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THE DEADLY TRAIL OF GOLD

 


 



Chapter 1

 


Sweat beaded on his brow as he looked at the golden
object in the old man’s hand. He had dreamed of gold.... but never
in his wildest nightmares had he imagined anything like this. It
was more like a large chunk of rock than a nugget of fine gold.

Reaching out, Matt took it from the trembling hand
that held it out to him. He turned it over, reflecting upon its
smoothness, and its weight. There was a lot of money in that
innocent gleaming piece of metal... and perhaps a lot of
danger.

Matt turned back to the man who lay on a blanket, his
head propped up with a blanket roll. The man was thin, too thin to
still be alive, he thought. He was bearded and unbelievably dirty.
His clothes had been weathered until they were almost white. And
now they were badly torn and coloured with his own dried blood.

It didn’t really matter about the clothes or the
dirt. The clothes would not be needed for very much longer and the
dirt was not going to hurt this man. He had only a short time to
live.

Matthew Sykes stood watching him, thinking about how
he had found the old prospector. He reflected back to yesterday.
That afternoon he had been following Beaver Creek, a small, mostly
dry streambed running down from the Continental Divide, when he had
heard shots in the distance.

Concealing his horse, he stole carefully along the
creek bed trying to determine where the shots were coming from.
This was particularly difficult in this cut up canyon land where
the echoes often distorted the direction of the sound.

At a broken section of the cliff he climbed out of
the canyon, his hands and feet scrabbling for support on the
crumbling sandstone. As he neared the top, he removed his hat and
peeked over the rim. Seeing nothing, he moved forward toward what
he thought seemed to be the direction of the shooting. Suddenly,
the noise became louder and he observed that he had come upon
another smaller canyon running into Beaver Creek. The shooting was
coming from in there.

Squatting beside a pile of boulders near the rim he
gazed down into the canyon and saw a man crouching behind the trunk
of a fallen cottonwood tree and two men were shooting at him. It
appeared to Matt that the man was wounded and he was slow to return
the fire. Even as he watched the man was struck again, and the
attackers began to move in.

Disregarding the danger, Matt moved to the edge of
the cliff and shouted for them to drop their weapons. Almost before
he could think, their two guns were turned in his direction and
bullets pinged off the rocks on either side of him showering him
with dirt and rock fragments.

No doubt about it, these men were good, and it was
fortunate for him that his sudden appearance had not given them a
chance to aim accurately or it would have been all over almost
before it had begun.

He dropped below the edge of the canyon rim and moved
to better cover near the pile of boulders. Again he peered over the
edge, his rifle pushed ahead of him. Below, the two attackers had
begun to move toward the wounded man behind the tree. Carefully he
sighted on the nearest of them and squeezed off a shot. The man
threw up his arms and fell forward onto his face.

The second man hastily turned to run, and Matt threw
several quickly aimed rounds after him, to be rewarded by seeing
the man drop his rifle and grab his arm. By this time he was
disappearing around a bend in the canyon and further action was
impossible.

Matt quickly looked for a way to get down to the
wounded man. The canyon walls at this point were steep and it was
necessary to move upstream some distance before he found a crumbled
section of the cliff that gave access to the bottom. Even then it
was a difficult scramble and it was some time before he reached the
dry streambed and began to work his way among the boulders down to
where the wounded stranger lay.

All this time he was alert for danger from the man he
had wounded or from another of his gang. He was reasonably sure
that there was nobody else because they would have assumed that
they were the only ones in this isolated canyon and would have
attacked in force against the man pinned down beside the cottonwood
tree.

The man lay still as he approached, and Matt expected
the worst as he reached for the man’s wrist. He was surprised to
find a weak pulse, and reached under the man to lift him into a
seated position.

He found two wounds, one on the man’s shoulder, which
looked as if it had bled a lot, and another low down on his chest.
Stanching the flow of blood with his bandanna, Matt picked the man
up and moved him down the stream toward Beaver Creek. He hoped to
find a shelter that would offer more protection to them and also
water for cleansing the man’s wounds.

It was a hot afternoon and the rocks in the dry
streambed were radiating large quantities of heat, as well as being
obstacles that required great effort to step over and around. The
man was lighter than expected but, even so, Matt was exhausted by
the time he emerged from the canyon and reached Beaver Creek.

He placed the man near the shelter of the cliff where
it was shady and poured some water from his canteen onto his
bandana. He then proceeded to bathe the unconscious man’s face in
the hopes that he would revive him. Matt anxiously watched for
danger and realizing that his location was not an easy one to
protect against a concerted attack he made up his mind to go for
his horse and move the man to his camp. By the time he had done
this, the sun had sunk well into the western horizon. He was
positive that no one had followed him, yet he stayed for several
minutes near the edge of camp watching his back trail. Finally,
assuring himself that his camp was quite well hidden, he made a
small fire and boiled some water. Soon he was able to begin to wash
off the wounds. Fortunately the bullets had passed all the way
through the man and he did not have to probe for them. He dressed
the wounds and covered the man up with a blanket. By this time, the
man’s pulse was very weak indeed and his forehead was hot with
fever.

Matt knew that he had done all he could for this
unfortunate man. Now only time and rest could help him. He cooked a
small supper for himself and prepared some broth in case the man
should wake up. In time, Matt had completed the camp chores and
darkened the fire so it would be less noticeable to anyone prowling
in the night. As he sat there, he thought he could feel someone
watching him. He turned to the man and saw that his eyes were open
and staring at him.

“Well! You decided to wake up and eat, did you? I’ve
got just the thing here. Some of this hot rabbit broth should make
you feel better.”

Matt carried the hot broth to the injured man and fed
him some, which at first went down with difficulty, but soon the
man began to eat ravenously. When he had eaten sufficient, the
wounded old prospector immediately fell into a deep sleep.

Twice during the night Matt fed him, and in the
morning he looked a little better, and the fever seemed to have
abated some. Matt helped him move into a sitting position and the
man drank a little water and ate more of the broth. Now he sat
watching Matt through partially closed eyelids.

After a while, he asked in a weak voice, “Did you
bring me here?”

“Yes, I found you behind that dead cottonwood tree
with two gunmen attacking you. I scared them off when they were
moving in on you. They had already wounded you, I think, before I
got there.”

The old man was quiet for quite a spell before he
spoke again.

“I want to thank you for saving my life. I thought
that I had lost them.…” The old man’s voice faded and he lay back
to rest.

He started again, “I thought that I had lost them in
the country on the other side of Baldy Peak last week... didn’t
even see them until one of them winged me...”

“Take it easy, old timer. Why don’t you just lay back
and rest?”

“No. No, I haven’t much time. I’m bad hit.”

“I think that you might be all right. You look much
better now than you did when I brought you here”, said Matt
persuasively.

Slowly, painfully the old man responded. “No, I know.
I don’t think I will last the day... I don’t mind, you know. I’ve
had a long life and I’ve enjoyed the life out here. Never anyone
trying to tell you what to do, you know.”

Matt guessed the man was right and decided that it
would be a kindness to talk with him if he felt like talking.

“Is there anyone I can write to and tell them about
you being injured?”

“No, I’m all alone now. One day I had a wife. A
beautiful thing she was. She came out here with me... she couldn’t
take this country. I think she hated it. We had a little cabin on
the Mogollon Rim. It was a pretty place and it was the one place in
this damned hot country that she liked...” The old man stopped.

Matt asked, “What happened to her?”

Slowly, as if thinking from a great distance, he
replied. “She liked that place the best of any that we had been to.
The cabin sat in a shelter of evergreen trees overlooking the Tonto
Basin. She loved to sit for hours while I was out prospecting. She
enjoyed the view down over the basin with its canyons and
mountains.”

He stopped for a few moments before continuing. “She
said that the smell of the pines and juniper made her forget the
cold winters and dry summers of the lowlands. Sometimes she would
ride up to Promontory Butte and look down onto the Painted Desert.
She wanted to watch the colours change as the sun rose in the sky
and settled down again into the west. She was fascinated by the
mood of the desert, but she hated it.

One day I came home. I had been gone for several
weeks. The cabin was gone. Burned to the ground by Indians. I
buried what was left of her, in the place where she watched for me,
overlooking the Tonto Basin. I go back there, when I can. I sit and
think about it. I guess it wasn’t fair to her. She was frail and
not at all made for this country. But she wouldn’t leave me and go
back east to her family. I don’t know...” His voice faded as he
faced some inner turmoil.

“Don’t feel bad, old timer. As much as she hated the
desert, it’s obvious that she loved you more. She was probably
happier here than you think she was,” Matt said, hoping that he
sounded convincing to the old man.

Matt turned back to him again. “My name is Matthew
Sykes. If you want me to do anything for you, why don’t you just
ask?”

“Well, mister, I’m worried about my mule, Georgie.
Would you go see if you can find her? She’s tied up and won’t be
able to get water or anything to eat.”

“Certainly I will. Can you remember where you left
her?”

“Well, I was camped further up that stream where I
was attacked… maybe a mile. There’s a grove of trees and I made my
camp in those. Look careful, cause I tried to hide it well.”

Matt picked up his rifle, and after saddling, he rode
off in the direction suggested by the prospector. He wasn’t sure
that the man had complete use of his faculties but he hoped that he
had remembered some of the directions correctly. He rode to the
intersection of Beaver Creek and the side stream and turned up it,
riding carefully, and alert for danger. He rounded the corner in
the stream after which he could see the area of the attack. The
body of the man he had shot still lay there.

Stopping his horse he approached the body and stood
for a few moments looking down at it. The man hadn’t been much to
look at, and by the looks of his clothing, he hadn’t really cared.
He was dirty and so were his tattered clothes. It didn’t appear
that the two of them had been separated in some time. He wore one
gun and carried a knife. “Definitely not the type to meet here
unexpectedly,” he thought.

There was little to be found in his pockets. There
was nothing by which to identify the man, and no money. “Perhaps
that is why they were attacking the prospector.... in the hopes of
finding some gold”, Matt mumbled to himself.

Finally, he pulled the man to the side of the
streambed where there was a low cutbank, which he caved down upon
him. Then he returned to his horse and continued up the stream to
find the prospector’s mule. After he had travelled about a mile, he
noticed that the walls of the canyon decreased in height until they
were level with the stream, and just beyond he could see the grove
that the prospector had mentioned.

He approached the trees cautiously and was startled
by the noise of brush breaking. Then he realized that it was
probably the mule pulling on his rope trying to pull free. He rode
widely around the grove before riding in, and then stepped down
from his horse. Everything looked safe to him as he looked around
the little clearing. Nothing appeared out of the ordinary and he
tied his horse to a tree and walked over to the mule. The poor
beast looked completely forlorn and hungry. It reached out to him
for help. He took the lead rope and, going back to his horse, he
mounted, and took the animal down to the stream where there were
still a few pools of water and allowed him to drink. At first, he
had to hold the animal back to keep him from drinking too fast and
deeply. When the mule was satiated, Matt turned and led him back to
the prospector’s camp.

He tied the mule where it could get fresh forage, and
then began to pack up the prospector’s belongings. The man had kept
a tidy camp, although his camp gear showed the wear and tear of
long usage. When he was done, he took a last look around to see if
he had missed anything. It was during this inspection that he
noticed it. At first, he hadn’t paid much attention to detail, but
now, as his eyes crossed a rocky ledge near the edge of the camp,
he noticed a change in the shade of the rocks.

He looked back across again trying to get his mind to
register. It wasn’t much, perhaps nothing. He was about to turn and
leave when it came to him. Something had been moved and replaced
causing a shift in the earth. Not much, but enough to show up
against the monotonous red of the untouched bank.

He went over to the rock ledge and lifted a flat
rock. Under the rock was a small pocket and in the pocket was a
sack. Lifting it, he found himself surprised at the weight. He
looked inside and gave a low whistle.

“Wow! There’s a small fortune in here. I wonder where
he was able to pan that much gold without others finding out about
it?” he asked aloud.

As far as he could make out, the contents of the sack
were pure gold dust. He was astounded at the amount of gold he was
seeing. He carried the heavy sack to the mule and carefully stored
it in one of the large saddlebags that he had already packed. It
required some rearranging, but it was soon accomplished, and he
mounted the horse once more to head back to his own camp.

He was somewhat concerned about the outlaw who had
escaped, and in order to avoid an ambush, should the man have
returned and seen the tracks, he struck straight across the stream.
He climbed out of the creek bed following a small side stream, and
topping the arroyo carefully, he began a large semicircle that
would bring him back to his own camp from the back.

This he approached with caution, moving through the
thin cover carefully, using every bit of it to shield him. He
circled the camp, crossing his own horse’s hoof prints, which he
had made on the way out. Nothing appearing to be out of order, he
rode into camp.

The old prospector was watching him warily, his gun
in his hand. When he recognized Matt, he lowered the muzzle and
relaxed his grip on the stock.




Chapter 2

 


Matt got down slowly from his mount, and led the mule
over to where the old man was lying. His face was flushed and there
was an unnatural brightness in his eyes. His fever seemed worse,
and he breathed with a raspiness that Matt could hear from where he
was standing with the animals.

“Well, mister, I got your gear. No one appears to
have been around your old camp. I didn’t see any tracks anywhere
except yours and nothing appeared to have been touched. Your old
mule was mighty pleased to see me, I’ll tell you!”

The prospector looked gratified. He tried to speak
and, failing this, he crooked his finger for Matt to come
closer.

He moved closer in order to hear the man’s weak
voice.

“Sit down, mister, I’d like to talk to you for a
little bit.”

His voice sounded stronger than it had before so Matt
thought the man could use a little nourishment. “Just a moment, old
timer. I’ll look after these animals first. Then I’ll get us a bite
to eat and drink. Then I’ll relax with you.”

He moved swiftly to his chores. Above, a camp jay
scolded and chattered as Matt removed the saddle and packs from the
two animals, and rubbed them dry. He then tied them where they
could get fresh graze in a secluded glade beside his camp.

He scavenged about for a few pieces of dry wood to
start his fire. He hoped that this wood would not make much smoke,
and what little there was would rise through the leaves of the
shrubbery and dissipate. From the distance, it would simply look
like the haze that often covered the mountainsides.

Supper tonight would consist of dried beef with hot
biscuits. Matt was no expert on making his own meals, but, on the
other hand, he was no slouch either. In no time, he had a broth of
the beef cooking and he placed small blobs of sourdough aside to
rise. By the time he had finished heating the broth, he had enough
coals to bury his small oven. Inside the oven he placed the rising
biscuits, and then buried it in the coals.

He took a bowl of the broth to the sick man on the
blankets. He wasn’t looking very spry, he thought, but then no one
would with those two wounds and no doctor to help. He held the
spoon of hot food for the man who ate slowly, but steadily.

When he had finished eating, he lay back and rested
while Matt ate his own meal. By then, the biscuits were sending a
desirous aroma across the camp and Matt dug away the coals and,
using a stick, retrieved the hot oven. When he opened it the
biscuits were done to a golden tan, hot and delicious looking.
Taking one, he took it to the prospector and handed it to him.

The old man looked at him, Matt thought, kind of
sadly.

“Mister, I ain’t had anything like this since my Amy
was alive. It shore do bring back memories.”

Matt could see a mist in the old man’s eyes and felt
sorry for him for he knew that the old man carried a deep hurt, and
had carried it for many years, since the day of that unfortunate
event. Matt knew that it was just one of the heartbreaks that
people suffered when they tried to drive back the wilderness too
much, too soon.

The prospector picked at the biscuit slowly, enjoying
the hotness of it and the flavour. When he was finished, Matt gave
him the last of the coffee that he had prepared and put away the
pot. He cleaned up the camp dishes and then pulled some blankets
from his saddlebag and placed them on the ground near the man.
Bringing his rifle nearer, he then sat down to begin some
well-deserved rest.

“Mister? What do you want me to call you? You must
have a name.”

“Well, some call me Joe, though some call me Crazy
Joe, heh, heh. It’s a good name, that one. Well, maybe I am crazy,
I don’t know. I’ve been out here so long alone that I forget what I
should act like.”

“Ok, Joe, it’ll be for me. I brought your stuff back
too.” He paused, “All of it. It’s in the old saddlebag by the fire.
Where would you like me to put it?”

The old man might have been sick, but his mind was
quite alert and he comprehended what Matt meant by the words, “all
of it”.

He said, “I don’t know if you looked into the sack,
or not, but bring it over here. I’d like to show you anyhow.”

Matt brought the heavy saddlebag over and placed it
by the man’s side.

“Help me sit up a little will you, Matt?”

“Joe, I don’t know if you should move that much. I
don’t want the bleeding to start again.”

“It’s all right, Matt, help me.” He attempted to pull
himself up and Matt rushed to his side and partially lifted him up,
propping some more blankets behind him.

“Matt, take that bag and roll back the top a bit, no,
a little more. That’s the way.”

Matt opened it up until the gold dust was about to
spill over the side.

“It’s sure unusual to meet an honest man around these
parts. Most people that I know would have left with this gold the
moment that they found it. I think that is why those men were after
me.”

“How did they come to know you were carrying it,
Joe?”

“I’m not sure. I think it happened at Flagg a few
months ago when I was getting supplies. Me’an the mule had jest
come in off the painted desert and I’d bin eaten cactus rabbits for
weeks it seems, so’s it seemed like a good idea at the time. On top
of that, I was dying for some good Virginia cut pipe tobacky. I’d
bin shavin’ slivers off the mesquite bush. It’s all right, but a
little bitter.”

“Did you show it around? You don’t look like the kind
of man who would do that.”

“No, I’m not. I’ve knowed a lot of us desert rats
who’d do jest that. They reach a town and they’ve been out so long
they feel that they got to party and celebrate. Pretty soon they’re
to telling about their latest find, and soon there ain’t a soul in
the town that doesn’t know about it.

While he’s inside, some jaspers are outside robbin
his mule blind. Or, maybe they drygulch him in some hole, after he
has left the town.

No, near as I can recollect I didn’t let anything
slip. I did buy quite a few supplies and, of course, I paid for
them with dust. Any number of people would have seen that. But that
isn’t queer around here. Lots of folks do a little panning and pay
with dust.

I had hid my stake a long ways out of town, and it
was lucky that I did cuz somebody was into my pack whilst I was in
the store. They didn’t find anything important… just my dishes and
my prospector’s tools. Maybe they were already following me, and
thought that they had an opportunity that they weren’t going to get
again soon.”

“Didn’t you ever see anyone on your trail?” asked
Matt.

“There was a time near Tuba that I seen dust on my
back trail, but after a time it disappeared, and I supposed it to
be some wild horses heading to a water hole. I never saw any
suspicious activities near my camps.”

“What happened down at the river where you were shot?
It would seem as if someone was watching.”

“I was careless. I was coming away from Amy and I
wasn’t as thoughtful and careful, as I should have been. It was
quiet around the camp. I hadn’t crossed any sign of man or Indian
and when I found that secluded camp site, I decided to rest up fer
a couple of days. I wanted to pan a little in the river, anyhow and
it seemed to be a good time to do it. So after I had rested for an
hour or so, I picked up my shovel and pan and started down to the
stream. There wasn’t much water in most places and I kept moving
down stream, just shovelling into the dry bars to check them the
way I always do.

Suddenly, them two jaspers came around the corner and
shouted at me to stand steady with my hands up. I was near a big
old drifted tree and I jumped down behind it. I had my old pistol,
but it didn’t hold a candle to those rifles that they were
carrying. I guess you know the rest,” said the prospector
tiredly.

Matt was concerned about the man exhausting himself,
believing that he had to rest if there was to be any hope of
survival from his wounds. However, the man was adamant about his
wishes to converse.

“Matt, I want to talk. I haven’t talked this long to
anybody since Amy was killed. Now that I’m at the end of my life,
suddenly I want to talk. It’s strange, isn’t it? I didn’t think
that I would care to spend time with another human being... now,
here I am, being cared for by a man, a man who has found a small
fortune in gold and who could have easily run off with it, and
didn’t. I hardly know what to say.”

“Joe, relax. There’s nothing unusual about what I’ve
done. You needed help, and I gave it. As far as the gold goes, why,
why.... well, why should I take it? It isn’t mine. It’s yours.”

“Well, Matt, it’s a fine outlook that you have, but
out here you’ve got to be realistic and be on your guard every time
you meet a stranger. I’m tell’n you to suspect the worst and then
you are likely to come out of it alive. Take this advice. It worked
for me, until I forgot my own advice and thought I was safe. Well,
I’m going to pay for it now... my own damn carelessness.”

“Come on, Joe. Cheer up a little. With luck we can
beat this thing. You’re not bleeding, and you are eating well.
You’ve led a strong healthy outdoor life and I bet you’re pretty
tough.”

“Don’t try to fool me, Matt. I know how hard I was
hit, and I know that I won’t live through it. Don’t ask me how, I
just know.”

“Ok, Joe. But now, I think that you should get some
rest anyway. So why don’t I hide that gold somewhere in case we are
attacked by the man who got away or some of his friends?”

“Matt, I want to talk tonight. I’m trying to tell you
what I know. And I know that I won’t live till tomorrow. Won’t you
humour an old man?”

“All right, Joe. We’ll do it your way. I’m only glad
to be able to help you. If I hadn’t come along, what would have
happened, do you think?”

“I think that they wanted to take me alive. It’s not
likely that they expected me to put up any trouble, especially when
they had me cold turkey like that. If they had succeeded then I
think that they would have tortured me to try and make me tell them
about the gold.”

“But how would they have known about it? You said
that you didn’t show it, apart from what you paid for at the store,
and you don’t think anybody else knew you had it. I don’t
understand how or why they should be after you.”

The old man started to answer, but paused and seemed
to think about it what he was going to say. Then he began
again.

“Matt, I’m going to tell you a strange story that
I’ve never told anyone before. It’s not going to matter to me any
more and I want to thank you for trying so hard to help me.”

Matt tried to put him off, “Joe, I’ve said this
before. You don’t owe me anything. I don’t want you to keep
thinking that you do.”

Joe shrugged off Matt’s objections. “Several years
ago, I found a man wandering in the desert. He was crazy with
thirst and the burning heat of the sun. I gave him water and got
him onto my mule and took him to a shady place out of the bright
sunlight. I poured water onto him and tried to get him cooled down.
After a long time, he rested and fell into a deep sleep. I got my
mule and went back to see if I could find any of his gear.

The story was plain. I’ve seen it before. A man,
thirsty, begins to lose his bearings, his sanity, and then begins
to wander aimlessly. He sees only sand at first and he wants water
so bad, and then, he sees the beautiful mirages and he chases them.
They are never there, but the sun is still over him. He begins to
drop his belongins. All over the desert I found his camp gear, his
water canteen and, finally, his clothes, piece by piece. When I
found him, he didn’t have a stitch on him. Not even his boots. He
was sunburned till he was the colour of a red man, and all cut up
and full of cactus needles. I don’t know yet how come he was still
alive when I found him.

Anyhow, I picked up his trail and followed it back.
Along the way, I picked up his clothes and gear. Finally, I found
his mule. He had shot the poor animal. I guess she had stepped in a
hole and broken her leg. He had walked for miles in that hot sun. I
can still feel the heat of that day, if I think hard about it.

When I got back to my camp, it was getting dark. He
was still asleep. I bathed him again with water and then made a
fire and had some supper. Then I turned in, sleep’n close to him so
as I could hear if he called or needed anything.

Sometime in the night I heered him talkin. He was
crazy and raved. Sometimes, he yelled, and other times he cried.
The only words I could make out from time to time were words about
gold and injuns and things like that.

He died that night without saying anything sanely. I
buried him there in that shady place. I thought he might like it,
after being so hot an’ all. I took his packs and other gear figurin
to sell it to somebody that needed it. I didn’t need it, but I
could’ve used the money. One day, I was going through the stuff to
see what I could sell and what I might as well throw away when I
found somethin in the bottom of his can of coffee.”

He paused and pointed to the sack. “Would you bring
me that tin of coffee that I keep in that black sack?”

Matt went to the sack and soon returned with the
coffee tin in his hand.

“Say that’s a heavy tin. Do you keep rocks in your
coffee?” said Matt jokingly.



The old man took the can and reached down into the
coffee and retrieved some object. He looked at it in the light of
the campfire and Matt could see that it seemed to gleam and shine.
Extending his hand to Matt he gave him the object. Matt narrowly
escaped dropping it. He just wasn’t expecting such a heavy weight
in such a small object.

“Gosh, Joe. That’s heavy. What is it, anyway?”

“Take it over to the fire, Matt, perhaps you can see
it well enough to tell me what you think it is,” the old man said
with a weak smile.




Chapter 3

 


It struck Matt powerfully, like a ton of bricks. By
the firelight’s soft glow he could see the same gleam that had
driven the Spanish explorers mad with desire. The rock that he was
holding was a nugget of solid gold.

“My gawd, Joe! It’s gold. Pure gold. It’s fantastic
and yet, it’s true. I’ve never seen anything like it. Look how it
shines and glistens as I turn it! And it feels warm, like it’s
alive.”

“Matt, listen to me. A lot of men have died because
of that golden rock. Don’t let it get to you. You are an honest
person and I would not want to see you get hurt.”

“Oh, don’t worry about me, that way, Joe. I’m just
taken aback by the size of it. It just overwhelmed me for a moment.
I’m all right... now.”

“Look, Joe! Maybe it would be best if I hid all of
this for you until you’re up and ready to leave. It would be a hell
of a thing if you were to lose it now, after all the years you’ve
been prospecting. Now, you can leave this country and travel to
places you’ve only heard about.”

“Well, yer partly right, Matt”, said the prospector
with a wane smile, “I guess I am leaving this place, an’ I’m
travell’n to places I’ve only heard about, but I’m not likely go’in
far. Don’t josh me, Matt, I know this is the end for me.”

“All right, Joe, all right,” Matt returned, trying to
calm the man, fearing that he might move suddenly and start the
wounds bleeding again.

“I think, though that we’d still be wise to bury or
cover this bag of gold somewhere, don’t you think so?”

“Probably yer right about that. Do you suppose that
man who got away, had friends here bouts?”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if he did. You had never
seen them before, eh?”

“Well, I didn’t have a lota time to look them over
you see. I jumped almost immediately after they stuck me up. Then
the shooting started. I recollect that one of them was big, big
with a black moustache, and I mind see’n him before somewher’s but
I can’t remember jest where.”

“Joe, you sleep awhile, and perhaps with some rest
it’ll come to you.”

“No, I’ve got more to tell you. I found somethin else
along with that there gold nugget. You see, when I found that piece
of gold I got real excited and started looking through everything
to see if there were more. You mind that he was naked and I had
everythin of his’n except the blanket I rolled him in before I
buried him. Well, I looked at everything I could find. I was shore
that I was overlooking something. Then, when I had aboot given up,
I found it. He had a squaw coat. That was a deerskin coat made by
some Indian squaw. I ferget what tribe now... don’t matter no
how.

I had decided to keep the coat, cuz it looked good
and warm. This one had two skins sewed together so that there was a
comfortable side next to the skin. On one side the stitching had
come undone, and I was fingerin the hole, and I thought I felt
another layer inside. Bein curious, I used my knife to make the
hole bigger. I reached in and drew out a thin leather flap. It was
the side of one of the storage bags that the squaws like to make.
They fancy them all up and sometimes trade them to the white folk
at the tradin posts.

There was stitch’n on this one, too. It looked like a
map... and it was a map. It was a map to where he had found this
nugget. The only problem was the fact that it was poorly done. It
covered a lot of this here west, but it didn’t really show
everything needed to go back to the place.

I suppose, that for him, it was just a reminder. A
lot of things were left in his head because they weren’t on the
map.

Matt, bring over my coat. I suppose you took it off
of me when you patched me up.”

“Yes, I did. I was going to
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