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	Fool's Gold

	 

	 

	 

	1.  Trail of Death

	 

	 

	 

	Noon came blazing hot, scorching anything stupid enough to be out in the open and blinding anybody dumb enough to glance upward. But the two riders on this dusty trail weren't stupid or dumb. They were Coyote Cal and his trusty sidekick, Big Yap. 

	"We muff be cwafey!" Yap gasped, hunkered down in his saddle as grimy rivulets streaked his wizened face and invaded his grizzly beard. "Gowin all wiss way—" 

	Cal drew reign and frowned. "Yap, did you take out your teeth?" 

	Big Yap sighed and gave a short nod. 

	"If I've told you once, I've told you a thousand times: Keep your teeth where they belong!" 

	"Buh-buh, va duff gess in em an—" 

	"The dust wouldn't get in if you'd keep your big yap shut once in a while." 

	Hemming, hawing, and cursing, Big Yap retrieved his set of false teeth from a sweat-drenched shirt pocket and slapped them back into his mouth. As a rule, Coyote Cal was never this brusque with his sidekick, but it had been a long day on the trail, and translating Yap's toothless whining was beginning to wear on him. 

	"Happy now?" Big Yap said.

	They nudged their mounts forward into a trot. 

	"Like I was saying, Cal, we must be crazy going out all this way on the Trail of Death." Yap snorted in disgust. His horse, Blossom, did the same. "Why are we, anyhow?" 

	Coyote Cal sat upright in the saddle, wore his charcoal Stetson angled to shield his rugged features from the merciless sun, and kept his lips shut in a firm line to keep the trail's dust from spotting his dazzling set of pearly whites. As his muscular steed, Thunder, loped along, he faced his sidekick with one eyebrow raised. 

	"The name fascinates me." 

	Big Yap snorted again. So did Blossom. "But that old Indian back at the fork said nobody's ever survived this trail—that it's plum cursed!" 

	Cal smirked. "Never trust a fake Indian who sells iron disulfide at a trail-side curio shop. You should have known better than to listen to him." 

	"Fake Indian?" 

	"He was Portuguese." 

	"How could you tell?" 

	"Most of them are." 

	Big Yap took that logic at face value. "And what's iron disulfide, if you don't mind me asking?" 

	Cal gave him a knowing wink. "Fool's gold." 

	Yap's jaw dropped. "Reckon I might've bought me a bag or two…" 

	"Let that be a lesson to you," said Cal. 

	 

	 


2.  A Lesson Learned

	 

	 

	 

	Dusk came quickly to the Trail of Death, almost like a magician's cape tossed over a glowing crystal ball. The rippling golden orb dissolved into the west with a bloody afterglow, and our heroes decided to make camp. 

	"Bed down the horses, Yap," Cal said. "I'll fetch us some wood for the fire." He ambled off into the dark. 

	"What a way to end a rotten day," Big Yap grumbled. "Not only do I almost die out in the heat, but my teeth are caked with a coat of dust so thick I'll never be able to taste anything else, and that blasted Portuguese Indian done sold me half a dozen bags of fake gold, and now I've got to bed down Thunder and Blossom in the dark while Cal gets to go off gallivanting through the underbrush in search of his fame and fortune. Why can't I be the one to fetch the firewood for once? Why's it always got to be him?" 

	A twig snapped behind him. 

	"About time," he muttered, turning. "You know, how come I never get to—?"

	He blinked, both eyes wide and darting side to side. Nobody was there. He turned on his boot heel, swiveling slowly to scan the darkness. One hand went over his shoulder for the sawed-off shotgun sheathed across his back. He started to whistle, real quiet-like, to steady his nerves. 

	Another snap—off to his left. 

	He drew the shotgun in a flash and cocked both barrels, facing the black night. His whistling came hoarsely now as he rested a finger against the trigger. 

	"That you, Cal?" 

	A short snarl burst forth from the darkness. 

	"Didn't think so." He pressed the trigger— 

	"Yap!" 

	He jumped at the sound of Cal's voice, and his shot went wild, exploding into the night. Invisible paws scampered away at breakneck speed. 

	Cal grabbed his sidekick by the collar and hoisted him up off the ground. "What are you playing at?" he growled. Yap could only stammer unintelligibly in response. "You were going to shoot that coyote, weren't you!" 

	"I, well… uh… Cal, I—" 

	Cal dropped him to the ground. "I told you when we first started riding together, Yap. You leave the coyotes alone." 

	Yap nodded with genuine contrition. "I'm sorry, Cal. Really, I am. I don't know what got into me. Guess I was a little spooked is all. But it won't happen again. I promise you that." 

	Cal nodded with a clenched jaw, staring into the night. He'd been raised by coyotes, or so the tale was told, and while it always seemed to be a story for another time, Yap had gathered enough to know he'd been in the wrong tonight. But they didn't let the matter stand between them. The fire started easily, and soon they had some chow cooking, courtesy of Big Yap's fine culinary skills. 

	"Tastes like puke," Yap groaned, spitting out a mouthful of the gruel. 

	"I don't mind it," said Cal. He filled his gourd with a second helping. "Fills the belly." 

	Yap spat to clear his mouth. "I'm turning in." He fell onto his bedroll and immediately started snoring. 

	Cal glanced at him, making sure Yap was sound asleep. Then he dumped his gourd-full into the fire. With a tin cup of coffee—something Yap managed to brew a far sight better—Cal rested against an outcropping of rock and regarded the star-studded sky with appreciation. 

	The campfire flickered in his eyes, distorting his view of what lay on the other side: a ten-foot grizzly bear! 

	 

	 


3.  Bear in Mind

	 

	 

	 

	With a roar, the grizzly rose up on its hind legs and pawed the air, towering over the flames. Both eyes blazed an unearthly red, and its long claws flashed razor sharp. 

	"What the—!" Cal's coffee went splashing off to the side as he grabbed for his Colt six-gun. 

	A shotgun muzzle dug in between his shoulder blades. 

	"Leave it," came a rough voice, and Cal's hand froze. "Bring him down, Bruno." 

	Cal noticed a thick chain dangling from the bear's neck. The large stranger who stepped out of the dark took hold of it and tugged. The bear, obviously well-trained, dropped to its forepaws with a docile snort. 

	"What is the meaning of this?" Cal demanded. "Who are you?" 

	The rough voice behind him chuckled. "We're the guys with a reputation to keep." 

	"Whose reputation?" 

	"This trail's. Or didn't you know? It's called the Trail of Death." 

	Coyote Cal's heroic gaze narrowed. "So we've heard." 

	"And did you read? Or are you illegitimate?" 

	Cal had to frown at that. 

	The rough voice continued, "The sign should have been clear enough: Welcome to the Trail of Death. Go Home or Die." 

	"We assumed it was hyperbole. And besides, I don't scare easily." 

	The shotgun muzzle dug in deeper. "Hyperbole, huh?" The voice chuckled. "Hyperbole this!" 

	Cal groaned at the impact of the shotgun butt against his skull. He collapsed, unconscious. 

	"Why slug him and not plug him?" Bruno stood beside the grizzly with an arm over its shaggy shoulders. 

	"Because he's Coyote Cal, you idiot." 

	"The hero?" 

	"One and the same." The shotgun butt came down again with a crack, this time against Big Yap's sleeping skull. "And this one's his half-senile sidekick." 

	"What're we gonna do with 'em?" 

	The rough voice snickered. "Way to build the suspense, Bruno." 

	 

	 


4.  No Way Out

	 

	 

	 

	When they came to, our heroes found themselves trapped in what appeared to be a steel cage constructed deep within a dark, dank cave. Bound and gagged back to back, they found that their gun belts, hats, and even their ringing silver spurs were missing. They struggled against their bonds, but it was no use; the knotted cords were too tight. Only their own handkerchiefs, used against them as gags, complied, which they managed to drop to their chests. 

	"Good morning, Yap," said Cal. 

	Big Yap snorted and cursed. "Good? How could this in any way be confused with a good morning? How do we even know if it is morning? I can't see my own hand in front of my face. I mean, even if I could raise my hand in front of my face, I wouldn't be able to see it!" His stomach rumbled. "Okay, I guess it could be morning. But where in tarnation are we? I don't know about you, but I'm bound so tight I can't hardly breathe, and nature's calling me something fierce, and we're most likely going to die down here, and unless you've got some kind of knife that flips out of your boot, then I don't see any way we're getting out of this fix!" 

	"Something better." Cal twisted his forearm behind him until his wrist came within Yap's reach. "There," he grunted. "Can you get to the button on my shirtsleeve?" 

	"I reckon," Yap grumbled. 

	"Rip it off." 

	Yap did so. "Some kind of explosive?" 

	"Take it between your thumb and forefinger—give it a squeeze." He paused. "Now rub it against your bonds." 

	It was some kind of blade. Yap grinned. "Pretty nifty." He started rubbing it against cords that bound either Cal's wrists or his own; he couldn't be sure which. "Might take a while." 

	"We don't have much time." Cal swept the cave with his heroic gaze, piercing the darkness. "The two men who jumped us will be back. We must find out what they're up to." His gaze narrowed to a fine point. "I'll bet it's no good." 

	 

	 


5.  The Portuguese Indian

	 

	 

	 

	The back room of the fake Indian's curio shop was filled with the haze and stench of cigar smoke, drifting around the heads of the three men seated at a dingy poker table. 

	"Royal flush!" The Indian slapped down his hand with a wide grin. "Read them and weep, suckers." 

	The other two men groaned and cursed as the Indian scooped up his winnings. 

	"This is getting to be monotonous," said Bruno, shuffling the deck. 

	"Wish we could kill somebody," said the man with the rough voice. 

	"Why did you not kill those two idiots who rode in here yesterday? I sold them the iron disulfide. They paid me for it. What is so hard about this, Adams?" The Indian raised his eyebrows. 

	"It ain't that easy," said Adams. "We can't go killing off heroes right away like that." 

	"Who says?" 

	"Just ain't the way it's done in the Wild West. First you've got to tie them up, then maybe torture them a bit. You know, build sympathy for their predicament and make folks think they might have a chance at escape. That sort of thing." 

	The Indian frowned. "What is this Wild West you speak of? And who are these folks?" 

	Adams tried to clear his throat, but it didn't make any difference. He still sounded menacing. "Well, this here is the Wild West. All of this—" He gestured lamely at their surroundings. "And the folks would be the readers—the people who purchased this collection of western tales—" 

	The Indian raised a hand and shut his eyes. "Enough. You speak foolishness when you should be killing those two fools. You hear me? Kill them. Or I will take you back to Portugal with me. And neither one of us wants that." 

	Bruno whined. The Indian glared wide-eyed, and his teeth seemed to stretch, transforming into glistening fangs. Bruno fell silent. 

	"We'll kill them," said Adams with obvious resignation. "But it won't feel right. Tourists are one thing, but heroes—" 

	A bell rang out in the shop. The fake Indian's teeth shrank back to natural size, and he jumped up with a gleam in his eyes. 

	"Customers! I will go sell them fool's gold while you off those heroes. Then you double back and take care of these tourists. Compreenda?" 

	 

	 


6.  The English Tourists

	 

	 

	 

	As the two muttering henchmen made their exit out the back door, the Indian entered his musty, dusty curio shop and raised a hand in greeting to the pair gawking at him. 

	"How," he said. 

	"Oh I say, how what?" inquired the lanky, well-dressed Englishman. 

	"How…are you today?" Instead of two human beings standing before him, the fake Indian saw two large green dollar signs. "Might I interest you in some reasonably priced bags of gold dust?" 

	"Oh yes, quite. Pip-pip, I do believe I should like some gold. Eh…" He leaned across the fur-covered countertop. "How much would one bag cost?" 

	"Ten bits." 

	"Oh, rah. Rah!" The Englishman nudged his disgruntled female companion. "Rah, my dear! Did you hear? Gold!" 

	"Yes. I heard." Her freckled nose wrinkled a bit at the uncouth surroundings. "Perhaps this little excursion into un-civilization will not be in vain, after all." 

	"Rah!" Her companion slapped a fifty-dollar bill down on the counter. "We have a coach waiting right outside. I say, load her up, Redskin!" 

	For a moment, the fake Indian didn't know what to do. There weren't enough bags of iron disulfide in the shop to be purchased for fifty bucks. But then his crafty eyes twinkled as he remembered the mound of sand out back. 

	"Yes, of course. Coming right up." 

	 

	 


7.  From the Dark

	 

	 

	 

	Meanwhile, our heroes had managed to free themselves from their bonds and the iron cage that contained them, thanks to a skeleton key cleverly concealed in the sole of Cal's left boot. They felt their way along the earthen walls until they reached the hot sunlight at the cave's mouth. They retrieved their gun belts, hats, and ringing silver spurs from an old trunk half-buried outside. All was going well—too well, it seemed—until Big Yap caught sight of a cloud of dust stirred up along the Trail of Death less than two miles away. 

	"Here they come." He squinted, shielding his eyes from the sun with both hands. "From that Portuguese Indian's curio shop, looks like." 

	Coyote Cal drew his Colt and spun the barrel. "They are likely in cahoots." He narrowed his heroic gaze. "What did one of them say about a reputation to keep?" 

	Yap shrugged. "I was asleep." 

	Cal mulled over the possible link between a deceitful Indian and two outlaws with a ten-foot grizzly bear. He needed more information. 

	"About a mile off now, I reckon," said Yap, drawing his sawed-off shotgun. "Riding like the devil was after them." 

	"Take cover." Cal pointed out a boulder beside the cave, and his sidekick scampered behind it. As the cloud of dust approached, our hero holstered his six-gun and stood his ground, boots spread apart, a look of determination ensconced across his brow. 

	"Hey—what about taking cover?" Yap hissed. 

	Cal spoke over his shoulder, "You cover me." 

	Bruno and Adams drew rein within ten yards of Coyote Cal. The dust settled. 

	"Hey, you're out of your cage," Bruno observed. 

	Adams could tell there was no time to be wasted here. Switching the reins to his other hand, he drew his shotgun from the saddle scabbard and leveled it with Cal's head. 

	"Reach!" he commanded. 

	Locking eyes with him, our hero raised both hands. 

	"Where's your sidekick?" 

	"Didn't make it." Cal's shoulders lifted and fell. "Deathly afraid of the dark." 

	Adams frowned at that. "Bruno, go check it out. Drag his corpse out here into the light." 

	Bruno winced in disgust, but dismounted to follow orders. "You ain't much of a hero, leaving your partner behind like—" He caught sight of Big Yap behind the boulder and stared. "Hey, look—!" 

	Yap's shotgun roared, and Bruno took a load in the leg. He went down like a felled tree, yowling all the way. The shot spooked both outlaws' horses, and Adams' gun went off prematurely. Cal hit the ground to avoid a blast to the head and rolled aside, jumping to his feet with both of his Colt six-guns in hand. 

	"Now you reach." 

	Adams blinked. Then he chucked his shotgun at our hero and fell alongside the flank of his mount, spurring it into a gallop. The dust kicked up in his wake stung our hero's eyes. 

	"Stay with that one, Yap." Cal leaped into the saddle of Bruno's mount. "I'll be back!" 

	He was gone in a cloud of his own dust, riding low with one Colt in hand, urging the horse into a gallop faster than if the devil was on its rear with a red hot poker. Hoof beats thundered across the hard-packed earth, its mane whipped through the air, its nostrils flared, its flanks ran with sweat—and our hero looked pretty much the same. In seconds, he'd closed the gap between pursuer and pursued. The pounding hoof beats combined with the snorting, the panting, and the blinding heat made it difficult for Cal to take aim— 

	An unexpected shot from Adams' revolver ripped across his shoulder, searing his flesh. Cal groped to regain his balance, grabbing fistfuls of the horse's mane as the reins slipped from his grasp. Another shot, and his horse buckled, crumpling to the trail and sending Cal flying through the air. He tried to brace himself for the landing, but his wounded shoulder gave way, and he collapsed onto his chest, losing the air in his lungs. 

	He heard the outlaw ride off, hoof beats fading into the distance, and he tried to rise and send some lead after him. 

	But Cal passed out instead. 

	 

	 


8.  An Unexpected Appearance

	 

	 

	 

	Sweat-soaked and dust-caked, Adams burst through the back door of the Indian's curio shop. 

	"Injun Pedro!" 

	He stopped short, noticing with a frown that the entire place was empty. No curios of any kind to be seen. Only the stink remained. 

	"Why, that—" He cursed. 

	"Cheerio!" greeted a lanky, well-dressed Brit. He held a derringer at Adams' gut level and grinned a mouthful of awfully bad teeth. Adams' own horse had a better set of choppers. "Back so soon?" 

	"Who the hell are you?" Adams demanded. He sneered down at the small gun. "And what the hell is that?"

	The Brit released a pleasant chuckle. "Oh, these are quite the rage back in New York. A gentleman's weapon. No unsightly bulge under one's coat, you see. Just a single shot to make one's point." 

	"Your point being?" 

	"Don't you know?" The Brit's eyes darkened then, becoming a pair Adams found quite familiar—and Portuguese. 

	"I thought we had us a deal," Adams growled. This shape-shifter was no more British than he was Indian. Probably wasn't even Portuguese. "Why the hell are you closing up shop and—" 

	"Your services are no longer required, Mr. Adams. And so I must bid you adeus, as we say in Portugal. Or ta-ta for now, as we say in London." 

	Adams fixed his eyes on the strongbox behind the fake Englishman. "If you think you're cutting us out of our share, you've sure got another thing coming." 

	"You presume to threaten me?" One of the Brit's fingernails rippled behind his back, stretching in an instant to become the razor-sharp claw of a grizzly bear. 

	"We've followed our end, killing off every one of your customers before they found out they'd been had. We've kept this trail's reputation alive!" 

	"Did you end those two heroes?" 

	Adams scowled. "Still working on it." 

	The Indian-Portuguese Brit clucked his tongue. "Listen here, Adams. I like you. I always have. But here's the way things stand at present: I've made my money, and I'm clearing out. If you care to join me, then there's one thing left to do before you meet me for the one o'clock train." His dark eyes blazed crimson. "Get rid of those heroes!" 

	 

	 


9.  A Fair Lady

	 

	 

	 

	Cal's eyelids fluttered open to find himself lying in candle light with a beautiful angel leaning over him, tending to his bullet-burned shoulder. It was nothing, really, and he'd suffered much worse—but he wouldn't tell her that, whoever she was. With curly hair as black as a raven's wing pulled back at the nape of her neck, she focused on the work of her slender, dexterous fingers. Faint freckles dotted her nose; Cal could count each one. A jeweled pendant dangled down the low neckline of her bodice—apparel unsuited for tending to wounded strangers found along the trailside. 

	"Oh!" She rocked back from him and blinked at his open stare. "You're awake." Her crisp British accent was unmistakable. 

	"Yeah." He rose up onto his elbow with a tight grimace. He squeezed the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. "Where am I?" 

	She tittered with a sophistication that ran deep. "I should say just about where we found you. Along the roadside. Your horse had been shot, and you were unconscious, bleeding from the shoulder there. Our coachman used the term 'nicked by a bullet'. I've done what I could." 

	Cal glanced down at his bandage and flashed her a winning smile. "Thanks," he said. 

	Color rose to her cheeks, and she dropped her chin. "Nothing at all, really. We brought you into this cave, out of the sun—" 

	"Where's Yap?" He sat up with another grimace. "He was right outside." 

	"There was no one else here. You were alone when we found you." 

	Cal shook his head, realizing his mistake. "Different cave." 

	"How's that?" 

	Just then a gunshot exploded outside, followed by a short cry. Hoof beats thudded across the ground, and a cacophony of shots followed. 

	Coyote Cal bolted to his feet and stumbled past the woman. "Where's my gun belt, ma'am?" 

	"What's going on?" She handed it to him. 

	Buckling it on as fast as he could and ignoring the searing pain in his shoulder, our hero staggered out into the light of day, finding a fancy coach blocking his path and a dead coachman lying beside it with a crimson bullet hole in his forehead. Cal drew his six-gun and ducked, scurrying barefooted across the sunbaked earth without his shirt or hat, heading for the rear of the coach where shadows reigned. 

	"Don't hurt me, you half-naked savage of the wilderness!" yelped a lanky Brit who crouched in the shade with a shotgun at the ready. "Oh—you're no Redskin." 

	Cal dropped beside him. "Which way did he go?" 

	"I say: Who go?" 

	"The shooter." 

	"Oh, he. Truth be told, he has not gone anywhere, my good chap, but has situated himself in yonder grove of trees. When I try to take a peek at him, he does his best to blow my damned head off!" 

	A shot hit the coach, splintering the wood. The two horses reared in their harness. 

	Cal drew his second Colt. "Stay here. And give her my thanks." 

	"Uh—who?" 

	"Your wife." 

	The Brit chuckled. "Oh no, my good fellow. That would be my cousin." A gleam came to his pale eyes. "You wouldn't happen to be on the prowl, now would you?" 

	"Wait for my signal." Cal charged into the open with both guns blazing, as any hero would in a situation like this one. He reached the trees before either of his Colts clicked empty. But he drew up short. Because no one was there. 

	A woman's cry echoed from the mouth of the cave. Cal reeled to find Adams with a firm hold on the Englishwoman and a gun muzzle to her temple. 

	"Hold it right there, Hero!" Adams growled. "And toss down them guns of yours. Now!" The woman cringed as he tightened his grip. 

	Coyote Cal could never stand to see a woman in distress. It was one of his few shortcomings. So he dropped his weapons to the dust without delay. 

	"Well, that was easy." Adams shoved her aside and leveled his weapon at our hero. He chuckled a nasty, deep-throated gargle that rocked his shoulders back and forth. "Say goodbye, Hero!" 

	 

	 


10.  Turning the Tables

	 

	 

	 

	Cal pointed at the rear of the coach where the lanky Brit had slid onto his belly, aiming the shotgun between the spokes of wheels and the hooves of horses. At the signal, he nodded and fired both barrels. Splashes of blood erupted from Adams' boots, and he went down as if the world had been pulled out from under him, screaming all the way while his six-gun emptied itself into the sky. 

	"By Jove, I think I got him!" cheered the Brit. 

	Cal scooped up the Englishwoman in his arms and brushed aside a wisp of her hair. "Are you all right, Miss?" 

	"Why yes, I do believe I may have tripped." She smiled up at him. 

	"Did you see that, Eloise?" The Brit scurried toward them with the shotgun raised in triumph. "I blew his blasted feet off!" 

	Adams screamed in waves of agony, writhing and cursing the heavens. 

	Cal helped Eloise up, and it was at that moment that Big Yap appeared on the scene, prodding a bleeding, limping Bruno from behind. 

	"Looks like you caught the other one," said Yap, shuffling along like he'd been walking for quite a spell. 

	"I did!" said the Brit with a wide, toothy grin. 

	Bruno stared at the state Adams was in. "Lord have mercy," he gasped. "I'll tell you whatever you want to know, just please, please don't shoot my feet!" 

	Cal started loading his Colts, one shell at a time. "You were in cahoots. Isn't
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