick rocks, but
heard no movement through the driving rain. He kept thinking Willis would kill him.
It was a deep feeling within him as if someone had warned him.

He felt two shells left in his pocket. The rest were in the cave. Lightening lit
the long rock strewn dope, silhouetting folded Grapevine Mountains and now Jake
could not see Menewa. Without his horse it might take a week to get back to Brin-

son.
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Lightening daggers cut the cloud packed sky, temporarily illuminating the
ledge. Water rolled off Jake's hat brim and the valley shook with deep thunder. He
was certain Willis had not left the area and would kill him at first sight. The rain
pelted his shirt and his thoughts centered on this Butkis. He had heard the name
years ago back east. Ever since Butkis stepped off the stage something was not
right. With the telegraph wires cut, and even with the flimsy story about being out
west when the train was blown up, Butkis only needed afew days to move the gold.
Jake was Hill an obstacle. Willis could kill him now or leave him in the desert to die,
but without Menewa he was trapped. At daybreak, even if the storm continued,
Willis would spot him, and with two bullets |eft, Jake could not afford to miss.

He leaned against the rocks above the lower ledges. His eyes hung heavy and
he drifted out of a fatigued induced seep. He should have stayed in the canyon and
had not been lured south after the wagon tracks. The mounds of red sand along the
wagon tracks should have aerted him. When you're dead, you're dead.

" | know yur up here, Marshal!" Jake opened his eyes and his head snapped
up. He pulled the rifle closer to his gut. Willis was on his horse and visible only dur-
ing lightening bursts about fifty yards from the ledge. " Yur a dead man!"

Jake amed the Remington, but the darkness provided cover. The thunder
sguel ched al sounds and with the next blast of light Willis changed position. Killing
him would be the only way he could get back to Brinson and find the gold. When
he did not see the Lieutenant he lowered hisrifle.
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A quick volley exploded and pinged against the ledge about fifteen feet away.
Willis was wasting his ammunition. Maybe he had taken his cache under the ledge.
Jake moved through the downpour along the boulders. He fought to keep his bal-
ance, exhaustion draining his mind, as he circled. More shots hit the rocks above.

" Marshd, I'm gonnakill you!"

In the next lightening flash Willis army cap was vishble just above the
rounded brown rocks, fifteen yards away. Jake raised his gun and wondered
whether he could plug Willis with two bullets. He waited until more lightening shot
across the sky to the south. Then he swung his gun to Willis new position and
sgueezed the trigger. The lightening faded, thunder rolled up the valley in the dark-
ness, and he again waited.

With each successive lightening burst Jake scanned the haze. Not until Willis
riderless horse galloped aimlessly aong the slope, did he raise his head above the
rock. He breathed quickly. Just like the war, his ssomach filled with death and the
persistent fear of his body being pierced with lead. He nestled the rifle againgt his
chest. With each damp breath he sensed he had killed Willis, but without a horse
and no supplies he would be stranded out here while Butkis took the gold.

He moved aong the rocks. The dense black clouds blurred high above him
and thunder persisted. Butkis dark eyes, like a cold night breeze in the desert, was
fixed in his thoughts. Being duped bothered him more than Butkis stealing the gold.
The gold could by anywhere by now. Darkness and settling cold air grabbed him as
he crawled onto the ledge. Huge bolts cut the clouds and thunder again boomed up
the valley. He pressed his boot against several smaller loose rocks and lost his foot-

ing. His shoulder hit the rocks, pushing the air from his lungs. His skull smacked
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againgt another ledge and he tumbled over the talus below. The rain sheets riddled
his body as he whipped over and finally landed at the edge of a huge water runoff
between the dopes. He choked as the water encircled his scraped face. His bruised
ribs throbbed as he used all his remaining strength to roll back in the dirt, but his
boots were close to the swift running water. The flashing sky blurred, he half heard
then thunder, but he could not move.
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10

Coltraine quickly hitched his horse to the telegraph office post. He had just
arrived in a steady rain from the Turner ranch north of Brinson. Henry Higgens
suspicions about the Turners' trip were confirmed by Mrs. Turner and the servants.
She insisted the three boys and Sam had headed east to purchase cattle near Abi-
lene and would gone for a month. Coltraine stepped under the roof supports and
wiped his books on the rough edges of the boardwalk dats. He opened the tele-
graph office door and rattled the glass when he shut it.

Andy Bisbane's chair creaked. " Wires ill down. Rain ain't helpin'. "

" Maybe we need to ride to Carson City. The town is isolated and | don’t
likeit, " said Coltraine.

"1t is" Andy stood and lowered the papers in his hand as the rain hit the
window glass. " Robbie's gut men ridin' the line, but we can't find nobody. Y ou
want some coffee?’

" Yeah, | just rode in from the Turner place. | could use hot coffee." Andy
moved over to the cast iron stove, dipped the brown pot and poured the thick
black liquid into a metal cup. Coltraine looked into his azure eyes as took the cup.
' We need to wire The Overland or anyone in Carson City. I'm having breakfast
with Noonan. Maybe he has some ideas. "

" Noonan wuz in last night."

" What did he want?' asked Coltraine.
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" Pounds on the door. | wuz Sleepin'.”

The hot coffee soothed Coltraine's throat. He swallowed before he spoke.
" What time?"

" Hell, past midnight, Jim. Wants ta know if the wires ur still down. Finething
ta be askin' afta midnight."

" Late. Red late." Coltraine sidestepped to the window and stared through
the splattered rain drops across the glass. " He was in The Arroyo playing cards.
He's good. I'm beginning to wonder about him."

" Well, | asked him some questions about Bud Kendall and Warren Oates."

" Who are they?'

" From The Overland Railroad, Jm. | swear he don't know either man."

" Redlly?' Coltraine lifted the mug and finished the coffee. " Thanksfor the
coffee, Andrew."

" Y ou gonnatalk ta Noonan?"

Coltraine nodded and grasped the door knob. " I'm going to have alittle talk
with Mr. Noonan back at the hotel."

" Good idea."

Coltraine opened the door and the damp air hit his face. He stepped from the
boardwalk, and unhitched his horse. The rain pounded and he shielded his arm into
the air as he led the horse to the small barn behind the hotel. One of his men dried
the horse as Coltraine entered through the rear stairway and removed his coat once
he was in the lobby. He hung his coat and hat and had Buford |eave a message for
Noonan to meet him for breakfast. In the dining room he sat at his corner table

along the rain dotted windows. He ordered ham and eggs and read a two week old
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Carson City paper. Buford appeared the doorway a few minutes later and flew
across the room. " What did he say, Buford?"

" Hard tasay."

" What do you mean?' asked Coltraine as they served him coffee.

" He ain't in his room. He was never in his room, Mr. Coltraine. Bed's not
dept in. Luggage gone. "

" Hell, that's mighty strange. | don't like this. | don't like the Turners al being
out of town either."

Alby Conner tripped through the lobby doors and traipsed mud across the
dining room floorboards. " They gut em! They gut em!"

" Got who?' asked Caltraine, looking at the mud trail.

" Gene Hawkins. Dead, dead, dead. Sawtooth shot him... "

" Sow down, Alby," said Coltraine. " Why did Sawtooth shoot Gene
Hawkins?'

" He wuz cuttin' them damn telegraph wires!"

Robbie Pauntok, his tan coat beaded with water, waddled into the dining
room. The smooth skin kid took off his hat and his dark hair shook around his
neck. " Jim."

" Robbie... What's this about Hawkins?"

" Dead... He'sa Turner man, Jm."

Coltraine had a feding lodged in his gut about the Turners. He kept thinking
about Junior Turner buying the mule harness and the gran. " I'm having my
doubts as whether the Turners went east.”

" Somebody hired Hawkins," said Robbie.
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" What about Noonan, where is he?'
Robbie shook his head. " Heard he won big at The Arroyo. "
" Yeah, but it seems he never went up to his room last night and his luggage

Isgone."

" Maybe he beat the wrong man's cards..."

" | don't know. Get word around town. If anybody has seen him or saw him
leave, we reed to know about it " Coltraine looked at Robbie. " I'm more con-

cerned about Hawkins and the Turners."

" Hedidit! Hedid it! Hawkins did it. They found the cutters right near him.
And cash in his pockets! He did it! He did it!"

" Isthe line operational ?' asked Coltraine.

" Huh?' asked Alby, eyeing Coltraine's ham and eggs as it was set on the
table.

" Can Andy send out wires now?"

" Guess 0. You want ya breakfast?'

" Yes, | want my breakfast," said Coltraine, sipping on the coffee. " Rob-
bie, make sure he gets a wire out to The Overland. We may need those Pinkertons.
Tell them Jake and Soaring Bird have tracked the gold south. And somebody find
Noonan."

" If I find Noonan... you buy me breskfast?' asked Alby, smacking his wide
lips under his bristly beard.

" Y ou find Noonan and I'll buy you breakfast for ayear."

" Year? Year? You heard him Robbie. One year. One year... Tell him about

the Danforth Lode. Tdl him!"
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Alby hobbled out of the dining room. Robbie held his gun handles and fur-
rowed hisbrow. " Thisain't lookin' good."

Coltraine motioned to one of his workers and ordered him to clean Alby's
muddy mess off the floor. He rolled his eyes and cut into the ham.

" Robbie, I think we need to take a trip out to the wreck and the canyon when the
storm breaks. Someone may have gone to alot of trouble to get Jake out of town."

" While they got the jump.”

" Exactly right."

" We've been takin' bout the gold. Ain't a man in town who doesn't think it
was stolen. | gut my theories," said Robbie. " With the help of Alby."

" Alby? You're losing your credibility, Robbie."

" No, Alby's been mining the Sierra fur years. Since forty-nine. He wuz tellin'
me bout a railroad spur line west of Bancor Pass. If you bring gold west, you can
go right through the mountains along the Bancor trail. Jake went south when he
shouldda went west."

" Y ou may be right, Robbie. The question now is. what do we do about it?"

Coltraine stood on the hotel boardwalk. Water cascaded off the roof as a
team of horses trudged through the mud. A freshly honed, rain soaked, pine box,
containing Gene Hawkin's body, was pulled down main street. He watched the lar-
ger rear wheels spinning and spraying the mud up at the turn toward the under-

taker's building near the church. Coltraine dipped his shoulder to the rain and
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gplashed through the mud to the corner telegraph office. He still could not believe
that Sam Turner would risk everything for gold. His ranch brought him great reve-
nues and he was one the largest land owners in the state. Talk abounded about him
running for governor. Yet, Turner and his boys were out of town exactly when the
gold was missing. And it was Turner's man who had kept the town isolated by cut-
ting the telegraph wires. Coltraine opened the telegraph office door.

Andy Bisbane tapped the key wildly. He raised his index finger and kept tap-
ping. When he stood, athin swesaty glaze covered his reddened face. He spoke in a
lower voice. " Jm, the railroad never knew the gold was missing. Neither did the
army."

"What?"

" I've wired Omaha and Carson City. They're wild! Carson City has been
tryin’ to wire stations along the way. Oates told me the gold was supposed ta be in
there yesterday afternoon.”

" Noonan deliberately said the railroad sent him!*"

" Noonan lied." said Andy.

Coltraine stared out the rain-smeared glass. " Jake was right. Noonan's be-
ing out here was too convenient.”

" And... This train had no passengers. The whole bunch of them, the sol-
diers, the engineer, dl of them were lying."

Coltraine nodded. " Stalling. Sending Jake south... Of course.”

Alby came running up the boardwalk. His steely hair was curled up he side of
hissoaked green hat. " Jm! Jm! They're al dead! Dead!"

" Who's dead now?'
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' Back on the range near the wreck. Newton and the others wuz ridin' back
inta town. Mass grave. Somebody killed the soldiers. Newton counted eighteen
bodies!"

Coltraine peered out the foggy window as more death descended over the
town. " Weveal been duped.”

" We gutta do somethin’, Jim!" shouted Alby.

" They're sending federal troops out here from Fort Churchill. Still that will
take a day and a haf. More time for Noonan and the others to get away. Wherever
they are..."
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Jake's thoughts were muddied within pain and numbness. His head and ribs
ached as the force of the wash out water dragged him forward. He fought off a
mightier surge along the rock packed dope and tumbled steadily toward a mightier
runoff afew dozen yards ahead. In the foggy haze Soaring Bird, trailed by Menewa,
moved on his white pony down the incline as Jake spun toward wider stream. His
friend leaped from the horse and with a coiled lariat in hand, ran aong the torrent.
Jake whipped over, coughing and choking as he gasped for air. He was taken under
and water sunk into his lungs. His body bobbed upward, but feared he would not
reach the dope. In a sweeping motion Soaring Bird wnfurled the rope in the gray
rain and it splashed somewhere back in the water.

Quickly, the Indian retracted the line. Jake was wrenched under and water
pushed into his mouth and nose. He fought, sweeping his arms upward, but he
could not compete with the ripping current. His legs knotted over his head. When
he surfaced, Soaring Bird, running on the dope, hurled the rope again. The line hit
Jake's fingers and he clamped his right hand over the rope, but when he lifted his
other hand, the pain shot through his ribs. His body careened obliquely as Soaring
Bird anchored himsdalf on the bank. Jake moved his knees up, scraping the sharp
rocky bottom as he neared the edge. He pulled himself onto the loose sand, the line
gtill taut as he crawled from the water.

" McBride!"
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Jake whispered as he rolled over and the rain hit his face. " Ribs. | busted
my ribs... head cut." Soaring Bird took Jake under the arms and dragged him up
the rock-scattered slope. Jake caught his breath each time the Indian paused. When
they were back under the ledge, Jake rested his head against the rocks as water
drained over the rocks. Jake held hisribs.

" ... saved my life, my friend."

" When the soldiers were threatening my family in Duck Valey, you wired the
agent, PAmer."

" Them soldiers weren't under officia orders” Menewa leaned under the
ledge and McBride rubbed his snout. " Y ur damned lucky Willis didn't shoot ya."

" | found wagons with sandbags near Badwater. We were tricked."

Jake, his eyes half open, nodded. " | know. They dumped three wagons in
Ubehebe. Willis... Willis, he tried to kill me."

" The cavary soldier?"

" Jake shook his head. " He weren't no solider. And he's dead. Somewhere
out there. He worked fur Noonan. But Noonan ain't Noonan, he's Butkis. He don't
work for the raillroad.”

" A false cover. Of course” Soaring Bird gazed through the stringy, over-
flowing water and down the dope. " And the gold?"

" Not in the canyon. But where would they have brought it?"

" Anywhere" he said, turning. " We should not have been fooled,
McBride."

" Don't matter now. Don't matter."

" We need to go back to Brinson. Talmadge should help you."
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Jake shook his matted hair. " Oh, no. I'm gonna git this man, Butkis. | don't
care bout the gold. This man humiliated me. I'm gonnakill him."

Soaring Bird checked the makeshift bandage, wrapped around Jake's ribs.
The crisp topaz sun now shone clearly through the afternoon desert clouds outside
the ledge. Shadows fell. " Don't redly fed that bad,” sad Jake. He nibbled on a
piece of smoked meat and stared at the gooey mess Soaring Bird removed from his
pouch. " What the hell isthat?"

" Waappppittan sanappin..."

" Yeah, so what?'

Soaring Bird smeared the mixture onto Jake's facial abrasions. " It is the
pitch from cedar. It will soothe."

" Yur right. It don't sting no more."

" You need rest." Soaring Bird picked up Jake's vest and blue jersey.

" | can't rest. I'm gonna get that son of a bitch." Jake scanned the slope for
Willis body. The flooded washed arroyo was now only atrickle after the storm. He
reached for his shirt and held up the scuff marks across the shirt wrinkles.

" You know what the hell thisis?'

" | don't understand.”

Jake took the shirt and lifted the marks to Soaring Bird's nose. " Creosote.
Y ou found creosote on the Dunbar porch."
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" Yup. Now, the only time | had this shirt off back in town wuz when | wuz
in the hotd with-."

" The Grayson woman."

Jake studied the marks again. " Why would she kill Dunbar?"

" | don't know."

Jake gripped the shirt tightly. All pleasurable thoughts of Pam Grayson now
merged into angry mass in his gut. He shook his head and dowly lifted his arm to
put on the shirt. Soaring Bird tried to help him, but Jake waved him back and
brought up his other hand through the deeve. He dowly buttoned the shirt and
struggled to get to his feet. The Indian grasped his hand and pulled him outside.
Jake squinted in the bright afternoon sun near the darkening Paniments to the south.
" She wuz workin' fur the Turners.”

" Do you think the Tuners had anything to do with the missing gold? Turner
has much land.”

Jake tucked in his shirt. His lower ribs were tender but he knew he could ride
" Sam's gut big ambitions." Jake took a few steps away from the ledge into the
clear open air. " | intend ta track Butkis down." He gazed down to the camp over
a mile away and saw buzzards circling in the brightening skies. " Willis must be
down there. We gutta bury his body."

Soaring Bird looked skyward. " That would be the proper thing to do."

Jake peered down the salty brown sope as he moved to Menewa. He raised
his foot into the stirrups. Pain crawled up his rib cage as he lifted himself onto the
saddle. Soaring Bird climbed on his pony and moved dowly with him down the ta-
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lus. Jake turned back to the overhang. He was lucky having got Willis. " Body's
gonna smell bad. We will dig the grave away from the body and then bring it over."

Even fifty yards from the ledge his mind returned to numerous corpse strewn
battlefields back east as the pervasive odor of rotting flesh now spread across the
open desert. He grabbed the rifle from his pack and fired twice at the vultures
sweeping in the burgeoning blue sky. The noise was enough to send the birds flap-
ping back toward the folded brown mountains to the east, but the lure of the flesh
kept them hovering at a distance. He returned the rifle to the side pack. " Damn
buzzards."

Soaring Bird found a soft spot on the long slope. With his sore ribs Jake
used his hands to push back the rocks. The Indian removed an old army issue
shovel from his pack and scooped the sand, hollowing out a grave for Willis.

" Even the evil deserve dignity, McBride."

" That's hard ta swallah, but | guess yur right. I'm gonna search the body."

Soaring Bird nodded and pushed back his dark hair off his shoulders as he
continued hacking the ground. Jake lifted his bandanna over his nose and mouth.
Even through the moist linen the smell was sickening. It was something he never got
used to.

Willis was face down in the dirt and his soaked blue uniform and hands were
washed with mud, blending into the desert floor. Jake had shot him in the lower
back, but the blood was washed off the uniform and the ground. He reached
around with his right hand, not wanting to see the dead man's face. In his lower
pockets he found a few gold coins, which he left done. The hardened remains of a
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biscuit filled a sde pocket in his coat. Jake ran his fingers along the lieutenant's
stripes and thought about what Soaring Bird had said about dignity.

Then he unbuttoned the top pocket. Inside was a till soggy, folded piece of
paper. With his bandanna over his nose, he walked away from the body and squat-
ted in the sunlight. Carefully, he peded back each moistened fold, reveding the
smeared black ink of a hand drawn map. In the lower right corner were the |etters,
S.C. Inverted V-shapes formed mountains to the west of a sketched compass
cross. A draight line went straight through the mountains and south. Someone had
written Bancor Pass in darker ink.

Jake held the wet map. Soaring Bird leaned his shovel against his legs and
furrowed hisbrow. " Did you find something, McBride?"'

" Could be where they're bringing the gold." The moist paper glowed tan in
the sunlight. " Look here. This has gutta be it. If they could cross the Serato
Bancor Ridge. There wuz alode ten years ago near Bancor Ridge. | ain't never been
up there, but | heard Alby talk of a railroad trestle built ta haul the silver to Stock-
ton."

" Yes, the Newe, the nut gatherers, harvested pinion nuts and passed behind
the ridge. We have seen the trestle you speak of. It extends into the valley."

" You git that gold through the mountains and inta valley, you got it made.
Butkis must have contacts."

" He seems like a clever man.”

" Damn right. | can see this in my head. Them bastards hid the gold some-
how and moved out afta they sent us south. He thought he had me out of town be-

fore. He sent that Mexican squakin' about the cattle being rustled. | remember But-
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kis bein' surprised when | showed up at the stage. The bastard wuz already out in
Nevada. He just made it seem like he come in on the stage. Then the son of a bitch
talks ta Pam. Gits me upstairs. She's workin' fur him... That Dunbar killin'... Dunbar
wuz involved in this. Had ta be. And Pam gunned him down. When yur dead, yur
dead."

Soaring Bird held the edge of the map. " Butkis is well into the Sierra by
now."

" Aftawe bury Willis, were heading north toward the Bancor Pass.”

" The area you speak of... The high ground of ponderosa and juniper. It is
some distance away."

" We can't wait. | won't let Butkis keep that gold."

Soaring Bird nodded and gripped the shovel. " | only hope we have the
time, McBride."

Coltraine and most of the town gathered in front of the hotel & the evening
stage from Carson City moved across the prairie. After the storm broke he brought
men out to Sorroyo Canyon to bury the soldiers bodies. The rain had washed away
al wagon tracks and he now feared Noonan and the Turners had successfully
moved the gold out of the area. With the Fort Churchill troops still days away, he
realized Brinson's isolation was perfect for the heist.

The team of six horses rumbled around the church, pulling the stage behind

and the driver yanked the reins. Coltraine stepped from the boardwalk.
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" Dalton'sall set! He'sall set!" yeled Alby. " Set him free! Set him free!™

" Don't get ahead of yourself, Alby."

Alby tucked asmall flask in hispocket. " Turnersdid it."

" That is unproved. All we know is the Turners could be involved in trans-
porting the gold."

" You ain't the marsha."

" Nothing could please me more," said Coltraine as the mud-splattered stage
came to a dow stop beyond the hotel. Coltraine waved to the driver and walked
briskly to the coach door.

A bald man in suspenders and a blue shirt leaned out the coach sidelight
window. His pudgy face was coated with a deep beard smear. " Y ou Coltraine?’

“1am."

He moved his wide shoulders through the open coach door. " Hobart Bow-
ers. | work for the Pinkertons. The Overland wants me to look into your telegraph
lines being down. There's a shipment of gold due in Carson City tonight. "

" Oh, no there ain't! The damned gold isgone! It's gone!" cackled Alby.

" They've gone to the Danforth Lode!"

Bowersfacefel flat. " What is he talking about the gold being gone?

" He'sright," said Coltraine.

" Damn it, we had eighteen soldiers from Fort Phil Kearny!" Bowers wiped
his chin and shook hishead. " What the hell happened?”’

" They dead! Killed outside of town!" Alby stood alongside him. " See it
wuz like this: They blew up them tracks and the Mexicans took the gold south. Mar-

shdl McBride went afta them."
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" We're talking murder of U.S soldiers!" Bowers face had the tightened look
of a man angered, yet disgusted with the turn of events. " When we couldn't wire
eadt, | hopped the stage with the judge. Thisis a serious matter now. That gold was
headed for the U.S. Mint."

" Not anymore! | tell ya, they're headin' to Bancor! Headin' ta Bancor!" said
Alby.

Bowers turned to the coach. " Come on, Judge, you want that meal or what?

" | do,” answered the stiff voice inside.

" See, them Mexicans,” said Alby. " They-"

" Mexicans... That is highly unlikely," said Bowers.

" Didn't you see the passengers?' asked Coltraine.

Bowers folded his arms and stepped onto the boardwalk. " What passen-
gers? Why would they load a train with gold and risk passengers? The murdered
soldiers guarded that train.”

" They said the passengers went on the wagons headed for Carson City."

" There were no passengers!” Bowers spread his lips and exhaled.

" Judge hasto try Dan Dalton!" cried Alby.

" This is unprecedented,” said the gray haired, wrinkled Judge MacKenzie,
finally stepping outside. " No wonder why we couldn't wire Andy!"

They dl started into the hotel lobby. As Alby squeezed between Bowers and
Coltraine, Bowers rubbed his pug nose. Even Coltraine smelled the liquor on Alby's
breath. " Wefound a Turner man, Judge! A Turner man, Mr. Pinkerton!™

" That isnot surprising.” Bowerstried to keep ahead of Alby.
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The judge straightened his back and stretched hisarms. " We had rain al the
way. Just broke an hour ago. What's the story with Dalton?"

" Ddton wuz gonna be strung up till Jake stopped them Turner boys!" yelled
Alby.

" Wdll, maybe the law has findly caught up with Sam Turner," said the judge.
" He's been talking to people, important people in Carson City about being Gover-
nor."

" Coincidentally, that takes money." Coltraine tried to nudge Alby out of the
way. The whiskey and body odor was overwhelming. " Alby, why don't you tell
Ddton that the judge is here."

" How much?"

" A med. Now go tell Dalton." Coltraine motioned Bowers and the judge to-
ward the dining room. " Please, Gentlemen. | have hot meals waiting for you."

Alby continued talking as he left the hotel. " Don't forget about me!"

" How could | forget?' asked Coltraine and they all laughed and stepped into
the lobby. He brought them directly into the dining room and sat them at his private
table.

" Jake went south?' asked MacKenzie, taking off his coat.

" Heand a Shoshoni have been gone for two days,”" said Coltraine.

Shoshonis are supposed to be at Duck Valey and Ruby Valey," sad
Bowers, pulling up the chair.

" The Shoshoni saw the train wreck, but soldiers kept them back." said Col-

traine. He went on to describe a chronology of events up to Noonan's winning at

The Arroyo last night.
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Bowers drank some water from a large glass and cleared his throat.

" Inside the coach we discussed Sam Turner's qualifications to be governor.
Turner's background if shall we say nefarious?'

MacKenzie finished his water and Coltraine motioned to the waiter. " |
know Sam Turner. Listen, it's common knowledge what he did. | worked in Stan-
ton's office. Turner got out before Stanton cleaned everything up. | tell you, he
made thousands. Skimming profits on all those shoes. Wrong sizes. Boots that
didn't match, that came apart. He headed west with his money. | knew something
was up. Like | said, people in Carson City want him to run for Governor. For a
price."

" My guess," said Bowers, pointing. " Is he needed money. I'm not saying
he took the gold directly."

" He and his boy wuz buyin' supplies. Mule train suppliest Mules" yelled
Alby, now back in the hotel. " Mules across the mountains!™

" Could mean the mountains. Once you're in the valley you can head for the
San Francisco," said Bowers.

" The Golden Lantern,” said Alby, pulling up a chair. " The Golden Lan-
tern.”

" Robbie Pauntok saysit's away you can go direct but ill hide in the moun-
tains, “ said Coltraine. " Alby'sright. | talked to Higgens at the Genera Store. Jun-
ior Turner bought a mule harness, bridles, and loaded up with supplies.”

" Looks like they did travel into the mountains," said Bowers. " If they went
south the sheriff and the Indian will spot them. North they would be on the open

prairie and we or anyone on the stage route would have seen them."
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" That includes the eastern prairie, too," said MacKenzie.

" | say west. If you've got people waiting there for you in the San Joaquin
Vadley, you can get that gold anywhere. We're heading west in the morning. Early.
We need to wire Stockton and Fresno. Get people heading east to Bancor Pass. It's
Noonan that bothers me."

" | want know how he planned it," said MacKenzie. " I'm sworn to uphold
the law, but this was brilliant. Shutting down the town. Blowing up the tracks at the
right time and getting the gold out."

Coltraine leaned over thetable. " Noonan is arailroad man. Responsible for
the line from Omaha."

Bowers stood and banged his fist on the table. " That's is correct. Except
Noonan isin Omaha! | wired him two days ago."

Coltraine laughed nervoudy. " Damn... Whoever we' re dealing with sure as
hell planned thisright.”

Bowers nodded. He sat and sawed off a piece of ham with his knife.

" Perfect. Right where the line swings by the foothills. Move fast and you get the
gold out ahead of everyone else."

" What about Jake?"' asked Coltraine.

Bowers tightened his brow. " Hell find the truth if they don't kill him. That
gold... Even if they left days ago, the mules can't move that fast. The terrain is
rough. | need somebody who knows the Sierra Nevada to the valley."

" | knows that area like the back of my hand!" said Alby. The men looked at
each other.

" Robbie Pauntok," said Coltraine.
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" Robbie Pauntok," said Alby. " Robbie's gone through the mountains. He's
amountain man!"

" He lived up there for awhile" sad Coltraine. " He's no mountain man,
Alby."

" You live in the mountains, yur sure as hell are a mountain man."

Coltraine rolled his eyes and leaned toward Bowers. " But you're right. If
they reach the valley, they can get the gold to the bay. Put it on a ship and make
your money. Or you can hideit. I'm with you. We leave at sunrise. |'ve got a dozen
men who will track that gold. Horses and guns are ready. Finding the trail will be the
hard part after the storm. Robbie can get us through."

" Good. I'll wirethe army. | have a bad feeling about this, gentlemen. There's
going to be trouble. These men aren't going to easily give up that gold."
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As a blazing orange sunrise broke above the eastern prairie, the fifteen-man
posse galloped across sagebrush flats. Coltraine agreed with Bowers about
looking for the gold in Sorroyo Canyon By midmorning they reached the parched
brown hills a the base of the Sierra and quickly rose above Brinson. The rain had
smoothed the rocky slopes clear of any recent tracks, but Bowers kept telling eve-
ryone they would find some evidence of Noonan's people moving west aong the
Bancor Trail. Robbie Pauntok figured the valley was less than a hundred miles due
west. Once Noonan reached the railroad spur line from the Danforth Lode at Ban-
cor Pass, apprehending them would be impossible.

The group stopped to eat near a rapid mountain stream where scraggly juni-
per trees sprouted from weathered gray rocks. Coltraine cupped his hand above his
eyes and surveyed the lofty green straight rows of ponderosa and Jeffrey pines
coating the distant peaks silhouetted under the cloudless skies. To his right Bowers
leaned against the rocks and champed on a fat cigar. He glanced at Coltraine but
spoke to MacKenzie. " We're not moving as fast as we could. I'm afraid that rail-
road line is going to be our death knell. Damn, this man is very clever. Perfect plan-
ning. Quick movement and execution."

" Y ou sound like you admire what he did," said MacKenzie.

" I'm just telling you, Judge. That damned thing must have been planned a
long time ago. | need scouts up ahead. We have to know how close they are to that
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spur line. Then the army can send people from Fresno or Sacramento and stop
Noonan or whoever the hell heis, in histracks. Closethemin."

Alby held a slver flask in his hands and yelled out from the rocks. " | say
take the Lassen cut off! Take em by surprise.”

" Lassen cut off?" asked Bowers. " Go north. Go south and Noonan is
gone."

" I'll go ahead. | know the area," said Robbie.

Coltraine wondered if Robbi€'s youth made him more impulsive than smart.
Bowers was right about Noonan and the Turners fighting for the gold. A battle was
brewing. " Raob, fighting these men will be dangerous.”

" Nobody is asking for afight," said Bowers. " Robbie, take three men with
you. WEII trial behind. If you spot them, send somebody to Stockton and back
here. Y ou shadow them"

Robbie glanced at Coltraine. " He gut too much of ajump, Jm. We need ta
move or hell get that gold away."

" That'sjust it," said Bowers. " The son of a bitch would have had the army
and everyone ese al over him, but he did it so well. Thisisthe Bancor Trail?'

" I'll draw it out fur ya," said Robbie. " You have ta head south fur awhile
and then due west to Bancor Pass."

" Draw it out,” sad Bowers, looking around. " Somebody get this man
some paper.”

" Over here" said the judge. He reached into one of his saddiebags and
pulled out a notebook and a green lead pencil.
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Coltraine watched Robbie quickly move the pencil about the page. Bowers
continued to puff on the cigar as he paced by the juniper. A few minutes later the
judge waved him over.

Robbie held up the page as he spoke. " Don't head west at these peaks.
You'll recognize long jagged peaks. No trees. Look like ram horns. Yur head tells
yata head west, but don't. That trail ends fifteen miles and north of where ya want
ta be. Take thistrail at the peaks. Head due south fur at least a day. You'll see Ban-
cor Pass to the west. It's a steep climb, but that spur line swings down out of the
woods. Then the highest railroad trestle ya ever seen in ya life brings that line inta
the valey. You gut two days traveling at a steady pace." Robbie ripped the sheet
from MacKenzie's notebook.

" Good, you select your men," said Bowers, taking the paper. " We can't
waste time with these bastards.”

Coltraine saw Sawtooth sitting on the ledge above them. " I'd keep him here.
We need some protection.”

" Okay," said Robbie as he headed back to the other men.

" What about the men from Fort Churchill?' asked Coltraine.

" If | spent time waiting for everyone to arrive, Mr. Coltraine, 1'd have been
dead long ago" Robbie went to the men eating on rocks above the stream. He cor-
nered Pete Crimmins and Hank Nevins, men his age. Coltraine was nervous about
the whole thing and shook his head as he grabbed Bowers wrist. " Thisis a mis-
take. He'sjust akid."
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" Sometimes a kid has to become a man." Bowers squinted over Coltraine's
shoulder. Alby had mounted his horse and rode around with his guns raised in the
ar. " What the hell is he doing now?"

Coltraine turned as Alby brought a half crazed, shorthaired horse white -
ward Robbie. " Go git em, Robbie!"

Bowers stomped across the rocks and drew hisgun. " Y ou stupid son of
abitch."

" You takin' ta me?' asked Alby. The horse shuffled in the dirt, his eyes
wide open as if he were spooked at afire.

Bowers pointed his gun at Alby. " | don't see any other stupid son of a
bitch around."

Alby glanced around the trail. " Guess yur right... | wuz just gonna help
them."

" Put those guns away. Y ou want to help them, you'll stay back here. | don't
want them to know we're on to them. That's the surest way to get into a fight and
get everybody killed."

" | say fight em.! And fight em now!"

" Yeah, and | say if you don't get off that half breaded horse, I'll shoot you
myself."

" Well, damn. Man wants ta help and he gets spit in the eye." Alby did down
the back of the horse, the horse bucked and nearly kicked him as he jumped. He
held his green brimmed hat as he backed away.

MacKenzie chuckled and pinched the bridge of his nose. " Man just wants

to help, Bart."
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" Don't you start, Judge." He walked quickly to Robbie and the other two
men, now on their horses and preparing to head higher into the Serra. " Give me
an estimate."

" If they left Sorroyo yesterday, we should catch em before they reach the
spur line. Well before. They just can't move that gold all that fast.”

" Agreed, we're still going to travel as fast as we can. Y ou have to go faster,
son. Everything depends on you."

" | won't let yadown, Mr. Bowers."

" Good," he said as he reached up and shook Robbie's hand. The three men
started up the ridge trail on their horses and soon disappeared into the rocky pine
ledges further up. Bowers threw his cigar into the stream. Alby mumbled some-
thing, but hid behind the junipers when Bowers passed. Bowers, half grinned and
pretended to move toward the sinewy tree.

" He's harmless," said MacKenzie back at the horses.

" Harmless as a cyclone on the open range. We should have left him back in
town."

Coltraine, adready on his horse, smiled. " Then, you might have nothing to
do aong the way, Bart."

Bowers put his boot in the metal stirrup and flung his stocky body into the
saddle. He held the horn and leaned toward Coltraine. " | tell ya. I'll shoot him my-
sf. | will."
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Butkis stood upright and squinted toward the tapering mule train stretching
like a Sidewinder down the mountain trail. The Turners had carried out movement of
the gold so well. Compensation was their reward, but he aone had planned it so
well and suffered the risk. The risk was dmost as exhilarating as the execution of
the plan. Getting McBride heading south was part of that risk and had freed him
and the Turners to transport the gold from the dynamited cave in Sorroyo Canyon.
But his ssomach still wrenched with the overriding fear of getting caught. In dl his
days gambling, nothing scared him and thrilled him like this operation.

Gauvitt, his faded cavalry uniform soiled and dusty, started up the sope on
his horse. Butkis cupped hishand. " Any sign of Willis?'

" Nah, the Lieutenant ain't back. I'm worried. You shouldda just killed
McBride before Dunbar blew up the train. Who would know McBride stop come
back? | thought we had him set up.. Bad luck, he come back. And Dalton bor-
rowin' the saw. "

" These things happen, Gavitt."

" Turners amost had him strung up cept fur McBride again.”

Butkis nodded and looked at the forested ridges leading toward Bancor Pass.
Soon he would reach the spur line and Calahan would bring the smal train to
Maguire and his men in the valley. " Let's hope Willis killed McBride and the In-
dian like he was supposed to."
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" Amen tathat."

Men wandered about the mules, stopped like statues on the dope. " Mules
have done well."

" Y ou know what Tom Moore used ta say when | wuz with General Cook."

" What's that?' asked Buitkis.

" God made mules fur a purpose.”

" | dare say thisis anovel purpose.”

" They're used ta hauling borax at ten cents a pound. The son of a bitch at
the Calico Station changed the agreement. Four fifty a mule. We made the dedl fur
three fifty at Furnace Creek."

" It doesn't matter. The vaue of this gold surpasses anything we lost," said
Butkis.

" He gave ya the proper mules. Mules shouldn't do heavy freightin' until
they're five years old. " Gavitt pushed his lips together, his salty mustache joining
hisbeard. " Y ou gonnabe arich man, Pat."

" Maybe. | take nothing for granted.” He studied every inch of the mule train
again. " Tel Rody to get the mules going. Sure as hell word's gotten out. The
army, the raillroad and everyone in Nevada and Cdliforniais going to be on our ass
real soon. We need to get that gold to the spur line. No more stopping.”

" Yes, dr," said the Sergeant. " Y ou know what yur doin'."

" Nothing will get in my way. WEell end up skimming off more than we ever
did during the war, my friend."

Gavitt smiled. " You have a devious mind, Pat."

136



The Fitton Chronicles Fool’s Gold

" | planned this for too long to have people like McBride or Dunbar ruin my
plans. " As Gavitt brought his horse down the trail Butkis stroked his chin and a
smile climbed across his face when he thought about how far he had come.

Nine months ago on a cold, rainy spring afternoon Todd Noonan, a Vice
President of The Overland Railroad, opened the varnished oak door in his Omaha
office. Noonan, a clean-shaven company man who would not steal a pencil from a
supply closet, closed and locked the outside door. Noonan owed Butkis for three
months of assorted gambling debts. Butkis saw the potential to exploit the situation
and at first pretended to want ajob moving freight west. Noonan agreed.

Butkis spent severa days studying the freight records and future shipments
west. In the safe he spotted what he was looking for. The railroad had made a-
rangements to haul a substantial shipment of gold for the government to the U.S.
Mint at Carson City. His biggest problem was the soldiers from Fort Phil Kearny
who would be guarding the shipment. Butkis had accumulated a substantial gam-
bling fortune. He might pay off the engineer and some railroad people on the train,
but the soldiers would do their duty. Butkis had al the details and over the next few
days further ran up Noonan's debt at the card table. Noonan would say nothing
even if he suspected Butkis knew about the gold shipment.

Butkis needed to round up only his most trust worthy friends. Harrison
Maguire an old navy man, athough now in Norfolk, had sailing vessals to take the
melted gold anywhere in the world and contacts to pay cash. Sam Turner made
thousands draining shoe profits during the war, lusted for money and power, and
lived along The Overland's line to Carson City.
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He sat in front of the open window in Omaha and watched the rain hit the
outside stones. Quickness was essentia. Stopping the train on the open prairie or
even blowing it up was easy. He would cut the telegraph wires to the remote town
just long enough to haul the gold west. In every poker game and at his dinner con-
versation he discussed the western terrain. The trick was getting the gold into the
Sierra and to the railroad trestle he heard about in one of his games. This long tres-
tle extended from the depleted Danforth Lode at Bancor Ridge. The gold would
have disappeared before the people in Carson City knew what had happened. He
would become wedlthy if he carefully planned the operation and acted quickly.

Sam Turner was summoned to Omaha. Turner's cut-throat instincts had in-
tensified over the years. He had dways liked making money and it did not matter
how he made it. Turner's interest was immediately piqued because he wanted power
in Carson City. As long as he could stay out of the main heist and could make
money, Turner might help bring the gold over the Sierra.

Butkis told his old friend about the gold shipment. Turner puffed on a long
cigar, nodding and listening with a distant ear until Butkis talked about blowing up
the train. He laughed, at first not believing Butkis would attempt such a thing.
Turner thought Butkis plan to be too risky, but he never argued legalities or moral
inclinations. When he left the office, Turner feared spending time in some federa
prison. He verified the existence of the spur line, but wanted cover and left for Brin-
son to think about it.

Two days later he surprisingly returned to Butkis hotel room, and agreed to
a partid involvement. Turner knew how to make money and expand his own per-

sonal fortune, but would not soil his solid reputation in Nevada. He would stay clear
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of actually stopping the train or removing the gold, but would get the gold over the
Siera. Butkis agreed to one third the full value of the shipment, payment to be in the
form of cattle and supplies, and specific land north of Virginia City.

Butkis eased some of Noonan's debts once the railroad man recommended
Callahan to pilot the train west. For the right amount of money, Calahan and
Maguire would get a small locomotive up the spur line from Stockton. Rapid
movement into the valey would gain him the time he needed to dlude the authori-
ties.

The entire plan depended on Butkis having full control over the shipment. He
brought in his old war buddy, Willis, from gambling halls and gave him an army is-
sue uniform. Willis recruited rogue outlaws left over from old bands in Missouri.
The soldiers guarding the train would be shot. Willis outlaws would load the gold
bars in wagons, bring the gold into Sorroyo Canyon and store the bars briefly in
dynamited caves. He would procure mules from Death Valey. Once packed, the
mules would exit Sorroyo up alittle used trail and head for the Sierra.

Turner paid Dunbar to dynamite the tracks and easily set up McBride to leave
town after the rustler. McBride coming back early was the only glitch once the op-
eration was underway. Late a night when the mules were first brought into Sorroyo
Canyon Rody Turner suggested loading the wagons with sand and sending them
south. With McBride now ready to look for the gold, Butkis agreed. Now, as he
moved into the mountain shadows behind the mule train, he wondered if McBride
had found the sandbag wagons.

Rody shouted into the mountain air, directing the mules along the trall.
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" Geel Gee!" Butkis was ill convinced they would reach the spur line train
ahead of any Pinkerton detectives or the army. The gold would be brought to Ma-
guire in the valley. Before any officia investigation commenced, the heist be melted
down and taken away. From San Francisco Maguire would sail for Panama City
and cross the isthmus. Butkis had not decided whether to join his old friend.

He shook his head and focused on the mule train. As he moved his horse
dowly on level ground he pictured San Francisco bay packed with the masts of a
thousand sailing vessals, but back on the mountain severa men had gathered
around a mule off the trail. They checked the mule's leg as Rody Turner raced up
the trail on his horse and yelled as he legped onto the ground. " What 's the matter,
Rody?"

" This mul€e's gonna have trouble gettin' up Bancor."

" 1 an't gut time ta dow down. We gutta move and move now." Rody took
out along handled Smith and Wesson.

Butkis cupped his hands, " Hey, Rody, hold it!"

Rody turned. He had the annoying habit of chewing the inside of his mouth.
" We gut a useless mule here, Pat."

Butkis dismounted and immediately scanned the packs containing the gold.
One man had two of the shiny gold bars in his hands. " | want you men to know
you're being watched and every bar has been accounted for and there will be a
count once we reach the spur line."

" That's irrdlevant,” said Rody, cocking the trigger. " We gut a useless mule
here."
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" You can't just shoot the animal,” said Butkis. " Move the gold to another
mule. Spread it out.”

" That's what | intend tado.” Rody aimed the gun and a single shot echoed
down the forested dlope. The mule fell to the ground.

Butkis moved up to the smoking barrel. " You know, you're ruthless son
of abitch."

" Man's gutta do what a man's gutta do."

Butkis took out his small derringer, looked down as the men removed the
bars from the falen mule's packs. " You best not shoot any more innocent ani-
mals, Rody or I'll kill you."

" You chalengin' me?'

" Directly, you little son of a bitch. This is my operation and you work for
me." Butkis carefully watched his hand on the gun handle.

" Since when did you become so mor-a?"

" It's smple. You don't kill the mules, Rody. | think you'd better understand
that."

Sam Turner, dressed in Levis and a long dark leather riding coat, smoked a
stogie as he rode up the trail. " What's the problem here? | heard a shot, Pat."

" Your son here likesto kill mules."

" That mule wuz lame, Pa."

Sam's white bushy browstightened. " You do as Mr. Butkis says, Rody."

" Mr. Butkis?'

" | don't want any dissension here. We're amost to Bancor." Sam gazed

down the trail at the mules. " You do as Mr. Butkis says."
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Rody looked at Butkis, spit on the ground, and Sam grabbed his bandanna.
" You're my son, but | don't need you in this operation.”

Rody grinned and shook his head. " You didn't say that when you needed
Dan Dalton killed."

" We needed to cover for Pam Grayson. Daton was in the wrong place at
the wrong time. Like | said any one of the boys or the hands could have strung him
up. Way | look at it, Rody, you let McBride ride al the way out from town. You
should have hanged Dalton and that would have been it."

" And McBride shouldda been out of town," said Rody, sneering at Butkis.

" Any operation has it's bad luck. You've got to expect that," said Butkis,
looking ahead. " Let's get the hell out of here."

Butkis climbed back on his horse and rode past Rody with Sam Turner.
Sam's dusty coat was draped fully over the saddle and onto the horse. " Can we
redly be sure about Maguire?'

" We can. He and his people sailed from Norfolk via Panama City last
month. I've told you, | wired them in San Francisco. | trust Harrison Maguire with
my life. They'll beinthevaley." Butkisleaned forward in the saddle. " What about
you? | hear cattle's been falling in price since the panic.”

" It's a great time to buy, Pat. If you have the cash." They moved ahead,
passing the men, horses and fully loaded mules. " | can easily sdl land and inno-
cently bring head back west and have nothing to do with the gold, Pat. Come visit
me in Carson City when I'm Governor."

" | will. You need alittle trust, Sam."

" | trust no one."
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" Even your boys?"
" Especialy my boys."

Butkis rode at the front of a continuous line of mules under the towering
ponderosa pines. The crigp afternoon sun hovered over the jagged rocks toward
Bancor Pass. With the heart of the operation at stake in the valey, he tried to mask
his nervousness. Maguire had conned and cheated his way to become a force in
the shipping industry, but with so much gold involved now, Butkis wondered just
how much he could trust his old friend. He also worried, as the ground leveled,
about the army and the Pinkertons. The telegraph would be operationa unless the
people in Brinson were stupider than he thought. Overshadowing everything was
McBride and the Indian. With Willis not returning, Butkis feared something had
happened. He constantly scanned the ridges, checking behind the trees and boul-
ders. McBride would know how he was duped twice.

Up the trail men whistled and catcalls echoed through the woods. He turned
and sdowed the horse. Midway up a rock escarpment, Pam Grayson rode swiftly
between the trees. Butkis turned his horse. Men clapped and called out vulgarities,
but she galloped to the front of the muletrain. " Pat, gut trouble.”

" | thought | told you to meet me in San Francisco."

" Pauntok from Brinson and two other men. They're followin' the trail ."

" What?' Butkis apprehension now fully spilled over. " Do you know what

this means?"
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" It means they're on to us."

" Damn right. Where's Sam?' He gazed down the line. Sam was moving for-
ward with his boys.

Pam held her gun. " | want my cut now. Two bars. You promised me two
bars."

" You keep your damned mouth shut or you get nothing. Who else is out
there?'

" | didn't see nothin'. Only the three men. | didn't recognize the other two.
Robbie, he knows these hills." Pam tightened her tanned brow. Butkis had never
seen her scared. " There's gutta be more after us."

Butkis lit a stogie and threw the wooden match down the ope. He rode past
Pam and up to Sam and his boys. Sam's eyes reflected the pervasive fear spread-
ing through the mule train. " Sam, Pam tells me we're being trailed by three men."

" Well, ain't that just sweet?' said Rody, looking at his brothers.

" You want us to take care of them, Pa?' asked Mike Turner.

" How many men?"' asked Sam.

Butkis spoke quickly. " Three men. A Robbie Pauntok and-"

" Old Robbie," said Rody, grinning. " Robbie's a dead man, Mr. Butkis."

" Sam?"' asked Butkis.

Sam pursed his lips and nodded. " Get em."

" Hee-Haw!" Rody lifted his hat off his matted hair. He spun his Smith and
Wesson in his hand and then held it like an offering toward Butkis. " Do | have yur
per-mission ta use this now, Mr. Butkis?'
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Butkis said nothing as he brought his horse around and stared at Pam in the
sunshine. Rody kept teasing him as he headed back to the front of the mule train
and looked into her glowing green eyes. " You ride up with me."

" You ain't as confident now, are ya, Pat? It's all red smple when ya sittin' in
some saloon plannin’ the perfect way ta be set fur life."

" Plans go awry." He puffed on the stogie, clenched in his teeth, and they
rode to the bottom of the dope. " I'm giving you another gold bar."

" You are?"

" Yes... You keegp your hand on that gun of yours and you keep your eyeson
Rody and the rest of these other men. He makes any move or any of his brothers
make any move toward me-'

" What about this old man?"'

Butkis squinted and nodded. " | may kill the lot of them."

" Then you git me more bars." Butkis turned and she smiled. " A small
price ta pay, Pat."

She had flawless skin and symmetrical eyes, a small nose and lips aigned
perfectly. " For someone so beautiful, you're so deadly."

" Nature makes flowersin her own way. You just have to know..."

" If Rody makes a move, kill him. Well kill them dl if we have to. Nothing's
going to stop me."

" 'Nothin'?"'

" Nothing."
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In the twilight Rody tucked his rifle below the saddle horn as he and his
brothers paraleled the main trail. The shadows swept over the forest and gave him
more places to hide He did not take Pauntok lightly as a gun fighter nor as a man.

Junior spoke loudly from behind. " Rody, they're gonna hide in the dark!"

" Shut up,” he whispered through gritted teeth. " Damn it, Junior. Why don't
yajust ride ahead and tell Pauntok we're out here!”

" Well, they're gonna hide."

" They'll make camp, you idiot."

" Who you calin' anidiot?' said Junior. Rody moved his gun upward.

" Y ou gonna shoot me now, isthat it, Rody? Just like you shot Tuckerman."

" You shut yur mouth about Tuckerman and, yeah, you don't shut up and |
will shoot ya." Rody kicked his horse and started up a small pine covered dope. He
waved his brothers up when he reached the top. The trail was only a few dozen
yards through the tall trees, down the murky dope to a barely visible clearing.

" What do we do now, Rody?" asked Junior.

" Ain't goin' no further and I'll tell yawhy."

" Ah, why?'

" Cause they have ta take the trail up there. Whether it's tonight ur tomorra
mornin'."

Junior creased his brow and shook his head. " | don't understand."”
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" You don't have ta understand, Junior. Get out yur blankets. We're gonna
watch that trail. Each of uswill stand guard.”

" Robbie gut himself in the wrong place," said Mike.

Rody did from the saddle. " Everybody takes his own bed."

" I'll make my bed," said Junior.

" You do that, Junior. But I'll tell ya. If Pauntok and the others comes up this
here hill, you just kill em. Kill em!"

Even though his ribs ached Jake was confident once they |eft the desert and
rode into the cooler mountains. Soaring Bird wore a heavier leather garment and
Jake removed hislong black coat from the saddiebag. Menewa plodded between
the towering pines. As the last sunshine disappeared below the angled rock peaks, a
group of Big Horn ewes pranced aong the western ridges. Jake debated whether to
rest for the night. Both he and Soaring Bird as well as the horses needed rest. In the
morning they could face the ridge to Bancor Pass fresh. The first stars twinkled in
the degpening blue sky when they made camp where the long gray boulders dipped
below arow of twisted junipers.

The air cooled between the ridges and Jake leaned against the rock dabs. He
rolled the remains of tobacco from Carson City, but tucked it back in the saddle-
bag. Starting a fire or even smoking might alert anyone in the hills. In the spreading
moonlight through the trees, Soaring Bird's round face looked whiter and his dark

eyes moistened. " Stealing the gold took precise planning, McBride."
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" Y up. Butkis somehow gut mixed up with the railroad. He knew enough to
use Noonan's name. The son of a bitch humiliated me..." Jake inhaled the cooler
night air. " Somehow, | met him. | can't tell ya how or where, but | know him."

" Maybe you just think you know him because of what he did."

" No, | tell ya, | met him before. Maybe it wuz the war. | don't know."

Jake continued trying to place Butkis. Even when he was in his bedroll under
the blazing stars he thought about Butkis arriving on the stage. He played his part
well as Noonan, pretending he had just been in the area. Jake looked at the full
moon now rising above the silver eastern ridges. Soaring Bird was right. Butkis had
plotted the operation perfectly.

Rody lay on his blanket and stared at the sky. He pulled a second blanket
over his chest and gripped his gun. With the storm long passed and the clearer air in
the mountains, the stars and the full moon shone through the upper pine branches.
His ears were perched even though Mike watched the trail for Pauntok, but Junior's
snoring bothered him. Back in the bunk house he could put Junior in the back
room. He nudged his brother and the snoring stopped. Junior mumbled and turned
over. In the woods a distant owl's call was ailmost hidden in the hills.

He worried about his father's trusting Butkis. Butkis liked to gamble had
demonstrated he would win at any cost to accomplish his own ends. He had done
well for his father. When his father came back to Brinson from Omaha, Rody a-
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gued against getting involved with Butkis. But his father wanted to move to Carson
City and get into politics.

The ground rumbled, Rody turned over under the blanket, and horses shook
the forest. Mike till watched the trail. Rody leaped over Junior, drew his Colt and
scrambled between the moonlit bushes. He put his hand on Mike's shoulder and
whispered in hisears. " They're down the dope. "

" Moon's gonna help us."

" Sittin' ducks, Mike. Sitting ducks." Rody balanced his gun on a broken
off tree branch and moved the barrel dowly across the dope. In the silver glaze a
gpotted horse appeared between two wrinkled ponderosa pines. Mike raised his
gun, but he grabbed his brother's wrist. " Wait. | want tasee em all.”

" They're dead men."

Junior's snoring commenced back at the bedrolls. Rody crunched his teeth
and glanced back to the blankets. " That stupid bastard.” He ran through the brush
and grabbed Junior by the shoulders. * Junior."

" We movin' out, Rody?"

" We ain't movin' aut. Pauntok and the others. They're comin' up the trall.
Comeon."

He rushed back to Mike and against planted his gun barrel on the branch
stub. Pauntok, clothes outlined in the moonlight, rode his black and white horse
ahead of two other men down the trail.

" Now what, Rody?" asked Junior.
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" Hold it. Wait." Rody wanted the other men in view before they opened
fire. " I'll take Pauntok. You take the farthest one back, Mike. Junior take the mid-
dle one."

" | don't like shooting men down when they ain't done nothin™

" Whaddaya yella? Pa didn't raise no yella cowards in this family. Y ou don't
wanna shoot, then go back with the others."

" | ant killin' em. We should just take em in," said Junior.

" We ain't takin' no one in," said Rody. In the silver sight he clearly saw
Pauntok ‘s dark hair flowing from the brim of hishat. " I'll take the back one, too."

" | hear you," answered Mike.

Rody aimed at Pauntok's head. He looked at Mike and nodded. Then he
fired, knocking Pauntok off the horse. Mike fired quickly, getting the man in the
rear. Rody squeezed the trigger again before the middle man could react. Junior was
on his horse when Rody turned. " Where the hell are you goin'?"

Junior rode quickly across the summit and disappeared down the other side.
" He'syella | knew he was yella. What now, Rody?'

Rody eyed the slope and the horses off to the side. He turned to his brother.
" One more bullet fur in-surance. One more for each of them."

Jake sat upright and held his gun upward near the ledge. " | 'd say them
shots are less than a few miles up the ridge."

" Too many shots for hunting game.”
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" Trouble." Jake sprinted back and spun his bedroll end over end. He quickly
lifted the saddle back on Menewa and tightened the straps. He crumpled his bedroll
and strapped the bag back on the horse. Then he raised his canteen, filled that &-
ternoon with clean mountain river water, and swished the water inside his mouth. As
Soaring Bird started up the ridge, he tucked the canteen in his saddlebag.

Jake's heart beat faster, maybe because the shots had shook him from a deep
deep, or maybe because Butkis was near Bancor Pass. He sensed death in the air
as he passed through the moonlight and shadows. The shifted stars and movement
of the moon, told him most of the night had passed. Sunrise was only a few hours
away. He heard no more shots as he continued silently along the forested ridge and
congtantly studied the milky valley.

" We might have to wait for the sun, McBride."

Jake stroked his five-day beard and again scanned the hills for movement.

" Y ou may be right. We could end up goin' in circles."

He hitched Menewa to a near by juniper and yanked the ropes on the bedroll.
Both men settled across the pine needles. Jake closed his eyes and had trouble fi-
nally falling adeep. But it was not the sun that woke him. The birds sounded dis-
cordant melodies down the slope near sunrise. Two jays darted through the light
dampening skies above him and perched in one of the pine branches. He heard a
distant coyote bark with the approaching brightness in the east. Soaring Bird's ribs
moved consistently as he remained adleep.

Jake rose and folded the bedroll neatly this time. He placed it squarely on
Menewa. The horse gnawed on scattered grass along the dope. Jake removed his

canteen and poured water into his cupped hands. He placed his hands under the
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horse's mouth, repeating the procedure several times, and the horse took in the wa-
ter. Along the bottom of the foothills the yellow glow between the needled branches
heightened and a few rays broke through.

He turned back to camp. Soaring Bird sat up and also listened. Both men
quickly finished packing the horses. Jake dismissed his stomach pangs and he
chewed on the last of the smoked meat as they moved out. The gunshots from the
night were his overriding concern. At least the ridge was easily negotiated in the
warming sunshine. His ingtincts, garnered from hundred of battles, steered him to
the vicinity of the shots. Both men circled at the next ridge and where the sun cut
through the trees bodies were scattered across the well-trodden trall.

Jake legped from Menewa and as he sprinted forward, he recognized the
black and white vest and mass of black hair spread over the rocks. Robbie Paun-
tok's felt hat had fallen a few feet to the side. His tan vest was riddled with bullet
holes and blood.

" These dead men are from Brinson, McBride."

Jake, knedling over Robbie's stiff body, looked up at his Shoshoni friend.
His voice tightened and he held hisgun. " Robbie Pauntok. Somebody gut him
and then came back and gut him agin. Cowards." Jake stood and surveyed the can-
yon. The pine needles were cut with boot marks leading back along the main trall.
He waked away with his gun drawn. About fifty yards away he found horseshoe
prints in the soil and the pine needles were parted as if bedrolls were spread in the
forest.

Soaring Bird was silhouetted against the morning sun up the dope. Jake re-

mained squatted. " Someone stalked em. "
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" Butkis?"

" | don't know," he said, rising. " It wuz cold blooded murder. Weren't no
shoot-out. They waited fur Robbie."

" Maybe the town sent him up here after the gold. McBride, mules have
moved up thistrail."

Jake stood and raised his brows. He saw mule hoof marks dug into the nee-
dles and darker soil. " How long ago?"'

" Day and half. Two days at the most. We are near them, McBride."

" Good. | ain't sparin’ nobody. Butkis is a dead man." He hurried up the
slope to his friend and gazed back down the other side. He shielded his eyesin the
sun. " More bodies. We gutta bury em. Then-"

"V ey

" Then we find Robbie's killer."
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Coltraine dipped his hands into the icy stream and lifted more water over his
stubble face. He was certain he heard distant shots last night; from the mountains to
the west. His eyes stung and he prayed he had only imagined the erupting gunfire.
Bowers had given specific instructions for Robbie to shadow the mule train. He
pushed the stream water back through his hair and soothed his eyes.

" Coltraine," called Bowers from the camp. The stocky Pinkerton, adjusted
his suspenders and strutted across the clearing. " Coltraine, I'm not asking the oth-
ers, but | can tell things by the look on a man's face."

" What are you saying, Mr. Bowers?'

" You hear anything last night?"

Coltraine moved a cloth across his face and nodded his head. " You heard
it, too..."

" | don't want to start any panic here. The judge heard something. He placed
gunfire maybe three or four miles up the dope."

Coltraine folded the cloth and placed it in his saddlebag. " What do you
suggest?’

" If it was gunfire, they'll be looking for us. I've been hoping Pauntok got the
better of them and would be riding back into camp."

" | don't think that's going to happen.”
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" We don't know that." Bowers looked back to the men in camp, preparing
to mount their horses for the day's journey. He leaned toward Coltraine. " I'm post-
ing additiona men up front. | want them fully armed and ready for the fight. | have
no doubts there will be a fight now."

Coltraine rubbed his eyes. He pressed his lips together and looked into Bow-
ers dark eyes. " | thought it was as smple as surrounding Butkis and getting the
gold."

" Isn't going to happen. It's important that every man here knows that. That
means handling things tactfully and making sure each man is fully armed. | know we
have the ammunition." As he spoke Alby Conner's loud voice echoed around
camp. Both men turned. Alby waved his hands and gestured wildly toward two of
Coltraine's people from the hotel. " What the hell is he doing now? That man is a
liability."

Bowers stomped by the spent campfire and Coltraine followed him up to
Alby. " Bowers Bowers, you tell him! Tel him!"

" Tdl him what?'

" They al dead! They all dead. | hear shots last night. Robbie must be dead!"

" You, too?'

" Wel, |-

" Did you or did you not hear shots, Alby?"

" | could of... The judge heard shots. The judge hears like a fox. When he

says-"
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" Then you never heard shots." Bowers rolled his eyes and clenched his
fists. Coltraine thought he might smack Alby. As the other men gathered around, he
raised hishandsinthear. " Were moving out."

" There wuz shots. There wuz shots.!"

" Shut up," said Bowers and severa other men echoed his thoughts.

" Then they must be dead!" cried Alby, pulling out his gun.

" Maybe they're dead, maybe not. It should tell usthey're aware we' retrailing
them or at least Pauntok was."

" Seel Seel Wuz, you said wuz!"

" Alby, shut up! Or they'll be more shots right now," said Bowers, clutching
his pistol handle. " Now, listen, | want three men, three men who can shoot, up
front. You'll be given extraammunition,

" Sawtooth. He's agood shot!" said Alby.

Bowers gave Alby a sickening look as the grizzly Sawtooth stepped through
the group. He curled his upper lip and exposed his teeth toward Alby. Alby held his
hat and backed toward the rocks. " He bit a man ta death!"

" Then you best stay away from him ten," said Bowers, grinning. " Saw-
tooth, you check the trail up ahead. Find out what happened. They fire at you: you
kill em."

Sawtooth's milky blue eyes looked wild as he placed new shells in his six-
shooter. With his teeth still exposed he crossed the camp to his horse.

" What about the rear, Bart?' asked the Judge.
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Bowers nodded. " He'sright. | need two men trailing us in case someone
picks us up from the rear. The rest of you. You ride with your weapons drawn.
Have ample ammunition supplies.”

" What are we getting into, Mr. Bowers?' asked Andy Bisbane, his face
flushed in fear, standing next to ared eyed Doc Tamadge.

" It should be quite obvious. We're going to fight for that gold. These bas-
tards have probably aready reached the spur line. | don't know. We can't stop
now. We have to move quickly and reach them."

" People gonna be killed," said Doc as if he were proclaiming a new bit of
information.

" Yes, that's why I'm telling you, dl of you. If you want to go back to Brin-
son, go back now! | don't need stragglers.”

Coltraine looked at their frightened faces. No man was going to back down in
the face of his peers. Alby kept nodding his head and was about to yell something.
Coltraine raised his index finger over his mustache and mouth. Alby rolled his eyes
and went to the saddle bag. A few seconds later he took severa swigs from a small
slver flask.

" How far are we from the spur?' asked Coltraine.

" Be there tomorrow," shouted Alby.

Bowers, his hands on his hips, looked westward toward the taller peaks.

" Less than a day? Then we can't stop. It will take time for them to load that gold,
providing they get atrain up there."

" Were gonnagit killed," whispered Alby.

157



The Fitton Chronicles Fool’s Gold

Coltraine stepped back from Alby's whiskey breath and breathed in the clean
mountain air. He gazed aong the rock ledge and then checked his Winchester. Any
glory filled ambition he had when he left Brinson was rapidly fading in abject terror
as he gazed to the westward stretching ridges.

For close to an hour Jake rode with Soaring Bird behind Sawtooth. Through
the trees atop the next dope, Jake saw Alby and Jm Coltraine lead the posse down
the tria. When Alby spotted the horses up the trail, he cackled loudly and rushed
up therocks. " Yur alive, Jake!"

" Pauntok is dead," said Jake.

Alby turned back to the group. " See! See! Robbi€'s dead! They're all
dead!"

Jm Coltraine and a stocky bald man in a checkered shirt and suspenders
brought their horses up the rocks. Coltraine looked into Jake's blue eyes.

" Is he dead, Jake?"

" Yup. Twenty-three years old. Murdered."

The bald man donned a felt hat and extended his hand. " Hobart Bowers. |
work for the Pinkertons. | came in with the judge from Carson City."

" Judge here?"'

" You bet yur assI'm here," said the white haired MacKenzie, moving behind
the others.

Jake could not bring himself to afull smile with Robbie being dead.
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" Sawtooth says you've been trackin' the gold."

" We have," said Bowers. " But how did you and the Indian know to come
up here?’

" Willis, the cavalry lieutenant, tried to kill me. | shot him dead. He had a
hand drawn map in his uniform pocket.”

Bowers nodded as Alby prattled on about Jake killing Willis. " &0, the
thing about Cortina"

"Wuz alie" sad Jake.

Soaring Bird leaned forward. " They loaded the wagons with sandbags from
Sorroyo Canyon. They split the wagons to Badwater and Ubehebe Crater."

" You're a Shoshoni ?'

“1am."

" He gut more education than all of us here, Mr. Bowers."

" Bart." Bowers nodded, seeming to accept Soaring Bird. " What did that
map say?'

Jake reached into his saddlebag and pulled out the now dry map, ink still
smeared and handed it to Bowers. " They mention Bancor Pass?'

Bowers nodded as he unfolded the map and studied the layout. " We fig-
ured right. There's a damn railroad spur line, set up from the Danforth Lode to
Stockton. Somehow Noonan knew about it."

" Butkis."

Bowers forehead tightened and he looked as if he wanted to say something
for afew seconds. " Repest that."

" Noonan's name is Pat Butkis."
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" Riverboat Pat. That son of abitch."

Jaketilted his head dightly. " You know him?"

" I've know Pat Butkis. Long time back. Clever man. | can see Pat Butkis
planning this."

" With the Turners!” shouted Alby. " The Turners left town with mule har-
nesses!”

" Very possible” said Bowers. " Pat Butkis. | have to admire the man."

Jake grabbed Bowers wrist. " | don't think you understand, Bart. There's a
frontier justice out here."

" Like Dan Daton?" asked the judge.

" This is between Butkis and me. No man is entitled to make another man a
fool."

" | agree," said Bowers, folding the map. " My main concern is stopping
them from getting that gold onto the spur line. They get the gold into the valley and
well never get them."

" You redly should bring him in, Bart," said the judge.

" Judge," said Jake. " You know the law and you gutta enforce the law. But-
kisan't gonnajust st back while we politely ask him fur the gold."

" | said my piece," sad the judge.

" Y ou men have a vendetta now with the dead kid," said Bowers.

" We're talking murder," said MacKenzie to no one in particular. His eyes
moistened as he looked up the slope and held his own gun. " Cold blooded mur-
der."

" These bastards have to know we mean business,” growled Bowers,
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Coltraine looked at Jake. " He was ayoung kid."

Jake nodded. He could add nothing to what had been said.

" Isthere any other way to Bancor Pass?' asked Bowers.

" Nope, nope," said Alby.

" | an't never been up here" said Jake. " But | would guess they'll be
headin' round the pass ta the spur line."

Alby remained on hishorse. " Thetrail isthe only way ta Bancor Pass. Y ou
can't git by them mountains by horse. Once yur up Bancor you cin cross through
the forest trail round the tracks."

" We need ta git men up the ridge ta see what's goin' by the spur ling," said
Jake. " Let them men cover the rest of us."

Bowers held his six-shooter in the air. " We're going to have to shoot it out.
Clever bastard, Butkis. | can't believe he redlly pulled it off. | tell you, I'm very wor-
ried they're going to get that gold down the spur line. Then welll never catch them.”

" Then what?' asked the judge.

"1 don't know. That train from Omaha should have taken another route.
Staggered times... more troops. Damn Butkis' He gazed back at the men already
digging into the dope dirt.

" We don't rest. We keep going. No stopping. I'll kill that son of a bitch,"
said Jake from the saddle.

Soaring Bird moved his pinto closer to Jake. His dark eyes tightened.

" Thisisasfar as| go, McBride."
" There's gonna be trouble, no doubt about that." He reached up and gripped

hisfriend'shand. " Thanks."
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" | wish you good fortune, McBride."

Jake nodded and watched the Shoshoni bring his horse past the other men.
He descended the dope and disappeared between a row of pine on a smaller knoll
to the eadt.

" Damn savage don't want ta fight," said Doc. " They'll attack us, but when
it comes ta-"

" Ain't they sen enough killin', Doc? Now, they're herded like cattle up in
Duck Valey. Ain't cause he don't wanna fight..."

Up ahead, Bowers waved his gun forward and the group started up the trail
to Bancor Pass.
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Rody Turner's huge brown horse danced around the trail’ s sunlit rocks. But-
kis figured Rody's usefulness was nearly spent after he killed the kid from Brinson.
As he rode under Bancor Ridge's top heavy, jutting rock dabs, he grew tired of
looking at the grubby, gristly bearded eldest Turner. The spur line and the trestle
were only afew mileswest. Pam would return and notify him whether Callahan and
Billy had gotten the train up from Stockton, but loading the gold would take hours.
He was not worried about Maguire and the others in the valey. Maguire knew how
to carry out an operation, but the Turners concerned him. He would make good on
the payment because he feared the old man's capacity for revenge and because he
might someday use Sam Turner once he wasin power in Carson City.

Butkis turned in the saddle and looked across the eastern the foothills. His
men were ready for anyone who might have trailed the three men from Brinson.
Willis was overdue and he wondered whether McBride and the Indian might come
riding over the next ridge. McBride could have found the sandbag wagons and then
killed Willis.

Rody talked with his brothers and father up ahead next to the rocks along the
pass. Butkis creased his brow and brought his horse forward. " What do you
hear?'

" Pam's at the trestle. | don't hear word bout the train bein' up there."
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Butkis grit histeeth. " | paid those men well and more is coming."

"1 tell yathat train ain't up there," shouted Rody.

" | don't like your tone," said Butkis.

" | think we're early, Pat," said Sam, tamping his handkerchief over his mat-
ted gray hair. " We've moved up here too damned quick."

" What if he don't come?' asked Rody. " You an't thought of that, Mr.
Butkis?"'

" You let me worry about that, Turner."

" Oh, I'll let you worry bout it," said Rody, walking toward Butkis' horse.

" You and yur big gamblin' ways. You think yur so smart and the rest of usis some
kind of in-grates."

Butkis reached for his derringer. " You look that word up in a dictionary,
Rody?'

Rody quickly drew his Colt. Butkis instinctively lifted his hands into the air.
Sam Turner's eyes popped open. " Put down that gun, Rody, you dumb son of a
bitch. Y ou wanna jeopardize everything?'

" He wuz gonna shoot me, Pa."

" He was afraid you'd shoot him and he was right." Sam grabbed Rody's
gun, spun it around and gave it back to him handle first. " | ain't having my future
ruined by your hot temper."

" You'd better watch him, Pa." Rody tucked the gun back in his holster.

" He'salying son of abitch. A gamblin' man. Gamblin' men take yur money."
" You'l al get what | promised. This isn't some back room card game. We

have gold dated for the U.S. mint packed on the mules. The whole country may
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know about this by now. We need that train at Bancor Pass." He pulled out his gold
pocket watch. " We need to be in the valey in five hours. We waste any more time
and the government will have agents, the army... everyone will be al over usl"

Sam nodded and turned to his sons. " All of you boys. You get your asses
down the track back to Stockton if you have to. Find Callahan and the other bas-
tard. You heard Pat. We have five hours."

" What do you want usto tell him?"* asked Junior.

" Get him up here, Junior!"

" Damn it. I'll go myself," said Butkis.

" No, well handleit,” said Rody. " Come on, boys."

Butkis watched the Turner boys bring their horses into the deep shadows
under Bancor Peak. " | don't like this."

" The boys will find that train, Pat."

Butkis nodded and looked back at the mule train, halted along the ridge. The
gold bars bulged in the leather packs. He would count every bar once they were in-
side the freight car and he would shoot any man seen with a gold bar. The opera-
tion was long in planning and nearing completion. He could make no exceptions.

As he followed Sam Turner into the ridge shadows, he removed his watch
again. Maguire would wait and not risk the losing profit he could make on melted
down gold bars. Butkis stomach tightened. He was in control of things for most
his whole life. He gambled not on dreams or hopes, but on the sure thing and steal-
ing the gold was designed perfectly, but he would not lose it all at the last minute.
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Rody caught sight of Pam on her black horse, heading aong the ridge track.
He veered |eft ahead of his brothers and met her onthetracks. " What did you
find out?"

" Thetrain iscomin'. Bout a mile down trestle. Callahan had trouble with the
boiler."

" Isn't gonna mean shit once we're at the top of the trestle. We'll rall inta the
valey!"

" Maybe. There's work ahead, gittin' them bars on the train," said Pam.

" Hey, Pam, whaddaya say you and me, we spend a little time up in the
woods while we're waitin'."

Pam pulled along .44 from her saddle and pointed it at Rody. " Y ou never
learn, do ya?"'

" | like awild woman."

" Good, then you hire one when ya git yur cut on that gold."

" You only deep with marshas, that it?"

She cocked the trigger. " What | do is my business. You say that again and
I'll kil ya.™

" That what you told Dunbar?"

"1 had ajob and | did it," she said, ill keeping the gun on him.

" Just like the marshal?* asked Rody, raising his brows.

" Shut up.”

" Yeah... Just like-"
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She fired once and Rody's shoulder skin ripped. He grabbed the area where
the bullet had grazed the top of his shoulder. A small blood circle formed on his
blue shirt. His brothers al drew their guns, but Pam fanned her gun. " Put em
down! Or next timel won't miss."

" Yur crazy!" yelled Rody.

" If wanted takill ya, | wouldda."

Rody brushed his shoulder. " I'm wonderin' if you ain't right bout that." He
turned to his brothers. Junior was smiling. " You stop yur grinnin'."

" Been bested by awoman?' asked Mike.

" She ain't just a woman. | don't know what she is" He started down the
rock bed below grade.

Junior looked over his shoulder along theridge. " | wouldn't mess with her."

" She'd wear you out," said Mike. " Hee-haw."

" She's poison. Damn poison. Poison, | tell ya" Rody moved along slowly
in the sun. To his right the vast valey rolled for a hundred miles to the bay. His
horse shuffled through the gravel, but he felt the ground rumbling. " Listen, boys.
The salvation train's a comin'. | hear it."

" Gonna put Pain Carson City," said Mike.

" What if thearmy gits here. They ain't stupid,” said Junior.

Rody leaned to the right. Smoke rose above the distant ridge trees. " Here
they come. And yur right. The army ain't stupid. None of them are stupid. They just
an't quick enough. Wetook em by surprise. "

The train's thunder grew louder and the black smoke thicker, forming a taper-

ing trail down the ridge. Callahan waved through the open window as Billy Sumner
167



The Fitton Chronicles Fool’s Gold

stuck his head out the other side. Rody motioned his brothers back up the ridge as
the engine, spewing and hissing black smoke from the boiler, chugged backward.
Rody counted two green faded paint passenger cars and a weathered wood freight
car. He grinned at Callahan as he passed and Billy Sumner waved his rebel cap into
theair.

" Whaddaya think, Rody?" asked Mike.

Rody looked ahead. He was too far along the pass to see the trestle. " |
think we're al set. Butkis gits that gold up here and we can go ta Abilene and git
ready for Patago to Carson City."
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17

Bowers horse trailed Jake in the grove. Sawtooth was sent higher up this
time, aong the ridge. Jake' s eyes followed the upper rocks. Y ears had passed since
he wrapped his fingers so tightly around his rifle and fought off the tension, shoot-
ing like comets around his stomach. Trouble was brewing on a smaller scale around
these next few ridges. Like his war battles, rifle volleys would again erupt from be-
hind trees and rocks, and men would die.

Coltraine shouted from behind. " How much further?'

Jake turned in the saddle as his friend moved past Bowers. " The rebe is
ready for battle," said Bowers. Coltraine said nothing, but his face had a deep con-
sternation. " Oh, you rebs had all the damned talent. | don't give a damn what they
say about the south falling. We had men. Men into the meat grinder.”

Coltraineturned. " Just like now?"'

" Maybe. " Bowers smiled and shook his head. " What do you think,
McBride? Is this a meat grinder?"

Jake turned, still clamping his hands on the rifle as he faced Bowers. His
mouth was dry and his musclestense. " I'm afta one man."

" Jakel Jake!" Alby caled from off thetrail. " Dead mule! Dead mule!"

Jake dismounted and hurried through the brush. Alby stood over the tiff-
ened mule carcass. Harness and pack bag marks still covered the mules short gray
coat. He looked up at Bowers up on thetrail. " Sure ashell confirmsit, Bart."
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Jake and Alby climbed back to the trail. Coltraine, rifle in hand, glared down
a themule. " We can thank Sam Turner and Butkis for al this."

" | reckon Turner and Butkis knew each other back in the war," said Jake.

" Possible."

Bowers climbed back on hishorse. " Guys like Turner used the war and
were never caught. If they had been nailed, we might not be out here today." From
the second ridge the sound from a single shot bounced between the rocks. A sec-
ond and third discharge sent Bowers' horse scrambling under the trees.

" What the hdll isthat?"

" Sawtooth." Coltraine followed him past the other men.

" He's gutta be dead! Now he's dead!" yelled Alby, appearing on his wild
horse behind them.

" Y ou don't know that, Alby," Jake shouted.

Sawtooth appeared in a dust swirl up the wooded trail. He dlapped his hat
against his horse and leaned forward in the saddle as he jumped the rocks. The
horse did forward into the grove. Sawtooth put his hat over his head, and yanked
out his six-shooter. " | shot the sons of bitches."

Jake brought Menewa ahead of Bowers. " What happened, Sawtooth?"

" Dead! | tell ya, two of them taking up the rear."

" Only two taking up the rear?' asked Bowers, glancing up the trail.

" | gut em both. Nobody else there. Bancor Pass swings up thislast ridge."

Coltraine had hisriflein both hands. " Do you think they heard the gunfire?'

" Unlikdy, Jm. Unlikely, " said Jake. " He wuz shielded by the ridge."
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" He's right. That ridge would shield gunfire,”" said Bowers, looking up. The
rest of the posse converged around the three men. " My guessis the mules and the
gold are around the other side somewhere near the trestle by now."

The rest of the group moved talked among themselves. Jake counted twelve
men left. Not an overwhelming force. " Yur right. Bart. We have ta hurry."

" How are we going to approach this?' asked Coltraine.

Jake squinted as Bowerslit acigar. " | need a volunteer to head around the
pass for Stockton. Meet up with the army."

Alby leaped off his horse and ran across the scrub brush. " I'll doit! I'll do
it! | cin tell the army!™

" Forget it, Alby," snapped Bowers, puffing on the cigar.

" Y ou want the job done right?' asked Alby.

" That why he wants you back here, Alby," said Jake and the group laughed.
" We need you to shoot."

" Now yatakin'." He removed his gun pointed it skyward. Jake grabbed his
wrist and steered the gun back into the holster.

" What about you, Im?' asked Bowers. " Meet up with the army?"

Coltraine shook hishead. " No, sir. Thisisone fight I'm staying for."

Jake wondered if he was making up for not fighting directly during the war.

" Good man."

" 1'll go," said Andy Bisbane.

" Good. By the time you reach Stockton this will be over. WEell either have
stopped them or the gold will be gone. The army needs to head in both directions.

If you are able to use atelegraph.”
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" | understand.”

Coltraine leaned forward in the saddle and stared at the ridge. With whitened
knuckles he held the saddle horn and constantly moved his tightened lips. Jake mo-
tioned him asde. " You dl right, Im?"'

" Yeah." He looked up with moistened eyes. " My brother died at Fredricks-
burg. I’ ve been there."

" Y ou still wanna go ahead?"

" | haveto go. | have to fight the fight."

Jake nodded. " Man should always get a chance to make things right."

Bowers advised Andy stay clear of the trail and the trestle. Andy's horse be-
gan wide loop into the woods around Bancor Pass. Bowers stepped into the stirrup
and climbed off his horse. He snapped a long brittle stick off one of the trees,
cleared back pine needles and dragged the point in the soil. His crude map showed
Bancor Peak as a long triangular groove in the darker dirt. He deepened the line
where he thought the spur swung up from Stockton across the valley.

" What do you think, Jake? Sawtooth and three men fully armed with rifles up the
top of that peak." He raised the stick toward the pointed rock ledges and wispy
clouds.

" Yup. We need cover, Bart," said Jake.

" Exactly. That leaves the rest of us to move up the pass." He kept the cigar
between his teeth and placed his foot on astump. Slowly his raised his bushy
brows and spoke in a constrained voice. " We have to kill them all... No excep-

tions. "
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" Sounds brutal," said Doc. " | thought we were just supposed to recover
the gold."

" Itisbrutal,” said Bowers. " That's the whole point. You think Butkisisjust
gonna let uswalk in and start loading up the bars?"'

" They might," said Alby. " We scare the hell out of them!"

Doc moved near Alby. " He'sright. If they feel overpowered.”

" You can do what you want, Doc, but I'm telling you. Bart is right," said
Jake. " We have to do thisand do it fast."

" When do they start firing on the ridge?' asked MacKenzie.

Bowers dark eyes dowly swung toward Jake. Jake thought about what he
might see on the other side. He pictured mules, men, and probably a train near the
trestle. " You watch me. When | signal you. You fire and you take them out. Be-
cause if you don't, we're dead.”

" We don't even know how men they gut!" said Alby.

Coltraine grinned at Bowers. " We only have nine men. | hate to say it but
he's right."

" See | wuz right," said Alby, stroking his beard and gazing at the group for
approval.

" 1t damn well doesn't matter," said Jake.

" Just wait fur the army," said Doc.

Bowers stepped forward and spread his arms. " Look, they'll get the
damned gold into the valey if we wait. | can't let them do that. Anyone who wants
to stay behind. Stay behind. We're heading up the pass. Sawtooth, get your men up

that peak... " we're moving out!"
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Butkis watched the engine's driving steel wheels and main rods lock and dlid
along the rails. The train was pointed down the forested incline around the ridge.
Callahan peered out the open cab window. " | told yal'd be here, Pat. | told ya,
you bastard!"

Butkis dipped across the gravel bed and placed his boot on the cross ties
below the cab. He lit a stogie and checked the old locomotive. " | would have bet
money this train wouldn't have made it up the trestle.”

" The bailer's havin' trouble keepin' the heat. | told Maguire this wuz junk.
He says he wuz lucky ta get it. "

" That was my next question. Maguire and his people are in the valley?"

" Yup. Fifteen miles. They have wagons ready. All we gutta do is chug this
old wreck down the trestle and meet up with them."

Butkis grinned, tilted his head back and laughed. " Damn!"

" We did it, Pat. We did it. | aways knew you wuz too smart fur the gov-
ernment.”

Butkis continued to smile and inhaled the tobacco smoke. He watched the
mules dowly converge down the ridge trail to the train in the clearing. The track
curved past the engine, between the blasted boulders and the pines covering the
mountain dope. Once they loaded the gold Callahan would stoke the boiler and
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bring the train around the bend to the trestle less than amile avay. He tightened his
brow. " We haven't done it yet."

" Ah, yur just too damned nervous. Come one. An old poker man like you
gettin' nervous.” Sam Turner spun away from his boys and started toward the
train. Cdlahan yelled out thecab. " Sam, Pat hereis gettin' nervous."

" He should be. We have men from Brinson trailing us."

" What?' Butkis threw down the stogie onto the gravel rocks. " How do you
know this?'

" Shots down the trail ."

" Get Rody. We start loading the gold into the sock car now. Tell each of
those men there's an extra hundred in it for them if they load the car within the hour.
And send more men back to cover us."

" You payin?"

" I'm paying."

Callahan leaned toward Sam. " Just like the old days, eh, Sam. Pick up the
extra stuff, then resdll it back. | miss the old days."

Butkis grimaced in the sunlight. " What the hell do you think thisis? Thisis-
n't like the old days. This isn't like sneaking some ordinance shipment away. Or
skimming. The government will have the army and agents swarming al over this
areal"

" Pat, they can't catch us once-"

" Y ou forget about the old days, take your money and keep your mouth shut
for the rest of your life. If | see you again, I'll kill you."
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Callahan stared a him and then ducked back in the cab. Sam Turner moved
closer to Butkis. " Pat, well hold off the Brinson boys. Don't worry."

" I'm worried about alot of things, Sam."  Rody moved along the tracks.

" Rody get that gold into the stock car."

" Then what? I'm just tdlin' ya, Butkis." His eyes were wet and his voice
shook with emotion. " Y ou owe my father a substantial amount of money and land.
We did our job. We gut the mules. We gut Dunbar to blow up the tracks. If yur
thinkin' of not payin' up..."

" | never said that. " He drew out a larger .42 caliber Remington. " He's your
son, Sam. But get him moving. We have people after us."

" Pa, don't trust him."

" Shut up, Rody. I'm making thisdeal. You just do as| say."

Rody flashed his yellowed teeth at Butkis and moved closer. " Suppose we
want some of them bars?'

Butkis pulled back his gun hammer and pointed the muzzle at Rody's chest.
" Do as your father says, Rody."

" Don't trust him, Pa."

" You load that gold or you're dead."

" You damned fool! Listen ta him! We gut men chasin' usl” Sam yanked on
the reins and pulled Rody back to the long mule train. They argued even as Rody
got off his horse near a faded red, datted stock car. Sam directed his son and the
other men to unload the mule packs. He pointed to the stock car and several men
dragged long new planks across the rocks to the open door. Sam rounded up two

men, who amost immediately mounted their horses and trotted up the wooded trall.
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Butkis openly displayed his gun from atop his own horse and lingered along the
train where he could keep watch on al the men, but he kept looking back up the
trail.

Junior Turner lifted the first shiny yellow bar from an open leather mule pack
and waddled to the gravel embankment. He handed it to another man who walked it
up the plank. Rody had positioned himself inside the door and passed the bar to
another man who would stack the gold somewhere inside. Sam, off his horse,
walked over to Butkis. " | gut men headin' back along the ridge. Don't worry, Pat.
Them boys is good shots. They'll hold off anybody trailin' us."

" We're so close."

" Y ur gonna be set, Pat and I'm gonna be Governor of Nevada. | gonna push
my way ta the top just like old Abe Curry. And it ain't the end. Theré's no tdlin’
where the hell we could go. Them bars will get us anything we want. You know
that."

" Time will tell." As Sam started back to the stock car, Pam Grayson trotted
dowly aong the human chain loading the bars up the planks. She spotted Butkis
and started aong the gavel bed with her hand on her gun handle, but said nothing.
Butkis did not trust her. " Pam, | promised you two bars. You'll get them before
the train leaves."

" I'm wanna go ta San Francisco with you, Pat."

Butkis stared at her legs mounted over the saddle. Her hair was tucked under
her dark hat. He did not want her around after he sold the gold. " | promised you
two bars for killing Dunbar. That should keep you going for quite sometime. | have
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my own agenda and | won't be in San Francisco very long if at dl. | haven't de-
cided."

Pam gave him such an icy stare he thought she might draw her gun. She was
still gawking as she brought the horse back to the mules. He owed her nothing. But
she must have sensed his pending wealth and power and now sweetened up to him.
Butkis felt the same power now. With the proper planning, he would wield that
power in ways that he could not even imagine.

Rody had a smirk on his face at the stock car opening. He shook his head
and ducked back inside. Butkis stomach wrenched and his breathing was erratic as
he watched the bars move down the human chain. He had never felt pressure like
this and would trust no one until the gold was in Harrison Maguire's care. Sam
Turner, his gray hair scattered in clumps, held his hat as he walked briskly along the
mule train. He shielded his eyes as he approached and then placed his Stetson back
on hishead. " Lookin' good, Pat."

" How much gold is left, Sam?"

" 1'd say we're hafway. They're movin' real fast..."

" What about down the trail?* asked Buitkis.

" Men haven't reported in. | can't tell ya about the valey until-"

" I'm worried about the army and the Pinkertons." Sam nodded and trailed
Butkis as he paraded along the train with his gun fully drawn. Men looked up at him
as he neared the stock car. The men inside had created a five-foot pyramid of gold
bars, reflecting the sunlight through the wood dats. He would count every bar be-
fore the train started toward the trestle. His confidence returned for the first time

that day as he gazed across the ascending gold pyramid. He pulled out his watch
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and wanted to remember the exact time when the rest of his life began. In a matter
of hours he would be on his way to San Francisco.

Rody cupped his hands and yelled out the opening. " Watch them mules,
boys!"

For the next fifteen minutes Butkis aternated glances up the trail with Rody
profiled at the stock car opening. He watched as they removed the last gold bars
from the packs and sent them down the chain to the stock car.

Sam Turner edged his horse along the railroad bed. He untied one of his
saddle bags, searched inside, pulled out two long brown cigars and handed one to
Butkis. " Cuban. Enjoy it as the boys finish up, Pat. We outwitted every one of
them bastards."

" | take nothing for granted." Butkis then broke into a wide grin as Sam
struck amatch and lit the cigar. The next gold bar was stacked on the pyramid.

" But it issure as hell looking good, isn't it?."

" Damn right. That's the old Pat Butkis talkin'. I'd say we'll be fully loaded in
fifteen minutes."

" Sam, I'll wire you once I'm settled." He puffed the cigar red. " Whatever
help you need politicaly. | want to be available in the future after this thing blows
over. The one thing this gold will net us is power. We may not see it now, but we
will. Just make sure your ass and your boys asses are covered after | leave on the
train. "

" WEll head to east, do our trading and go home. The cattle will be on trains
to Brinson and no one will be the wiser. Just alittle business trip fur the Turners. "

Sam held the cigar between his fingers and looked at Pam Grayson, atop her horse,
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hands on the saddle horn and watching the whole operation near the end of the
train. " Pam made this easier.”

" She'll be compensated. | told her that." Butkis looked away from Pam and
back to the stock car. " I'm counting every bar. "

" No one's gonna challenge you, Pat."

" | trust no one."

" Yup."

Butkis dipped his foot into the stirrup and dismounted. He hitched the horse
to the stock car and walked up the plank. Rody leaned against the sideboards, but
was silent as Butkis stepped inside the car. His boots clicked across the floor-
boards. He leaned over and dowly, as if he were seeing the face of God, he
touched his fingers to the top bar's cold surface. Again he sensed the accumulating
power he had only dreamed about back in Omaha.

" | gutta give ya credit,” said Rody from the door as a burly man carried an-
other bar inside, crossed the car and placed the gold on the pyramid. " You ain't
the mama's boy | thought ya were."

" 1I'm pleased you think so0," said Butkis.

" I'll get you acount."

" Not necessary. | will count these bars personaly and I'll need men up here
to re-stack the gold." He pulled his watch from his vest pocket. Somehow its gold
case now seemed insignificant when compared to the stack to his right.

" Hey, Mike. Five men up here ta-" Rody's hands moved upward to his
throat. The crisp sound of arifle volley reverberated around the pass. A mass of
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thick blood soaked Rody's blue shirt. He keeled over, still holding his neck and fell
forward onto the gravel bed.

Butkis ripped out his .44 and leaned around the opening. More shots, blown
up like a full battlefield attack, inundated the slent mountain air. On his stomach he
hurled the cigar aside, crawled to the side wall and peered through the dats. Men
and mules scattered. He needed to get to the engine cab and have Callahan dtart the
train moving toward the trestle. Someone bounced like a monkey atop of the train.
He swung his gun upward and sat in front of the gold.

Pam Grayson's voice seeped through the dats. " I'm comin' in."

In the midst of the gunfire she swung her body through the open door.
Holding her rifle she tucked and rolled below the bullet riddled wood dats. " We
gut men on the pesk firin' at us. Our men ur bein' picked off."

" My gold... My gold." Butkis haf closed his eyes. " Calahan has to get
this train moving!"

" Callahan and the other man is dead."

" What?'

" Haf yur men are dead,” she said, standing and pointing her rifle through
the dats. " There's men comin' round Bancor. They must be Brinson men... the
ones who sent Pauntok and the others."

" We need to gtart this train moving!"

" They gutta stop shootin' fur that," she said, still looking outside. " Damn...
Jake McBride is out there!”
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Butkis stood, creased his brow and moved forward. Through the thin light
dit McBride and a familiar stocky man fired at the train from a position behind the
blasted tan rocks along the pass. More men he could not identify were up on the
ridge. He did not see the Indian. " Damn him!"

" We can punch out boards back here and get up ta the engine. | thought
Willis was supposed to kill McBride."

" He was... Damn him!"  Butkis stared at McBride as he amed his rifle to-
ward the train. " We have to get this train moving!"

Pam crashed her rifle butt into the dats. " That's what I'm sayin'. Come on,
Pat. Help me loosen these boards!"

Butkis turned. He wanted to kill the McBride as much as he wanted to get the
gold to Maguire. Pam kicked the loosened dats with a wild ferocity, exposing
rusted nails, and the boards dropped to the gravel bed. For a moment Butkis
thought about escaping down the tree-lined slope to the valley, but he had come too
far. She was right. He merely needed to get the train to the trestle. She moved be-
hind him as he sunk his fingernails into the dats and squeezed through. He leaped
onto the gravel and sprinted along the backside of the train. A few bullets whizzed
his head and others splintered car's wood walls.

He reached the meta framed engine and grabbed the ladder rungs. Pam fol-
lowed as he crawled through the cab window. Callahan was dead and his arms
draped over the outside window. Billy Sumner was gone. " Now what?"

" We need to release the brake or somethin'."

More bullets pinged the engine's metal walls. " | thought you'd save your-

self.”
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" Save mysdf?" She moved aong the wall gauges and levers. " Don't kid
yursdf, Pat. I'm a wanted woman. Jake McBride will have me tried fur Dunbar's
murder, I'll be hanged back in Brinson."

Butkis looked around the edge of the car. The gunfire subsided and he saw
Jm Coltraine and a group of other men moving down the tral. " Without
McBride... | would have been rich."

" We release this train, we can bring the gold to the valey."

" It's fifty two milesto Stockton,” said Butkis, looking out the cab window.
"Il kill him."

" Furgit bout McBride." She pushed another lever, but nothing happened.

Butkis shook his head. The function of the gauges and levers around the en-
gine cabin uded him. He moved over to Pam and joined her pulling the levers. She
stuck her head out the engineer's perch. Butkis leaned over her britches and saw the
tall McBride on his horse between the pines and the rocks. The mules had scam-
pered into the woods. Sam Turner and his boys were gone and bodies were strewn
over the gravel bed and up thetrail. " | knew he'd show up."

" Where the hell is the brake lock?' shouted Pam. " If we can roll and make
that trestle down the ridge. At least well be in the valey." She pointed her rifle out
the cab. " Pat, they're comin' down!"

" The son of a bitch."

Pam moved back toward the boiler and moved switches along the wall.

" Get ahold of yurself, Pat."
Butkis kept shaking his head. " | should have killed him when | had the

chance."
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" Thisisit!"

" What?' he asked.

" The brake! Come on, help me!"

She pulled back the long metal stick, but could not release it. Butkis turned
and grasped the handle. They both yanked it back. Very dowly the rigid lock pro-
duced a thud under the train and the engine's steel wheels squealed against the rail-
road tracks as they started forward.

Butkis returned to the window. " They're you go, you son of a bitch,
McBride."

McBride's horse reached the ledge above the gravel bed as the train nudged
down the incline. Pam pointed up at him and put her arms around Butkis' waist.

" All we gutta do is make it around this ledge and cross down that trestle. Once we
reach the bottom of the grade, we get this engine goin', Pat. And al the gold is
here!"

Butkis drew his gun and shoved it in her ssomach. " I'm going to give you
the chance to live."

" What are you doin'? Aftaal | done fur you?"

" You're expendable. The Turners were expendable. All of you," he said as
the train dowly rolled away from the pass and lead rocked the outer engine shell.

" Now, get off."

" Rody wuz right, yur alyin’ bastard!” She turned and he twisted his gun.
" | go out there, they'll shoot me!”

" You stay and I'll shoot you."
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She gazed over his shoulder toward the open cab window. " Then let me
out the other side.”

Butkis nodded, pulled the gun back and fanned it toward the passing pines
and bushes. " Go! Get out!"

She backed aong the wall, past engineer's body. When she was at the edge,
she backed her long legs out the opening. " | couldda made you happy, Pat."

A smile returned to his face. " The only thing that will make me happy is
stacked in the stock car."

" What about my two bars?"'

" Tough luck."

With ferocity in her green eyes and her lips tightened around her exposed
teeth, Pam backed through the opening. Butkis held the gun firmly as she de-
scended the outside ladder. He leaned over the window rail and pointed the gun
down. She never looked a him again, leaped off the train, hit the gravel bed and
tumbled into the bushes. Near a row of brush and pines she brushed her britches
and the train rounded the bend. Butkis grinned. He knew the locomotive was rock-
ing toward the trestle and with the steep pitch into the valley, would descend toward
Maguire and his contacts. He stood alone in the cab with al the gold stacked in the
stock car. An uncontrollable smile covered his face as he leaned out the window
and thrust his hands into the mountain air. He shouted gleefully and the train moved
faster over the cross ties. His ultimate gamble, just minutes ago appearing SO
bleak, now was within reach. But he had to fire up the train in the valey to get to
Maguire.
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19

Jake and the posse fired at the dow moving train as it approached the bend.
Pam Grayson ran from the pines, across the tracks away from the thick gunfire. She
scooped a rifle off the ground and mounted a horse. Jake had an easy shot, but he
let her horse hurdle the tracks and merge into the tall trees down the side the moun-
tain. He continued pumping bullets at the train engine. Butkis dark form was occa-
sondly visble within the safety of the cab and he shot a high-powered revolver
back at the posse.

Next to Jake, Coltraine peered through field glasses. " It's sustaining the
speed, but once he gets to the trestle- "

" I'm goin' through the woods!" yelled Jake. More shots hit behind him, but
Coltraine's legs were locked in the stirrups and the field glasses dangled around his
neck. A bullet had penetrated his chest, flooding his white shirt and long coat with
blood. He formed the smile and pushed out his words in a whisper. " k'sa
damned good day to die, Jake." Hiseyesrolled and he fell out of the saddle.

" No, Jm! Jm!" He looked at the rear car rolling away down the wooded
track. " That son of abitch!"

Doc Tamadge ran forward and bent over the body. He looked up dowly a
Jake. " They got em..."

" Butkis!" Jake kicked Menewa and dapped the reins. As the gunfire abated,
Menewa flew up the wooded knoll separating the ridge from the tracks. The sun
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flickered as he moved upward between the towering, wrinkled bark trees. Through
tree breaks the distant yellowed valley was dotted with spreading oaks and a wind-
ing river. He had to beat the train to the trestle and kill Butkis.

He brought Menewa to a full gallop and sent the dried needles flying. As he
crested the knoll, the towering vertica dabs of Bancor Ridge hovered over the for-
est. Beyond the cleared trees the trestle's wood timbers were bolted securely to de-
scending sections, forming a prodigious myriad of neatly woven sticks curving
outward from the rock scraped cliffs. A solid flat upper platform was cut geometri-
caly perfect and swung outward before dipping gradualy into the extensive river
valey.

Emerging from the forest, Jake did not see the train as Menewa negotiated
the bare stone ridge above the tracks. He did out of the saddle and crawled aong
blasted rust rocks twenty feet above cross ties. The locomotive's steel wheels
ground againgt the rails at the bend. Above the ridge line the smokeless stack pro-
gressed silently through the woods, but as the wide cowcatcher appeared past the
rocks, Jake sensed the train's increasing speed.

But he kept thinking about Jim Coltraine shot out of his saddle. Coltraine did
not deserve to die. When you're dead, you're dead. Jake bent his knees near the
rocky edge. As he prepared to jump, he did not see Butkis in the engine cab. Asthe
engine and wood car passed below, he leaned forward and with his gun drawn, he
leaped from the rocks. He was in the air only a few seconds before hitting the roof
of the middle car. Hs gun popped from his hand and tumbled over the edge near
the trestle as he fought to stay on top of the car.
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He clung onto the top as the car rocked around the ledge, and with an abrupt
bump, reached the trestle platform. Like a bird in flight, he gazed over the valley,
but bullets now randomly pierced the roof. Butkis, minus his dark Stetson, and with
awide smile on his face, raised his gun near the front of the car.

" Butkid"

Butkis grinned and balanced the gun barrel on the car's roof. " You can't
stop me, McBride!"

Jake gripped the top boards. " You killed Jm Coltraine..."

" You're dead!"

The engine pitched downward, cars dipped, and Butkis was thrown back.
The gun discharged as he disappeared between the cars. Jake twisted and inched
his way across the swaying roof. He swung his body over the edge and climbed
down the opposite side of the car. The angle sharpened and the trestle timbers
cracked as the train gained speed. Jake held the meta rungs of the side ladder and
peered down the length of a stock car. Past several ripped wood sideboards, Butkis
leaned out and fired. Jake ducked back as a bullet flew into the air. He hung on the
ladder above the brown river far below. It widened from the mountain folds and
meandered through the dry valley grass. Jake positioned himself on the diding metal
coupler between the cars and grabbed the lower supports. Then he crawled under
the moving train. Only a few feet above the blurred cross ties, he clawed his way
under the stock car. His heart pounded his ribs and his hands gripped the supports
as he dowly traversed its full length. When you' re dead, you' re dead.

Butkis boots and pant legs were visible at the next coupler. Like a trapeze

artist, Jake brought his body diagonally to the outside of the car. He pulled himself
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up and through the car opening. Across bloodied floorboards light flickered be-
tween the dats and across a collgpsed gold pyramid. With no gun he stepped over
the fallen bars and crouched along the dats.

" When yur dead, yur dead," he whispered, tightening his face as he steadied
himsdlf within the rocking car. He closed his eyes briefly as the train careened into
the valley. Butkis must have remained on the coupler. At the opening, he glanced at
the blood on the wood and climbed outsde again. Arm over arm he inched along
the racing car. Now he was less than ten feet from the coupler. He would have to be
quick

He grasped the edge of the car and prayed Butkis did not see his fingers
around the wood. In a single motion he sprang around the corner and sailed through
the air. Butkis turned and swung his gun, but Jake kicked his boots into his wrist.
Butkis fired and missed. Jake yanked his bandanna and dammed his fist into But-
kis' block chin. " You son of abitch!"

Butkis was dazed and focused on Jake as his gun hand drooped. " Don't
ruin this..."

Jake hit him again. He grabbed Butkis wrist and tried to shake the gun loose.
With a swift thrust, he pounded his knee into Butkis stomach. As air gushed from
his lungs, Jake smacked the gun hand against the stock car wall. He continuously
banged the gun into the wood until it bounced across the coupler and disgppeared
onto the trestle platform.

Against the faded red wood dats, Butkis opened his dark eyeswider. " Lis-
ten, McBride I'll share the gold with you."
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Jake hit him hard above the eye and his head cracked againgt the wood. Jake
then gripped hiscoat. " The army and the railroad know what you did Butkis."

"How do you know who | am?"

Jake dlapped his face. " Shut up! Y ou killed Robbie Pauntok. He wuz just a
kid! And now you killed Jm."

The jostling train rocked down the trestle. " McBride, | can make you rich. |
have contacts in the valley near Stockton."

Jake steadied himself on the coupler. The rushing wind pushed through his
hair and he squinted into the sunlight. " Yur goin’ back with the Pinkertons and the
government will ded with you."

" You don't know how long | planned this!"

Jake held the car. " | think | know how you planned this. And you amost
did it. You just didn't move fast enough.”

" Listen, no one will ever know | split this gold with you. WEe'l get the engine
going. You're resourceful, McBride."

" Shut up." Jake peered ahead. Less than a mile away the long support trestle
leveled. " Well just wait it out."

When he turned back, Butkis had a small derringer pointed at him. The der-
ringer did not fire when he pulled the trigger. He pumped the trigger and then threw
the gun at Jake. Jake ducked and Butkis moved up the next car's ladder and crawled
over the top. Jake leaped forward, grasped the metal rungs and scurried behind him.

Butkis' tried to keep his balance on the swaying car. When he saw Jake, he
turned, ailmost losing his footing, and started toward him. Jake met him hafway.

Butkis locked his arms around Jake and they fell onto the roof. As he rolled to the
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left, Jake swung his elbow into Butkis' ribs and smashed his neck near to the edge.
Jake pinned his shoulders and Butkis peered over the edge. " Well be dead!"

" When you're dead, you're dead!"

" No!"

Jake gripped his coat at the shoulders, hoisted Butkis into the air and repest-
edly bashed his head into the railroad car. Then he released his grip and dropped
the motionless Butkis to the roof. As he looked ahead where the trestle met the val-
ley, Butkis scrambled back before Jake could grab him and jumped to the next car.
Jake moved like a crab across the roof. Butkis was already crawling across the cut
woodpile in the car behind the engine. Jake jumped over the coupler and landed in
the wood. He dipped on the logs and air whooshed by him as he crawled toward
the engine. Once at the cab window he did not see Butkis within the iron clad walls.
" Butkig!"

The trestle dowly evened out, but the train retained its great speed a Jake
dropped inside the cab window. He looked toward the river valley, and back up the
long wooden structure, thinking maybe Butkis had jumped from the train. As he
turned, Butkis sprang from behind the boiler wall and swung a shovd at his head.
Jake ducked, but the metal grazed his ear. Blood poured down his neck, but the
pain only enraged him.

Butkis raised the shovel again. " Y ou won't ruin my plans!"

" Yur ason of abitch!"

Butkis hacked the shovel through the air, but Jake dodged the attack, the air
brushing hisbloodied face. " You can be arich man, McBride."
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" You humiliated me." Butkis grinned, seemingly taking great satisfaction in
that achievement and swung at Jake again, missing his shoulder by inches. Jake
moved his large hand directly outward, caught the shovel handle and wrapped his
fingers around the wooden shaft. Butkis' eyes opened wide when Jake ripped the
shovel away. Butkis backed against the boiler and said nothing as Jake grit his teeth,
grabbed Butkis' coat with one hand and held the shovel over his head.

" You're astooge, McBride."

He dropped the shovel and lifted Butkis off the ground and dammed his
body against the sooty boiler. Butkis winced and tried to break free. Jake dammed
his fist into his jaw. Butkis eyes rolled and in rapid succession, Jake bashed his
face. He figured he had broken Butkis bloodied nose. Again he forced Butkis
head againgt the bailer.

Butkis collapsed onto the floor. Jake stared at the one man who had mur-
dered, deceived, and amost dole enough gold for lifetime security. " Yur sill a
son of abitch.”

The train lost speed now along the river. Jake moved to the window. Ahead,
he saw smaller, dry grass foothills leading from the higher mountains. He looked
back at the limp Butkis, head cocked at an angle againgt the boiler, but had not hit
him hard enough to kill him. Y et, within the raging attack against the boiler, he might
have hurt him bad. He leaned his forearm on the cab window. His face contracted
in the warming valley sun. The muddied river moved swiftly aong oak and syca
more lined banks and widened into the parched grass valey. Far atop the trestle
within the gray ledges of Bancor Pass, Jm Coltraine was dead and Robbie Pauntok
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was buried back in the mountains. The train lost momentum and glided to a stop
aong the riverbank.

Jake never looked at Butkis when he climbed out the cab. He stepped down
the driving wheels and onto the gravel bed. With his bandanna he wiped blood off
his cheek and neck. His ribs ached, but not enough to worry about. Back to the
ead, the trestle blended with a haze the hung over Bancor Ridge. He moved through
the shadows to the stock car and leaned in the opening. Shiny bars were scattered
from the origina pile. He pulled himself onto the floorboards and held one of the
heavy barsin his hand. The metal had a coolness he found unusual. He kept the bar
in his hand and sat in the opening and let his legs dangle over the edge. The army
might arrive during the day, but Bowers, if he was till adive would probably reach
the train first. Jake wanted to get back to Brinson, bury Coltraine and forget he had
ever heard of Butkis and the gold.

Near the engine, a shadow appeared on the richer soil and Pam Grayson
rounded the corner on a brown mustang. She had a hardened look on her tanned
face and her dark clothes were as dust laden as the horse's coat. Jake held the bar,
but did not move from the opening even though she raised a rifle muzzle toward his
head. " Jake..."

" Pam."

" Butkis is dead, ain't he?' She squinted and looked as though she should be
smoking astogie. " Ain't he?"

" Don't matter."
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" Nope, don't suppose it does. " She held the saddle horn and looked west
over her shoulder. " Butkis had contacts comin' fur the gold. We need to get this
train movin'."

" Gold ain't goin' nowhere, Pam."

" Jake, | an't promisin' ya a life together, but we've gut al this gold. We
don't never have taworry bout nothing agin'."

" Y ou have to worry about standin’ tria fur killing Dunbar, Sunshine,"

She raised her head in the sun and pursed her lips. " Dunbar didn't cooper-
ate with Sam. He blew up the tracks fur money. Then he got scared.”

" S0, yakilled him and blamed Dalton."

" Dalton was convenient."

Jake grinned and shook his head. " What the hell is the matter with al of you
people? Were talkin' bout a man's life here. We're talklin' bout gold that ain't yurs!"

" I'm taking as much as | can pack on this horse” She did off the saddle
and kept her gun on him and positioned her boots firmly in the rocks. " If you
wuz smart you'd know what | can do fur you."

" | know what you did fur me."

" And you didn't like it?"'

" | an't sayin' | didn't like it or didn't like you. | just never trusted you and
still don't.”

She curled her lip and fanned thegun. " Load the bars.” Jake held the sin-
gle bar and sat in the opening. " Look, I'll kill ya Jake."

" Then go head, kill me." Her green eyes focused on him and then she darted

left. Jake smiled as she did a bar across the floorboards. She ran back to the horse
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and pulled a bedroll from the saddlebag. Jake wondered how far she could get with
the horse fully loaded down. She threw the bedroll across the floor and loaded a
total of twelve bars into the bags. Jake remained in the opening. " Just where you
gonna go, Pam?"

"l an't sayin'."

To hisright Butkis staggered around the engine and aimed arifle at McBride.
A grin covered his swollen bloodied face, but a quick loud shot shook the area
Smoke drifted up from Pam'’s rifle and she fired asecond time. Butkis gun fell to
the cross ties and he clung onto the engine as she hit him two more times in the
chest. For a moment he staggered forward, but fell face down with a thud onto the
gravel. A steady stream of blood seeped between the little gray rocks.

Pam looked up from the smoking barrel. " Problem with you, Jake, is you
trust too much."

He thought she might shoot him, but she tucked the rifle back it its holder.

" They'll be aftayou."

" Maybe... Sometimes, the law ain't dways upheld. People git ta keep what
ain't theirs and there ain't nothin' ya can do nobody cin do bout it." Jake nodded.
" You can ill come with me.”

" Nope."

" Yur the only smurt one, Jake. " She brought the horse around and moved
down the gravel bed. Jake stepped over the railroad ties and checked Butkis. Then
he climbed on the cow catcher, propped his knees and watched her trek along the
river. He gazed back over Butkis solid form, sprawled face down the gravel bed.

Assuming Butkis was dead in the engine cab had amost gotten Jake killed. Maybe
195



The Fitton Chronicles Fool’s Gold

he did trust too much. Pam's horse successfully forded the current in the distant
haze Her ghostly image blended into the heat waves rising skyward across the river
bank and she was gone.
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20

Alby danced across the saloon stage with a showgirl in a green satin dress.
O’'Malley pounded the keys and nodded his head at Alby's antics. Johnny handed
Jake a large whiskey bottle and glass, and Jake brought it over to the table shared
by Bowers and Judge MacKenzie,

" Is Brinson always this crazy?' asked Bowers, finishing his whiskey. Jake
refilled his glass.

" You bet yur ass it is," said the judge. " More than just cribbage boards,
right, Jake?"'

Jake tightened his jaw, nodded and just sat frozen at the table. They had just
buried Jm Coltraine on the ridge yesterday morning and he did not want to cele-
brate anything.

" My company is sending out wanted posters for Pam Grayson," said Bow-
ers.

" You ain't never gonna find Pam Grayson," said Jake.

" Why not?"

Jake shook his head and poured himsdlf a drink. He thought of Pam in the
hotel room and could still her disappearing toward Stockton. " What about the
Turners?'

" Government will try Sam and the two surviving boys," said MacKenzie.
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" They're lucky Sawtooth didn't kill em dl," said Jake, looking at the gristly
Sawtooth, drinking with Doc Talmadge on the corner.

"1 don't think Sam be the next governor,” said Bowers. " He took a big
chance."

Jake spoke with the liquor at hislips. " They aimost did it, Bart."

" Yes, they amost did. | owe you."

" | just did what | had ta do." Jake saw Soaring Bird behind the louver doors.
His single red and black feather was bright in the sun. Jake set down his drink and
crossed the saloon toward his Shoshoni friend. His dark eyes focused slowly . " |
figured you'd be back in town.

" | have returned, McBride, but it istime for you to go."

" Whaddaya mean?' Soaring Bird pushed the louvers and moved inside. He
motioned Jake toward the bar. Johnny wiped the wood clean and poured adrink for
Dan Dalton at the end. Soaring Bird walked into the hal next to the bar.

" What the hell are yadoin'?'

Jake moved forward into the dim light, but the wall next to his Shoshoni
friend blazed in a mass of yellow light. Jake raised his arm into the air and half
closed his eyes. He heard the dancing and piano playing behind him in the saloon,
but his feet were unsteady. When the brightness dissipated, he pressed his fingers
against the cold wide window span overlooking the highway. Red taillights pulsed
through the city outside his courthouse office. He back away toward his desk. In
the reflection he was dressed in jeans and a red swedter.

" Areyou all right, Jake?"

Jake looked around the office and sat on the desk. " Mebourne?"
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" Yes, | am here at the Nexus House."
The phone rang. Jake paused and stared at the phone. He lifted the receiver

to hisear. " McBride."

" Jake, it's Alby. Bowers said Pam must have left the country after the stand-
off. The FBI has people looking everywhere. What do they tell you?"

" What?'

" About the charges."

Jake stood. " What are you talking about?"'

" Jake, we both know Pam killed Butkis. If they're blaming you"

" | didn't kill Butkis."

" Y ou sound tired, Jake. Y ou aren't ill thinking of resigning, are you?"

" Resgning? I'll call you back in a few minutes, Alby." Jake hung up the
phone. He wandered back to the window. The frustration he felt in the courtroom
overtook him again. He was mesmerized by the taillights. Again, he looked upward.
" Mr. Mebourne?’

"| am here, Jake."

" How did you bring me to Brinson?"

" Does it matter? "

" Yes, it does. Many people are dead. Including Jim Coltraine and Pauntok.
At least | think they are."

" They are.."

" What gives you the right?'
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" They had the same risks as you when they went in. | told you, when
you're dead, you're dead. Everyone faces the same odds. But | am not without
compassion. "

" Y ou brought them in there?"

"| offered you justice.”

Jake swallowed once, gazed around the ceiling tiles and back to the ever
moving traffic. " You did."

" There will never be equality, Jake. We just don't live in a perfect world,
but despite all the inequities, there will always be opportunities to seek justice.”

Jake compressed his brow and stared outside for several minutes. Maybe he
would resign, but his anger surged when he thought about standing trial for killing
Butkis. He felt cornered and headed across the room. When he pulled open the
door, the saloon's piano filled his office. A smiling Jm Coltraine, dive and in his
fringed suede coat stood in the hallway. " Jake."

" Jm, you're adivel" He saw Bowers and the judge back at the table.

" Y ou coming back, Marsha ?'

Jake glanced around his office and out the window. Then he faced Coltraine
with a smile. " Ain't no justice here, Jm." He took one step forward, his spurs
jingled, and his boots creaked. Alby, seated with a showgirl at a front table, waved
him over. Coltraine patted him on the shoulder as he picked up another whiskey
from Johnny. " Welcome back, Jake."

" It's good to be home. | reckon, Jm, we' re both her ta stay."
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