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CHAPTER ONE:

HOTTER THAN HELL
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Aaron McAllister was a worried man. As he and his twelve year old son Andy rode wearily over the parched terrain toward the tiny desert settlement of Hualapai Springs, the ache of fear in his gut grew more and more intense. Father and son, astride their two spotted Indian ponies, were thirsty, tired and half-blinded by the relentless sun, but they had sufficient strength to make it safely into town, if left alone. The problem was, they were being followed.

The signs were not good. Even his gray pack mule, ears twitching at the pesky flies, sensed danger in the air. As she plodded obediently behind, unprompted by a lead rope, from time to time she turned her head to one side to stare at  the three mounted men getting gradually closer and closer. The mule was old, wizened, and had a well-honed instinct for danger that Aaron McAllister had come to respect. She wasn’t overly keen on snakes, quicksand, poisonous water pools, hostile Indians or prowling coyotes; and from the way the whites of her eyes were showing now, there was something about those riders she didn’t much like either.  

The three strangers had been following them for a couple of hours.  As soon as McAllister had suspected the three might not be friendly fellow travelers, he’d tried to quicken the pace of his little caravan. But the riders merely quickened their walk too, and so the distance continued to close. The nearer they got, the more concerned Aaron McAllister became. There was something not quite right about them: the way they rode, the absence of pack animals, the fact they’d swung behind McAllister and his son and trailed them, even hanging back a few hundred yards behind for a spell, before deciding to press their horses forward again. Now, as McAllister glanced back, he could see the men staring intently in his direction, like wolves fixated on tiring prey. 

He gazed lovingly on the near-exhausted face of his son. Young Andy had long since caught the look of anxiety in his father’s eyes, and had also turned his head toward the riders. The boy had compressed his lips, but said nothing. He was a tough, country-bred boy used to hardships and all manner of perils by now. He trusted his father’s judgment in all things. If there was danger, his Pa would deal with it – he was sure of it.

McAllister, however, was less confident. He sensed the strange behavior of the men behind them presaged some kind of confrontation. But what was he to do about their predicament? He knew their own ponies were all but spent, and that urging them into a gallop, or even a trot would soon bring about the animals’ collapse. Therefore, all he and his son could do was to keep up a steady walk and wait for the three men to overtake them. 

Finally, the riders decided to close in, approaching at a trot. They loomed up alongside the travelers, two on one side, one on the other, and slowed once more to match the McAllisters’ pace. Aaron McAllister was well aware that showing fear and weakness now might well make matters worse. Therefore, he determined to face up to the strangers boldly. 

A couple of glances in the direction of the riders confirmed that they were wild-eyed, rough-looking, and well armed. For the moment, however, they had not laid hands on their holstered pistols or rifles slung in boots. So, as the three came plodding alongside McAllister and his son, he attempted to hail them, in a friendly, conversational tone.

“Howdy, fellers!” he said, somewhat lamely; “Say, is this-here trail the right one for Hualapai Springs? Me an’ my boy are headin’ there, lookin’ for work – hopin’ to earn us a couple o’ bucks for some eats.” 

The three strangers made no reply or acknowledgement. They merely exchanged knowing glances with each other, their eyes shifty. After a silent appraisal of the situation, they called out to each other in short, guttural phrases.

“Scrawny little ponies,” said one, a big, semi-toothless fellow with a grizzled, walrus moustache and one eye missing from its socket; “Not worth ten cents.”  

“What you reckon, Steadman?” said a second, skinny little man with a pale, skull-like face; “They got any gold?”

The third one, Steadman, a broad-shouldered, red-bearded fellow in a floppy brown slouch-hat screwed up his face in disgust, but said nothing. His deep-sunken eyes looked as if the man hadn’t slept for a week.

“He got one o’ them Yankee rifles,” said the one-eyed man; “You want it, Fitch?”

The second speaker – now identified as Fitch – grunted in contempt at the prospect of so poor a prize. Then, for the first time, he spoke to McAllister.

“You got a pistol, hombre?” he snapped; “If so, hand it me – if you know what’s good for you, that is.”

At this point, young Andy McAllister chipped in:

“Mister,” he said, “we ain’t got nuthin’. Wouldn’t give it you, even if we had. You’re the rudest men I’ve ever seen in my life. Why don’t you just ride on an’ leave us be?”

At this, all three broke into raucous laughter, till Steadman suddenly grew serious, and snapped at the boy:

“Give me that canteen, sonny.”

“No,” said the boy, without hesitation.

“Take mine,” said Aaron McAllister, “but for God’s sake leave the boy’s.”

“Mister,” said Steadman, slapping his hand on his gun, “Reck’n I’ll have both – now.”

McAllister handed over his, then reached across, took his son’s canteen and passed that to Steadman too.

“Why thank you,” said Steadman sarcastically, his face twisting with contempt for the weakness of his victims

Steadman threw one canteen to Fitch, and hung the other one over his saddle-horn. Fitch, a man of deathly white pallor, despite the blazing sun, drank greedily. It was obvious from the wheezing of his chest, his skull-like face and stick-thin frame that he was in the grip of consumption. His eyes, though weary like those of Steadman, had a strange, pop-eyed quality as if the man were permanently in shock. This was because of the fact that he habitually mixed opium into the tobacco he smoked in his pipe, in order to alleviate his pain.

After finishing his drink, he turned his attention back to McAllister.

“I asked you a question,” said Fitch. “You got a six-gun, mister?”

“Never owned one,” said McAllister. “Couldn’t shoot one if I did. Only got this-here rifle – which I need. Got to hunt food for me an’ the boy.”

“That’s no huntin’ gun,” said Fitch; “Them Yankee rifles are man-killers. One of them damn things killed my brother Bob at Fredericksburg.”

“Sorry to hear that,” said McAllister; “Wasn’t in the war myself. This gun’s government surplus – bought it in Fort Mojave.”

“Government surplus, eh?” said Fitch. “That thing loaded?”

“Keep it loaded with bird-shot for grouse an’ rabbits, ‘case we see one out in the sand.”

“Bird-shot wrecks the goddamn-barrel,” said Fitch. “Everyone knows that.”

“Well then – guess I ruined it,” conceded McAllister. “A man got to hunt what he can, out here.”

“Ain’t he just?” said Fitch.

McAllister stole a glance at Fitch, who had fixed him with a hateful look. Even greater fear gripped his stomach. McAllister hoped he, and the other men, had not deduced the bulge in his duster was created by his Colt Walker, also purchased at fort Mojave. It was a big, heavy gun, but the duster was loose and at present the pistol was lying flat against his left leg. He toyed with the idea that, if pushed to the limit, he might snatch it out and try to surprise the three men. However, even a few moments’ consideration was enough to compute that he had no chance whatever of succeeding.  

Therefore, McAllister decided to placate the three riders, and hope their inhumanity would not sink low enough to physically harm a father and son without provocation. 

“You got a claim, mister?” growled Steadman.

“Never found anythin’ to stake,” said McAllister; “We were tryin’ our luck goin’ over the old town – which was a pretty hopeless task, as we found out.”

“Hopeless eh?” said Steadman, studying his face.

“Pa’s takin’ us back home to the farm,” the boy piped up; “He says prospectin’s a fool’s game, an’ the gold’s all played out. Says he wasted all our money an’ time for nuthin’.”

“Oh yeah?” said Steadman, regarding the boy with mild suspicion. “How long you been out here, boy? You must’ve found somethin’?”

“We’ve been diggin’ for six nigh on months,” said Andy McAllister; “But all we found was scorpions, snakes an’ worthless lumps of rock. Pa says there ain’t no more gold this side of the desert. That’s why everyone with a shovel lit out an’ headed over to California.”

Steadman stared at him for a second, then seemed to grow bored. He had a good look at Aaron McAllister’s rifle, then at the man himself. McAllister himself shifted uneasily in his saddle, glad that the old muzzle-loading Springfield was hardly worth stealing. He was glad also, that his two appaloosa ponies were more or less worthless to men of Steadman’s kind. While tough and well-suited to the desert, they were under fourteen hands, too small for outlaw’s mounts. Furthermore, they were rather emaciated, poor of coat and spent-looking.   

There was, however, something that the bedraggled stranger did covet.

“I’ll take that pocket-watch, mister,” said Steadman. 

He had spotted McAllister’s gold watch chain, which was attached at one end to a button hole on the top of his breeches, with the other end disappearing, rather promisingly, into a front pocket near the top of the canvas bib.

McAllister cursed his own folly at leaving the chain visible, this situation coming about because his duster was partly unbuttoned in order to give him rapid access to the Colt hidden in its inside pocket. As he hastily tried to think of how he might avoid losing his timepiece, he looked across at Steadman, and observed that the lean, sunburned fellow had a gun on either hip.  His clothes and hat were dirty and sweat-stained, his face world-weary and prematurely wrinkled; but it was the cold and expressionless eyes that informed him that protest was pointless, and in all likelihood, dangerous.  

McAllister, therefore, handed over his gold watch without a word, casting Andy a cautionary look to stop the boy protesting. Steadman examined the time-piece, and grunted with satisfaction. Then he noticed the initials ‘A.M.’ on its case, and his brow furrowed. He looked up, staring straight at McAllister’s face. He pushed his horse so that he was walking stirrup to stirrup with him in order to get a closer look at the prospector. McAllister stared uneasily straight ahead, avoiding the other’s gaze. 

“Do I know you mister?” asked Steadman.

McAllister only shook his head, struggling to keep his composure. Even if the man did know him, he’d have a hard time recognizing him with six months of straggly blond beard obscuring his features. 

“You got a name?”

“Mooney,” said McAllister, “Abraham Mooney.”

“From?” asked Steadman.

“Abilene, Texas,” said McAllister.

Steadman, grunted again, stared a moment longer, then kneed his horse forward once more.

McAllister watched out the corner of his eye, as the three riders had some kind of conference. He prayed silently that the strangers would finally ride on and leave them be. That these were the worst kind of outlaws was plain enough to him now. They fitted no other category of humanity, with their polished Colts in tied-down holsters, the fine, sleek horses contrasted by their riders’ grimy, unwashed clothing and faces unshaven for weeks. But it was the hard, sunken eyes that confirmed it, hinting broadly that these men would happily resort to violence, and not lose much sleep over it either.  

After a few seconds, he saw them look in his direction and screw up their faces, a gesture he took to mean that he and his son were not worth robbing. He prayed that these fellows had something else on their minds, some errand or mission more important than going through the possessions of a couple of trail-weary prospectors. 

In truth, Aaron and Andy McAllister looked pitifully thin, sun-burnt and defeated. Their own exhausted eyes told of their months of deprivation, their days of suffering under the hostile sun. 

What they could not have known, was that the outlaws had waylaid other, equally pitiful-looking travelers before, casting their meager possessions into the dirt, only to confirm what they already believed: that prospecting was a fool’s errand, a mode of self-enforced hard labor that yielded absolutely nothing.

And so, the three outlaws spurred their horses, trotting away, until they were a hundred yards in front of McAllister and his son, then settled into a brisk walk. 

McAllister slowed the pace of his caravan so that they were now barely moving. Gradually, the three brigands pulled ahead of them until, finally, they disappeared into the shimmering heat-haze ahead.

Father and son breathed sighs of relief. They had reason to be relieved too. Had the robbers known that McAllisters were carrying over three thousand dollars worth of gold dust and nuggets in their saddle bags, things might have been a little different. 

“I hope to God we never see them three ever agin’,” said McAllister.

“They got your watch, Pa,” said the boy sullenly.

“Yeah, they did,” said McAllister; “An’ they might’ve gotten a lot more than that but for you. Where’d you learn to lie like that, son? That was real quick thinkin’.”

“I figured they’d leave us alone if they thought we’s poor.”

“Well,” said McAllister, “You figured right, an’ saved our gold. Mebbe our skins too.” 

“Why’d you say your name was Mooney, Pa?” asked the boy.

“Oh,” said McAllister, “I’d rather men like that didn’t know too much about us, son, we being owners of a rich claim, an’ all. Also, some time ago, as I’ve often told you, I worked as a deputy sheriff. That Steadman feller seemed to recognize me from somewhere. I thought it best to muddy my tracks a little, just in case.”

“Were they outlaws, Pa?” asked the boy.

“Sure sounded like it,” said McAllister; “Looked the part, too. Wasn’t sure ‘bout them at first. In this part of the world, things aren’t always what they seem.”

“Like that ol’ town we saw that looked solid an’ real,” said Andy, “till you get a little closer an’ see it’s all tumblin’ to pieces?”

“Yeah,” said McAllister, “like that. Medicine Gap’s a ghost town now, son. Won’t be long before the desert swallows it up agin’, I reckon.”

“Why’d everyone leave that town, Pa?” asked Andy.

“I guess they couldn’t find any more gold, so they decided to go elsewhere. They couldn’t take the town with them, so there it is – deserted an’ left to fall into ruins.”

“Seems a kinda waste,” said Andy.

“‘The best laid schemes o’ mice an’ men go oft awry’ ” said McAllister.

“What’s that?” asked Andy.

“Oh,” said his father, “Just a funny thing a poet once said.”

“How come we found gold,” said Andy, “when all them townsfolk failed?”

“We were lucky, I guess,” said McAllister; “An’ mebbe just a little bit smarter. For all we know, there could be heaps of gold all over the desert, buried so deep that nobody ever finds it.”

“But how’d you know just where to dig?” asked the boy. 

“You know the answer to that as well as I,” said McAllister. “My book told me how folks found gold before, an’ how you got to dig down deep, right to the bedrock. But it still comes down to luck in the end. It’s a big country, an’ there are very few places that yield enough gold to make a claim pay.”

“Will we get that farm in California one day?” asked Andy. 

“I reckon,” said his father.

“Mama would’ve liked that,” said Andy.

“Yeah,” said McAllister, “She would’ve.”

They rode on together in silence, gazing at the horizon before them, hoping that Hualapai Springs would soon come into view. If it didn’t, with no water between them, the pair would be dead in a matter of hours.
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CHAPTER TWO:

SIX MONTHS EARLIER...
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Just after Aaron McAllister had buried his wife Alice and his daughter Maud he had explained to Andy how they were to undertake a journey into the desert to look for gold. Their smallholding in the south of Nebraska – not Texas, as he was later to tell the outlaws – had failed to provide much of a living for the four of them. Things had been going badly, with livestock doing poorly and crops failing. Then, a fateful trip into town had led to the infection of the mother and two children with smallpox. A week after their return home, McAllister was horrified to see his family go down with fever, then become speckled with ominous, tell-tale blisters. Being himself immune, having survived the disease in his own childhood, McAllister nursed the three as they tossed and turned in agony in their beds. His wife and daughter died within hours of each other. His son Andy was spared; but survival itself has challenges of its own, and bereavement can oft-times an almost intolerable burden thing to bear.  

Father and son, devastated by the tragedy, tried to soldier on; but their hearts were no longer set on farming their poor acreage. Therefore, Aaron McAllister decided to move on. He sold his holding to a family of Irish immigrants for pitifully few dollars on condition they tended the two graves up on the hill overlooking the farm. Then he explained to his son a bold new enterprise.  

“We need to do somethin’ to take our minds off what’s happened,” he said, “an’ seing’s we got little money, we’ll try our luck at the diggings. But we’ll go where no-one else wants to go. I’ve been reading about it in a book I bought in town. It says some folks found their fortunes up in the desert, north-west of Arizona. It’s called the Mojave, an’ it’s a long way. Most prospectors have moved on to other places now, but I’ve got a hunch. It’s a big place, an’ I reckon there’s more finds to be had, in the least-trod places. It’s hot, dangerous an’ full of snakes an’ scorpions, but proven to hold gold. So we’ll go.”

“I ain’t afeard, Pa,” the boy had said; “I’ll find gold for us, Pa, I swear I will. Then we’ll buy another farm.”

“That’s good, son,” McAllister had said, “Keep that thought in mind when things get tough. The part where we’ll be going is below sea level, which means it’s the hottest, worst part of the desert. The work you’ll be doin’ will be enough to tire out any man, an’ it’s an awful lot to ask of you, Andy.”

“Pa,” said Andy, “I wanna go. You won’t hear me complain, not once, no matter what happens. That’s a promise.”

A few weeks later they’d begun their journey west. On the way, McAllister explained that, even for the well-prepared traveler, the Mojave Desert is a formidable, unforgiving place with risks to life and health that must be carefully managed. He’d read that the daytime temperature, even in November, the time they would begin their exploration of it, ranged from uncomfortably hot just after sunrise, to almost unendurable, after mid-day. As he constantly reminded the boy, they were going to have to walk through a land that was ‘hotter than hell’.
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