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			Preface

			
				
				

			

			Some years back, my wife and I were driving cross country, and as we usually do while in the truck, we had some music playing. Both of us favor classic rock, and on that day, I had a long playlist up on the stereo, all songs by one of my favorite artists, America’s Songwriter, Bob Dylan. 

			I’ve long thought that Dylan’s best bodies of work may be found on his 1976 album Desire, and of those songs, perhaps the best is the ballad, Isis.  As the song concluded on that day, I remember telling my wife, “You know, I could write a novel based that song.”  Well, it didn’t end up being a novel but instead ended up a rather long short story. That story, Mystical Child, recounting the 1886 saga of a man named “Cairo Bob” Allen, was the first of several short stories I wrote based on Bob Dylan’s work.  You will find several of those stories in this collection.

			Not long after that, I took my first shot at writing a fantasy story; that two-part work developed a life of its own, as fiction sometimes does, and ended up going in a completely different direction than I had initially intended. Also in this collection, you will find Season of Ice and Fire and Ice.  I don’t think that story is done yet. But then, I’m not done yet either.

			Writing is a species of madness, I think. When you have the bug, you can’t not do it.  What you have before you now are some of the results of that madness.  I sincerely hope you enjoy it.  There will be more in time.
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			Dedicated to the Glibertarians, 
the most interesting, inspiring, and sometimes baffling group of people that have ever existed.
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			Mystical Child

			
				
				

			

			Inspired by Bob Dylan’s “Isis”

			May 5, 1886 – Carson City, Nevada

			She kicked me out this morning, a year to the day since we wed. Reckon it’s been too long since I was in civilized country to hold on to a wife for long. Egypt ain’t the place to learn fine manners. So, I may as well find some sort of work. I’m back in Carson City for now, if there’s any sort of paying work to be had, it is likely to be here. Droving, I reckon, or maybe I’ll take up prospecting. Maybe something else. Fellow who’s good with a gun can always find a way. With a bit of luck, something here might set me on the right track. Might even get enough gold ahead to entice my wife to let me come back home. 

			
					From the diary of Robert “Cairo Bob” Allen, 1841-1928

			

			November 6, 1886:

			Bob walked into the Dollar, his favorite Carson City saloon, and slapped the dust off his threadbare gray trousers. He was a tall, lean, hard-faced man in his middle forties, with icy blue eyes, bushy side whiskers, and thick brown hair that he had worn long since the War of the Northern Aggression, over twenty years since. Four years as a cavalry scout under General Wade Hampton, and ten years in the Egyptian Khedive’s army had left him embittered and broke; Ismail the Magnificent’s generosity did not live up to his name, not even with the former Confederate soldiers he retained to train his army. The only thing Bob had managed to retain from his years of service was his old Colt’s Navy revolver, which hung now in a battered old Texas loop holster on his worn leather belt, and the nickname some of the other former Rebels serving the Khedive had hung on him: Cairo Bob.

			

			Now, in early November, Carson City was enjoying a stretch of unusually fine fall weather, but that didn’t help Bob’s mood any. The sight of the Dollar didn’t help; it was a long, narrow, dusty room, with a few tables along the wall opposite the narrow, grimy bar. Hal Ketch, the bartender, stood behind the bar, slowly polishing a glass with a dirty towel, his usual expression of eternal boredom etched on his square face. At one of the tables, two old men sat, playing a card game, tiredly. Bob didn’t know their names.

			“Morning, Bob,” the bartender greeted him. It was a few minutes shy of noon, railroad time.

			“Morning, Hal,” Bob groused.

			“Any word from the Missus?”

			“Not since she kicked me out,” Bob drawled. “Six goddamn months ago now. Gimme a whiskey. Need something to open m’eyes.” He still missed Isis terribly; when he closed his eyes, he could still feel her lean, long body, could still smell her long, black hair, sage overlain with something musky. She was still there, as far as he knew, in the cabin up Clear Creek canyon. He hadn’t been back since that last day.

			The bartender placed a glass and a bottle of cheap rotgut in front of Bob. “What will you do?” he asked.

			Bob poured out some whiskey and swallowed it at a gulp; it burned going down, as though he had swallowed a strand of barbed wire. “Dunno. Thought about goin’ home to South Carolina. Don’t know as I want to do that. Bad memories.” Like many former Confederates, he had a hard time accepting the loss, even now, over twenty years later.

			

			“Long time ago,” Hal observed.

			“Don’t make it no easier,” Bob snapped. As Hal turned away, Bob thought he heard him mutter, “Damn stubborn Reb,” but not so loud as to allow Bob to take offense and start up a scrap–besides which, if he did that, he wouldn’t be able to come in and drink again.

			Not that his dwindling supply of cash would allow that much longer in any case.

			“Hey, Reb,” one of the old men playing cards called. Bob bristled a little, but the old fellow hadn’t meant anything by it; it was just a label, and Bob realized that, with his Low Country accent and the old gray Confederate trousers he still wore, he could hardly deny it.

			“What do you want?”

			“You still lookin’ for payin’ work?”

			“Hell, yeah,” Bob replied. “Got myself kicked off my own damn place. Man has to eat somehow.”

			“Fella was through here yesterday,” the old man went on, “looking for someone to help him with some kind of big job. Said he was headed north, up towards Nez Perce country. If’n you was to get on the road right sharp, you might catch up with him.”

			“What’s he look like?” Bob wanted to know.

			“Short, kind of a gut on ‘im, no hair. Kind of funny-looking, you ask me.”

			“Said he was headed north?”

			“He did.”

			Bob poured himself another whiskey and stared at it moodily. Almost out of money, he reminded himself. Long ride up to Nez Perce country. Five days, maybe six. 

			His horse was across town at a stable, as was the rest of his traps; nothing more than a few clean shirts, a bedroll, his saddle, and a battered old Spencer rifle that dated back to the war. Bob had in fact been sleeping in the stable himself these last months, ever since his wife had kicked him out.

			

			Well, hell, he thought, it’s not like I got anything to lose.

			He downed the whiskey, dropped some coins on the bar and headed out into the street.

			On an impulse, perhaps driven by the prospect of a fresh start, he went into the town’s only barber shop and laid down a precious ten cents for a haircut and shave. Bob emerged onto the street with a close-cropped head and a clean-shaven face for the first time since the end of the war. Feeling somehow renewed, he went to the stable, settled with the stable keeper for board of his horse, saddled the animal and rode off north.

			Long stretch of wild country ahead of me, he thought, as he reached the edge of town and spurred his horse to a canter. He sat in the saddle with the ease of a veteran cavalryman, and his horse moved effortlessly; in spite of his poverty Bob had made sure to keep the animal in fine fettle, and his horse furniture was in good condition. The horse soldier’s creed of the horse, the saddle, the man was still deeply ingrained in his soul.

			He reached forward and tapped the stock of the Spencer. He had only one seven-shot magazine full of rounds for the rifle but figured he could find some more if he needed to. Don’t know why, he told himself, but feels like things might finally be turning my way. Things can’t go too far wrong–either way, I’m better off than sitting around Carson City feeling sorry for myself.

			Get to see some new country, anyway. Never been that far north before.

			The weather was turning. A light snow started to fall as he took the road north towards Boise and the Nez Perce nation.

			

			November 10, 1886 – Boise, Idaho Territory

			Four days hard riding has brought me to Boise in Idaho Territory. There’s some fuss going on in town just now, people all upset about Chinese living in the town. Not sure why everyone is so riled up, it ain’t like they were freedmen–I can see how some folks would be unhappy about that, although I ain’t never had a problem with colored folks myself. But in Reno, I had run into a man who saw the same fellow I’m looking for, and said he was headed for some place northwards of Boise. I picked up on his trail again when I heard tell of his passage from an Indian in some little place called Jordan Valley in Oregon, so figure I’m on the right track. Man sure isn’t taking any pains to keep his movements a secret or anything. 

			
					From the diary of Robert “Cairo Bob” Allen, 1841-1928

			

			November 10, 1886

			Bob rode into Boise on a cloudy, cold day, with a chill wind blowing pellets of wet snow in his face. His old gray coat was wet through. He was wearing an old pair of corduroy trousers he had happened to acquire along the way, and two hickory shirts, along with his mule-ear trooper boots and ancient slouch hat; all were dirty, all were soaked.

			“I’d kill for clean, dry duds and a warm bed,” he muttered to himself as he walked his horse down what appeared to be the main drag. He knew the warm bed was unlikely, given his current state of poverty, but he had enough money left for a stable stall and a laundry, if such a thing were to be had; Boise looked to be a good-sized town, so the odds of getting his clothes cleaned up was reasonable, and he could always sleep in a stall with his horse.

			He pulled out his wallet and went through the few remaining banknotes—no, bills, he reminded himself—green Yankee bills, he noted with a slight frown, still not happy about how the whole thing had turned out. Something better break loose pretty soon, he reminded himself, or I’m going to be broke myself.

			

			Bob rode down the street. As he turned onto an east-west street lined with businesses, the clouds broke open, allowing a weak, watery sunshine to peek through.

			The sun was low in the sky, and after four days in the wilds, it was odd to ride from sun to shadow as he went in and out of the shade cast by the buildings along the south side of the street. Bob spotted a man standing on a corner, and angled his horse over towards the local.

			“Hey, friend,” Bob called. “Can you point me towards a place where a fella can get cleaned up?”

			“Been on the trail a while?” the local asked.

			“You might say that.”

			The Boisean’s gaze narrowed on hearing Bob’s accent. “Reb, are you?”

			“Was,” Bob agreed, trying a soft answer to turn away any possible wrath. “Wade Hampton’s cavalry. Long time ago now.”

			“Yeah,” the man agreed, relaxing some. “Served in a Wisconsin volunteer infantry regiment myself. Took a bullet in the arm at Second Wilderness… Well, anyway, as you say, friend, all a long time ago now. What did you say you were looking for?”

			Bob slapped the leg of his muddy trousers. “Place to get cleaned up. Bath, laundry if there is such a thing.”

			The local pointed up the street. “There’s a boarding house up two blocks, in what used to be Chinatown. Figure you can get a bath there, and Mrs. Olson across the street from there took over Chang’s laundry, she can clean up your clothes right quick. That’s where I get my stuff cleaned up.”

			“Took over?”

			“Yeah,” the Boisean said. “Big fuss around here lately about the Chinese. Territorial legislature passed a tax on ‘em, and the folks around here made things pretty hot for anyone and anything Chinese. Most of the Chinese have left the territory now. Lots of them just up and abandoned houses and businesses, so the local folks took over. Big fuss earlier in the year, but it’s mostly blown over now. I’m here to tell you, though, the line was drawn awfully strong between old Chinatown and the rest of the city for a while there, and that’s for sure and for certain.”

			

			Uncertain as to how to react to that, Bob simply thanked the man and rode on.

			“Sure as shooting” he said to himself a few minutes later: There, on the right-hand side of the street, was a big rambling wooden house with a sign: 

			monarch boarding house. 

			There was a hitching rail at the front of the house. Bob rode over, dismounted, tied his horse off, and went inside. A bell jingled as he closed the big oak door behind him and stepped into a warm entry room lit by a gas mantle. Right civilized place, this is, he told himself. Inside, he could see a large dining table. A lean man with the look of a drummer sat there, reading a newspaper. Somewhere a clock ticked loudly. The house smelled of fresh bread.

			A large, gray-haired woman met him in the entry. “I’m Mrs. Dalby,” she said. “I run the house here.”

			Bob nodded, removed his old slouch hat, and gave his name. “Looking for a place to spend a night or two,” he told her. “Get cleaned up, get some hot food, if I can, ma’am.”

			“You’re welcome, of course,” the old woman said with a sniff. “Fifty cents a night. Another quarter for the hot supper. If it’s a bath you want, go across the street to Broadman’s Laundry, they can clean your clothes up and provide a hot shower-bath; it’s the latest thing. Ten cents for shirts, fifteen for trousers, nickel for each item of small clothes. Quarter for the shower bath.”

			

			“That sounds right fine, ma’am. Is there a place I can put up my horse?”

			“Stable is in back. Use of the stable is part of the rent, but I’ll need a quarter for hay and oats for your animal if you want to feed it.”

			“I will, ma’am, thank you.” Bob reached into his wallet and pulled out two one-dollar Yankee greenbacks. “Let’s call it two nights for now,” he said, handing her the bills. “Much obliged.”

			“I thank you,” Mrs. Dalby said. “Supper is in at six o’clock sharp, so you have a couple of hours.”

			“Thank you, ma’am,” Bob said. “Reckon I’ll put up my horse, then see about that laundry.”

			“I’ll send my boy Andy out to get you some feed,” Mrs. Dalby said, and walked off.

			Bob took his gelding to the stable, unsaddled him, put up the horse tack, and brushed the animal down. A boy of about ten or so came in as Bob was checking the horse’s feet and filled the trough in the stall Bob was using with a mix of chopped hay and oats. The horse set to with a will.

			With that done, Bob walked across the street to the building marked laundry and hot bath

			He didn’t notice the short, portly fellow watching him from a rocking chair on the boarding house’s porch. The round man watched Bob go into the laundry, then got up and went into the boarding house.

			November 11, 1886 – Boise, Idaho Territory

			I’d figured on having to ride up into the Nez Perce nation to find the man I was following, but sure enough, he found me, and on my second day in Boise, too. He was an odd fellow, too, just like the old man back in Carson City described him. Don’t think he had any worries about being scalped, that’s for sure, not with that pate of his. He had a hell of a proposition, too, and his timing was great, as I was pretty near out of money. I couldn’t have stayed in the Monarch Boarding House more than a couple more days, my wallet was getting as thin as a March wind in the mountains. 

			

			
					From the diary of Robert “Cairo Bob” Allen, 1841-1928

			

			November 11, 1886

			“Good God in the foothills, man, how long can this idiot Cleveland stay in office?” the drummer at the other side of the table was expounding—again. This time, at Bob’s second supper at the Monarch Boarding House, he was going on about silver-backed currency.

			The only thing Bob knew about silver was that he’d never had much of it in his hands, and rarely less so than now.

			“I tell you, he ought to be run out of Washington City,” the drummer went on. He slammed a fist down on the table, making the china jump. “Him and his bastard child.”

			“Ma, Ma, where’s my Pa?” laughed another boarder. “Gone to the White House, haw, haw, haw!”

			“Gentlemen!” Mrs. Dalby was just entering the room, bearing a large cauldron of chicken and dumplings. “I remind you, no talk of religion or politics at the table. If you wish to argue politics, kindly do so outside on the porch.”

			Bob had learned quickly that Mrs. Dalby, although a widow lady well past middle age, was in fact a formidable woman with a will of iron and the voice of a top sergeant when events called for it. The drummer grinned sheepishly as Mrs. Dalby handed him a huge bowl full of steaming chicken and dumplings. “Sorry, ma’am,” he grinned. “Got a bit carried away, I did.”

			

			“Kindly see that you do not do so again,” the Monarch Boarding House’s proprietor replied.

			Bob ate up quickly—the supper was long on dumplings and somewhat short on chicken—and went outside to the porch to smoke a cigar he had won earlier in the day playing cards with the drummer. He had little interest in what he still thought of as Yankee politics, although the fact that Cleveland was apparently a Democrat appealed somewhat to the former Confederate that still lived within him.

			Almost out of money, he reminded himself as he struck a match on the sole of his trooper’s boot and lit the cigar. He drew on the stogie; it was dry and acid-tasting, but he hadn’t had a smoke in weeks. Tomorrow, I either find some sort of work here in Boise or light out again.

			A figure materialized on the corner of the porch and drifted towards Bob. Seeing the movement out of the dark in the corner of his eye, Bob instinctively grabbed at his holster, but his revolver was up in his room. At Mrs. Dalby’s command, no sidearms were to be worn in the house.

			“Relax, friend, just wanted to speak with you,” a high-pitched, scratchy voice said. The man stepped into the light from the window; a short, rotund man, his bald pate shining in the dim light.

			That’s him, Bob realized. That’s the man I’m looking for.

			“Got another match?” 

			“Sure thing, friend,” Bob said. He took the matchbook from his jacket pocket and handed it to the man.

			“Samuel P.C.E. Evans,” the short man said by way of introduction. He extracted a tobacco pouch and papers from his jacket pocket and quickly, expertly rolled a cigarette. Striking a match on the porch rail, he took a long drag and exhaled contentedly. He didn’t explain why he carried around the flock of initials.

			

			“Bob Allen,” Bob said. The two shook hands formally. “They call me Cairo Bob.” He wasn’t sure why he had added that last. There was something odd about the round man, something that reminded Bob of someone.

			“Cairo Bob?” Evans asked. 

			“Spent ten years in Egypt,” Bob explained. “After the war. The Khedive was building an Army, wanted help training his troops, and I had nothin’ else to do, so…”

			“Ah,” Evans said. “Southron, then, are you?”

			“That’s right. South Carolina.”

			“From Virginia myself,” Evans nodded. “Well, the part they call West Virginia now. Spent three years in Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia. You?”

			“Wade Hampton’s cavalry, purt near the whole war.”

			“You and I, we may have been on the same field a time or two, then.”

			“Reckon we were.”

			Evans took another drag and looked at Bob sidelong. “Heard one of the boarders say you was looking for some work.”

			“That I am,” Bob agreed. “Damn near down to my last dollar.”

			“Would you be interested in heading up north into Canada for a while? Got a lead on something up north of the border; might be something pretty big. Need someone to ride up there with me, find a place called Pyramid Peak. We’d be looking for the grave of a fella buried up there somewhere.”

			“What terms did you have in mind?” Bob asked.

			“Fifty-fifty split of whatever we find,” Evans said.

			“Well, fine. What are you expecting to find?”

			“Ever hear tell of a Spanish explorer name of de Vaca?” Bob shook his head. “Story goes that he criss-crossed the country, looking for seven lost cities of gold. Now, history says he failed, but according to the Nez Perce, one of his soldiers, man name of Ruiz, found one of the cities. Streets not paved with gold, but plenty of bar and sculpted gold to be had. He recovered as much as he could carry but died up there in the mountains, up in Canada. He had a partner, who buried him up there and brought word back to the Nez Perce of the place called Pyramid Peak, where Ruiz’s grave is and where the gold is stashed, but the partner died before he could get back to civilization.”

			

			“Why didn’t the Nez Perce chase this thing down, if they know all about it?”

			Evans shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe they think the old boy was lying. Maybe they just don’t care. Anyway, I’ve been through that country up in Canada, and I think I may know the peak they’re talking about. I need a partner to help me get up there, find this place, dig up the gold, and bring it back. What do you say?”

			“Long ways up there,” Bob said reflectively. “We’d need a grubstake, maybe a pack horse each. All I got is my saddle horse and damn near no money.”

			“Don’t worry none about that,” Evans shook his head. “I’ll arrange for grub and pack horses. If we find anything, I’ll take that stake back out of the gold before we divide it up.”

			“That’s fair,” Bob agreed. “Nothing but. When you want to leave?”

			“Best we do not draw too much attention,” Evans said. “Tomorrow, you go to see Colonel Appleton on the west edge of town. He sells horses. Find a couple of good strong pack animals. I’ll stake you, oh, ten dollars per horse; that should get a couple of decent ones. While you’re doing that, I’ll arrange for a month’s worth of flour, bacon, and beans. How you fixed for guns and ammo?”

			Bob frowned. “Give me a moment to weigh that.” He thought hard on the contents of his saddlebags. “Reckon I got enough powder and ball for my revolver. Got a Spencer rifle, almost out of rounds for it; got one full magazine and three empty ones. If anyone in town has any .56 Spencer, I could sure use some.”

			

			“I’ll see what I can do. Do we have a deal, then, sir?”

			“We do,” Bob said. They shook hands again, and Evans faded away into the dark, disappearing just as he had appeared.

			November 17, 1886 – Somewhere in the Canadian Rockies

			Cold up here, in Canada. Never been up in these parts before, and I see now why. In November back in South Carolina when I was a boy, can’t hardly remember even wearing a jacket in November, but up here, even in the saddle and moving, I’m bundled up in damn near every piece of clothing I own, and wrapped up in a blanket to boot. Sleeping isn’t easy, either. Especially since we aren’t up here legal and don’t want to draw attention to ourselves, so we’re only making small fires to cook at night. Reminds me of back during the War of the Northern Aggression, when we were raiding up into Yankee territory. Not rightly sure how folk can live in a climate like this.

			
					From the diary of Robert “Cairo Bob” Allen, 1841-1928

			

			November 17, 1886

			It was nearing sundown on the fifth day. 

			The two men had snuck across the border into Canada two days before. Bob’s skills as a cavalry scout stood them in good stead; they had once spent a half-hour hiding in a small copse of trees as a patrol of Mounties went past, but they had neatly evaded the Canucks. “J.E.B. Stuart couldn’t have done her any better,” Sam Evans observed, which made Bob grin.

			But that had been some time since, and the weather was turning worse.

			

			“Five days,” Bob groused from the saddle. “Five days since we left Boise. Just keeps getting colder every damn day.”

			“This here sure as hell ain’t Dixie,” Evans agreed easily. He let out an audible gasp as a gust of wind drove snow into his thin coat. A coughing fit seized him. “Wish I’d thought to have bought a better coat. I been through these parts once before, but that was in summer.”

			“Here.” Bob untied a spare blanket from his saddle and reached across to hand it to Evans. “Can’t have you catching the grippe or something and dyin’ before we find this here dead Spaniard.”

			“I sure do thank you,” Evans said, wrapping the old wool blanket around his shoulders. “Damned if it ain’t as cold as a Yankee banker’s heart up here. But I’ll get you to where we’re going, don’t you worry none—you got my word on that.”

			“Dark soon,” Bob pointed out. “See that line of trees ahead? Must be a creek. Good place to shelter for the night.” 

			“Looks like,” Evans said.

			An hour later, the horses were tended, and Bob was stirring a small pot of beans over a cavalryman’s fire. He was mulling over the comment he had made to Evans earlier in the day, about Evans dying of the grippe. On the other side of the fire Evans was squatting, cutting up chunks of bacon to go into the beans. Another coughing fit seized him as Bob watched.

			At least the snow’s stopped, Bob thought. The sun was gone; Bob looked up at the glimmering, ice-chip stars shining through gaps in the clouds.

			“Say,” Bob said at last, “you do know where we’re headed, right?”

			“Think so,” Evans said. He took out a dirty handkerchief and wiped his mouth with it. “About another forty miles or so—call it two day’s ride. The Nez Perce I talked to called it what amounts to “straight-sided mountain” or “cone mountain.” The one I talked to didn’t know exactly how to savvy it in English. But when I had passed through these parts the summer before, I do remember seeing a mountain, straight sided, looked just like one of them ancient pyramids over Egypt way. Say, you were there; ever see them things for-real?”

			

			“Couple times,” Bob replied. “Some big ones not far from Cairo. I was there a few times. That’s where I picked up the ‘Cairo Bob’ handle.”

			“Well, this here mountain, she looked just like the pyramids I saw once in a picture book. We’ve got some nasty badlands to ride through, but as long as the weather doesn’t get worse, I reckon we’ll be all right.”

			“So how are we supposed to find this Spaniard’s grave, anyway?”

			“Now that’s the interesting part,” Evans said. “The Indian said he didn’t rightly see the man himself, you understand. But on the east side of the mountain, there’s a big stone mostly blocking a cave entrance, and there’s a Spanish cross carved into the stone. That’s how we’ll know where it is.”

			“So, all we have to do Is move that stone, and the grave’s inside?”

			“That’s how I see it,” Evans agreed. “Grave, tomb, whatever.”

			“I sure do hope you’re right about all this.”

			Bob stirred the bacon Evans had cut up into the beans. After a little while, they were ready to eat. Each man had a tin plate and a spoon. They divvied up the beans and bacon and ate in contemplative silence.

			When they were done, Evans offered to wash up the dishes in the creek. He gathered everything up and walked the few paces to the little stream. Bob could hear the pot and plates clattering as Evans dunked them in the cold water. Bob could also hear Evans coughing again.

			Wonder if he’s consumptive? Bob shook his head. Reckon not. Everyone I ever heard of with the consumption couldn’t hardly eat. Say the flesh just melts right off them. This Evans, whatever ails him, it ain’t that.

			

			Presently Evans came back. He handed Bob his plate and spoon. With an old field soldier’s care, Bob tilted them towards the fire so he could look them over. They looked clean enough, so he stowed them in his saddlebag while Evans stowed the pot and his own eating gear. He knew all too well how dirty eating gear could make a man sick, and he had no desire to pick up a case of the quickstep in this weather.

			“Two more days ride, you say,” Bob asked. 

			Evans nodded. He rolled another cigarette, lit it with a brand from the fire, and took a long, contented drag. “Two more, maybe a day finding the grave.”

			“And then, what, a week getting back? Figure on going back to Boise?”

			“Sure,” Evans said. “There’s enough mining in the area, I figure we should be able to cash in the gold. We can always melt it down into chunks, so they don’t suspect we stole it. Ought to be able to make it look like credible nuggets.”

			“Won’t folks wonder when we don’t file any claims?”

			“I doubt it,” Evans assured Bob. “Claims office isn’t even in the same building as the assay office. Even if someone did wonder, we’ll be long gone by the time they put it all together.”

			“You say so.”

			Evans took another drag on the cigarette. “I reckon we’ll be back to civilization by, oh, third or fourth of December. Not that long.”

			“Well,” Bob said, “that ain’t the worst news I ever heard.”

			They rolled up in bedrolls to sleep close beside the fire. As he was drifting off, Bob heard Evans coughing again.

			

			November 18, 1886 – Somewhere in the Canadian Rockies

			Evening at last. Fire isn’t helping us get warm, not much. Evans keeps coughing. Afraid he’s going to keel over. We rode through some bad country today. I’m thinking this trip is going to take longer than this man Evans thinks. We went up this steep-sided canyon, following a creek that’s froze hard as rock, and made camp up near where it starts, on the edge of a little pond, also froze hard as rock. We’ll have to hammer out some ice to melt for drinking, cooking, and necessary. Just keeps getting colder, and colder. Sure do hope it ends up being worth all this hardship. But, if I can just come out of this set up well enough to maybe win Isis back, it will have all been worth it.

			
					From the diary of Robert “Cairo Bob” Allen, 1841-1928

			

			November 19, 1886

			The two men had passed an uncomfortable night. Figuring they were far enough from the border, Bob had insisted on building the fire up enough to keep them from freezing solid, but he still slept poorly. Several times in the night he roused to throw more wood on the fire, but the supply ran out a couple of hours before dawn and, by the time the sun came up the South Carolinian was truly miserable. Evans coughed sporadically all through the night but other than that, hardly moved; Bob kept up the fire by himself, and when morning finally dawned pale and watery, he was more than a little resentful. 

			Think of what’s ahead, he reminded himself, and keep your damn mouth shut.

			The horses seemed to be faring well, at least. Bob had insisted on bringing along a sack of corn and another of oats. With that and the abundant dry grass, the horses were probably feeding better than the men.

			

			Bob saddled the riding horses while Evans loaded the pack animals. Bob went over this saddle horse with a cavalryman’s care, checking teeth, hooves, and eyes; the animal seemed fine. The pack horses were holding up. Evans climbed on his saddle horse without apparently giving a thought to the beast’s state.

			“Ready?” he asked Bob.

			“I reckon.” Bob said, as he climbed into his well-worn saddle.

			“All right then,” Evans said, and spurred his horse to a walk.

			As they started out, Evans was rolling another cigarette and coughing. He seemed to have an inexhaustible supply of makings. He rode along, silent for once, leading one of the pack horses. Bob rode along behind, leading the other, in a contemplative silence.

			Gold, he told himself. Amazing how everything seems to turn on that. With gold, a man can have damn near anything. Without it, he doesn’t have much.

			I don’t want a palace in Egypt, or even a mansion in San Francisco. All I want is my cabin on Clear Creek and my wife back. I guess when she hooked up with me, she didn’t have it clear what life was like on a little farm out in the boonies like that, but she sure didn’t give it much of a chance. Barely that year.

			But with gold, he thought, I can do a lot more for her.

			This pans out, I’ll bring her back a big old diamond necklace, maybe some other jewelry, so she’ll know right off I’ve hit it big. I’ll get some men out to add onto the cabin, bring in a real iron stove so she doesn’t have to cook over the fire, maybe even get a well drilled. Hauling water from the creek sure ain’t no fun.

			I suppose if she wants, we could move into Carson City. Damn lot of Yankees there, but if it means keeping Isis or losing her again…

			The thought trailed off.

			Dammit, he thought, war’s over, and long since. I got to stop thinking that way. Hell, Isis herself said she’s from Kansas—Bloody Kansas, John Brown’s Kansas, and I never thought I’d be so besotted with a woman as I am with her.

			

			He remembered during that good year, when he had brought Isis into Carson City to do some trading. A shop there sold women’s pretties, and Isis’s eye had fallen on an Indian necklace of silver and turquoise, but Bob hadn’t the money to buy it. That’s the thing, he thought, remembering that bright summer’s day with Isis on his arm. If that’s still there in that store, I’ll buy that right off, or something like it at least.

			The two riders had just crested a small ridge when Evans spoke up. “Look there,” he called. Bob rode up alongside, looked to where Evans was pointing.

			And there it was, in the weak morning light—a mountain, with an almost perfect pyramid shape. To the east there was another, smaller peak of similar construction.

			“So,” Bob asked, “which one is it?”

			“Well,” Evans said, “The Indian said he heard tell it was on the eastern slope. Figure we may as well check that eastern peak first. See how the two sort of run together and form a saddle? Doesn’t look like there’d be any cave or any such in there.”

			“Makes sense.” Bob stood in his saddle and examined what he could see of the ground ahead. “Looks like another waterway yonder, that might could lead us off to the east of that little mountain. Worth a try, anyway.”

			“You’re the cavalry scout,” Evans agreed. He was rolling another cigarette. A sharp, barking cough escaped him. He hawked and spat, and Bob thought he saw blood in the spittle before it landed in the tall, dry grass.

			“I suppose,” Bob said. “I’ll lead, then. Another damn canyon, likely, but at least this time we’re headed down, not up.”

			Bob rode ahead, glancing once over his shoulder to make sure Evans was following. The man was just lighting up his smoke. He dropped the match into a patch of snow and booted his horse. 

			

			Imagine what Isis would have thought of this little adventure, Bob reflected. She would have thought it reckless as hell, that’s what she would have thought.

			She won’t think so if I come back with a fat wallet, he thought. He could hear Evan’s horse’s hooves on the ground behind him, so he didn’t look back again. He went back to thinking of his wife, back there in the cabin on Clear Creek. Her long, black hair, her skin like new ivory, her full lips; the swell of her bosom, the curve of her hip, her biting, scratching passion in the bed when the light was out…

			Don’t know how the hell we never had a kid, Bob thought bitterly. We may have had our problems, but good God that woman loves to fuck. He felt himself growing hard in his faded gray trousers and cursed silently.

			This man Evans, he mused, damn well better know what he’s up to. Half a mind to shoot him and leave him here otherwise.

			November 21, 1886 –Pyramid Peak

			We arrived at the base of the smaller mountain at mid-morning, stopped in a patch of low brush near a small creek, built a fire, cooked up some bacon and biscuits, and planned our next move. Evans was of a mind that we should split up, one of us move off north, the other south, and check out any likely spots. I didn’t cotton to that and told him so. We don’t either of us know the other all that well, I said to him, and trust runs mightily lean in these sorts of doings. But he was pretty insistent, and to prove it he proposed to leave the pack horses and most of the gear where we’d stopped as a base camp, and both of us return every evening. This seemed to make a certain amount of sense, as I had to admit. So, we determined that we’d take the rest of the day to build some sort of shelter, let the horses rest and graze, and try to get the chill out of our bones before commencing to look for the Spaniard’s tomb in the morning. We built a lean-to of brush and built a big fire in front of it, and I think that was the warmest I’d been since the Monarch Boarding House in Boise. Oh, and towards evening I took my Spencer, went out into a patch of woods, and shot a big doe. Fresh meat!

			

			
					From the diary of Robert “Cairo Bob” Allen, 1841-1928

			

			November 22, 1886

			Breakfast was venison tenderloin fried in bacon grease served up with leftover biscuits from the day before, and Bob didn’t think he’d enjoyed a finer meal in years, hunger proving once again to be the best of seasonings. That was a lesson Bob had learned long ago, during the War of the Northern Aggression, but he had forgotten it since—until that morning.

			“Ask you a question?” Evans asked around a mouthful of biscuit. Bob nodded assent. “You sure were quick to jump on this here deal. Quicker’n a man whose only problem is an empty wallet, you don’t mind my saying so. Something else going on?”

			“Don’t know as I’m wanting to talk about that,” Bob replied.

			“We’re partners,” Evans pointed out. “Partners should know what’s drivin’ each other. Especially when there’s gold at stake.”

			Bob thought that over. “All right,” he said, adding “you first.”

			“Well, you probably noticed the cough, right?”

			“Sure.”

			“Got some kind of problem with my lungs. A cancer, the sawbones in Elko said. Add to that the problem that my Pa had a bum heart, and he passed it on. So, I need doctoring, and that costs money. Figured this to be my best shot at getting some big Frisco doc to look me over.”

			

			“Make sense,” Bob agreed. 

			“So, what about you?”

			Bob finished chewing a forkful of tender venison. “Wife kicked me off my place west of Carson City.”

			“Figured you had some kind of woman troubles,” Evans observed. “Seen the look on men before. So, you’re figuring on buying your way back into her bed?”

			“I ain’t like that,” Bob objected.

			Evans said nothing, just raised a questioning eyebrow.

			Seized by a sudden need to talk about it—to someone, to anyone, as he had talked about it with no one for over six months—Bob spilled out a torrent of words.

			“I ain’t never had a lot of money, sure,” he explained. “But she never seemed to mind all that much. She showed up in Carson City one day and took up a room above the dry-goods store where she was working. I did a fair amount of trading in there and realized one day that I reckoned her to be the sweetest, prettiest gal I’d ever run across, and I ain’t exactly a young man n’more. So, we courted for a while, then got married last May. Was a cold, rainy day, that day we got hitched, but neither of us cared. Brought her out to my place out on Clear Creek. Got forty acres, had a couple horses, a stretch plowed up for truck crops, keep a few pigs and chickens. No place to get rich off of, but enough to keep a family eating, you know?”

			“Sure,” Evans said. “Grew up on a place like that in Virginny.”

			“Me too,” Bob went on. “So, we were happy, you know? First year went just fine. I thought so, anyway. Then a year after we got married, she just up and tosses me out. Said to me, she said, ‘Robert Allen, you got to get away. You need to get off this place for a while. You ain’t hardly set foot off the place in a year, and you are getting’ stale. Write to me here, let me know what you’re doing, I’ll want to know, but you need to get out for a spell.”

			“That’s hard,” Evans observed.

			

			“Tell me about it,” Bob said. “She told me that once I had some time away, to come back and see if things ain’t different. Figured if I went back with a pocketful of greenbacks, well, that’d sure go a long way to ease my way in, you know?”

			“She’s that fine a woman?”

			“None finer. Stuff she used to say, back when times was good… I can’t hardly tell you none of the best stuff. Can’t hardly remember myself, anymore. All I know is I want to be back on my own place with Isis—that’s her name, Isis—again, and if this here venture gets me back there again, then by God, that’s what I’ll do.”

			They finished eating in silence. Damn, Bob thought to himself as he cleaned up his tin plate and cup in the creek, but I never thought I’d spill my guts like that—least of all to that sawed-off little bastard. To a preacher man, maybe.

			When that was done, the two conferred again. 

			“I’ll head off to the north,” Bob said, remembering what Evans had said about his health; the north slope looked like rougher country. “You go to the south. Check out cliffs, overhangs, anything that might hide a cave, right?”

			Evans nodded. “Indian said it was in a cave, covered with a big flat rock.”

			Bob remembered his Bible. “Has a familiar sound to it, all right. Well then—let’s saddle up. See you back here around sunset.”

			He rode through the morning without anything interesting coming up. Noon found him inspecting a stretch of rock outcrops with no result, so he ate a biscuit and a chunk of venison, and turned back.

			Then, in a spot he had overlooked before, there was a small, flat face of rock, set back in a small box canyon. Bob rode up for a closer look, and then…

			“Sure as hell,” he breathed. There, in the rock face, was a large, flat boulder, leaned against the face; around the edges, Bob could see gaps. Overhead, a small creek spilled down the cliff face, over the boulder, into a small pool; the freezing weather had had its effect. 

			

			Bob dismounted and walked over for a closer look. The water wasn’t flowing any more, not in the cold, but the flat boulder was encased in a good six inches of clear ice, hard as granite. Through the ice Bob could see the faint

			
			
			November 22, 1886—Pyramid Peak

			
			
					From the diary of Robert “Cairo Bob” Allen, 1841-1928
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			November 24, 1886 –The Tomb

			
			
					From the diary of Robert “Cairo Bob” Allen, 1841-1928
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			November 25, 1886 –The Tomb

			
			

			
					From the diary of Robert “Cairo Bob” Allen, 1841-1928

			

			November 25, 1886

			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			November 27, 1886 –The Tomb

			
			

			
					From the diary of Robert “Cairo Bob” Allen, 1841-1928
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			December 4, 1886—Carson City, Nevada

			
			
					From the diary of Robert “Cairo Bob” Allen, 1841-1928
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			December 4, 1886—Clear Creek Valley, Nevada

			
			
					From the diary of Robert “Cairo Bob” Allen, 1841-1928
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			May 5, 1924 –Clear Creek Valley, Nevada

			
			

			
					From the diary of Robert “Cairo Bob” Allen, 1841-1928

			

			May 5, 1924
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