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​Thundergod’s Gold

House of the Fire Demon


Thundergods’ Gold


​ Chapter One

Teri Donovan
squinted through cigar and cigarette smoke in the crowded
restaurant. Fingers resting on the keyboard of the grand piano, she
arched her back to relieve the pain of sitting too long, then
rubbed her bloodshot eyes. My God, she was tired. Where was Sam
Flanagan? She had to tell him she couldn’t handle any more tonight.
He hired her to play four hours at The Supper Club, but she’d been
here almost six hours now, and that was too much.

Earlier in the evening — when the place was
open to the public — everything had been fine. Now, this private
party for a gang of hoodlums had gotten out of hand. A fistfight
nearly ended in a shoot-out. Fortunately, friends broke it up as
the combatants were reaching for guns. Continuing to play during
the heat of the argument had made her jumpy, but it had helped calm
the explosive situation. Teri shuddered, recalling a drunk who had
tried to paw her. Sam had come to her rescue then, but where was he
now? There! Headed her way was a tall thin man with banjo eyes
pushing through the crowd to Teri’s side.

“My voice is gone, Sam,” she shouted
hoarsely, trying to overcome the clamor of the boisterous crowd.
“The dinner crowd was fine, but I’ve had all I can take of this
noisy party.”

“It’s okay, Teri, a disc jockey will be here
in a few minutes,” Sam said. “These drunken bums don’t appreciate
good music anyway. I’ll call a taxi for you. No, it’s almost
midnight, I better take you home.”

Teri stuffed music folders in a tote-bag
purse as Sam locked the piano. He helped Teri into her coat, then
escorted her out of the club. He opened the door to his Mercedes
convertible parked near the entrance and let her enter. Teri
sniffed the leather upholstery in the new car and smiled. Lord, she
was glad to get away from that stinking second-hand smoke. Sam got
behind the wheel and drove toward the Pacific Ocean.

Teri wasn’t entirely sorry she had taken the
job. $500 for an eighteen-year-old music student for one night was
a lot of money. She would probably do it again for that much money,
even at The Supper Club.

Hey, why was Sam going through Golden Gate
Park? If he was looking for an isolated spot, he’d better not try
anything funny. All the waitresses thought he was a charmer, but,
my God, he was at least thirty years old.

“Someone switched on San Francisco’s air
conditioner, and the fog’s rolling in,” Sam said, turning west on
Lincoln Way.

Teri shivered. “Feels like we walked into a
deep freeze. I lived in the Arizona desert the first eight years of
my life and I can’t stand this damp weather.”

“You should be used to it by now.” Sam
turned south into the Sunset District.

He was right. She’d lived in San Francisco
the last ten years, and damp weather shouldn’t bother her. Still,
she tucked the coat around her legs, shivering again. When he
pulled up to the curb in front of her house, she noticed a black
Cadillac parked across the street.

“Wonder why those goons are here?” Sam
mumbled. “I don’t like this.”

“What is it, Sam?”

“Never mind,” he replied, putting his arm
around her shoulder, a hand on her knee.

Now she knew for certain he was up to no
good. Why were the lights off in her house? Rick and Mom were night
owls. Sam probably thought no one was home and expected she would
invite him in. He better re-think his plans. She slapped his
hand.

“Keep your paws off me, Sam. I didn’t want
anything except a ride home.”

She grabbed her purse, opened the car door
and jumped out, high heels clicking up the concrete walk.

“You can’t run out on me, you little
red-headed spitfire,” Sam yelled, catching Teri as she reached the
steps of the front porch. “I got you the job as a favor to your
teacher. You owe me.”

“I owe you a thank you, and that’s all. I
thought you were a nice guy, Sam. That was a mistake.”

“Yeah, kid, a big mistake.”

Sam grabbed Teri’s arm, slapped her face,
then drew back his fist. She stomped on his instep, pulled loose
and ran to the door. Someone inside the house yanked it open, and
she rushed in.

“That you, Rick?”

“Yeah, I was about to go after that big dude
with a baseball bat when you broke away,” her seventee-year-old
brother replied, slamming and bolting the door.

“Why are the lights off?” Teri asked

“I didn’t want the guys parked across the
street to know anyone was home,” Rick replied.

Sam Flanagan pounded on the door with his
fists. “Open up, or I’ll kick this thing off the hinges.”

“What guys?”

“Two mobsters have been waiting for hours.
Uh oh, they just got out of their Caddie and are headed this
way.”

“How do you know they’re mobsters?”

“I recognized them when they checked to see
if anyone was home. The/re the same dudes who came to the house and
picked up Pop that night he was beaten to a pulp. Come on, Teri,
let’s go out the back way.”

“We can’t leave without Mom.”

“She skipped out after getting word they
were coming to collect the money Pop owed them.”

“Why did Pop get mixed up with these
people?”

“Gambling sickness. Anyway, I told Mom I’d
pick you up and we’d high-tail it out of town. I took her to the
bus station, then went to the Music Conservatory, but you left
early.”

“Professor Esguerra got me a one-night stand
at a supper club. I put a note on the frig when I came home to
change clothes.”

“I finally saw your note, but it said you’d
get off at 10:00 P.M. It’s after midnight, and I was beginning to
get worried.”

“They held me over for a private party. I
couldn’t get away to call. Where did Mom go?”

“To Aunt Maudie’s in Phoenix.”

They heard a muffled conversation outside,
then a kick against the oak door. Another kick, and the panel
cracked.

“Where’s your Jeep, Rick?”

“Parked on the next street. I stopped there
when I spotted these dudes, then hopped over the fence and came in
the back way. The creep who brought you home seems to know them.
Let’s get out of here.”

Rick grabbed his sister’s hand. Racing to
the rear door, he flung it open, then ran to the back, climbed the
block wall and leaped into the neighbor’s yard. After throwing her
purse and high heels after him, Teri struggled over the wall,
ripping her panty hose. Rick caught her before she fell into a
muddy flowerbed. They hurried through the neighbor’s side yard,
jumped in an ancient Jeep — Rick’s prize possession — and sped
away.

“I don’t have any clothes except what I’m
wearing,” Teri said.

“Mom packed your bag. It’s in back.”

“Why are they still after Mom? She gave them
$20,000 after Pop’s funeral and another $20,000 she wrangled from
the bank after you got hurt in a football game. Wasn’t it
enough?”

“That $40,000, and the $10,000 she got from
Aunt Maudie, didn’t satisfy them.”

“That’s all Pop owed them, Rick.”

“They told Mom we owe another $50,000, the
same as when we started. It keeps building when we don’t pay on
time.”

“How do they figure that?”

“Daily compound interest.”

“How’re we going to put that much together
at one time? We’ll be paying forever. Let’s go to the police.”

“No way,” Rick declared. “Pop could talk his
way out of anything, but they killed him when he threatened
them.”

“They probably only intended to beat him up
as a lesson, but went too far,” Teri said. “They didn’t know about
his weak heart.”

“Mom says the mob boss is on their back to
collect the money from us.”

“What mob boss?” Teri asked.

“Some Mafia big-shot in Tucson. He thinks
Mom still has some equity in this house, but we’re tapped out.
She’s afraid they’ll cripple me again after they beat up on you and
her.”

“So they paid that Franklin High School
player to take a cheap shot at you during the playoff game, didn’t
they?”

“He as much as admitted it when he called
and apologized. Anyway, Aunt Maudie may have found a way to come up
with the money. I couldn’t do anything on my Easter visit to
Phoenix because my leg was still giving me trouble. It’s okay now,
except when the fog rolls in off Ocean Beach.”

“Aunt Maudie wants us to look for the Lost
Dutchman gold mine! Did she finally locate Uncle Smitty’s map? Do
you really think he found the Lost Dutchman?”

“She’s certain he did, Teri. Anyway, the
map’s all wrinkled and torn, and Uncle Smitty’s notes stop in the
middle of nowhere.”

“Maybe he really didn’t find the Lost
Dutchman, Rick. Uncle Smitty was out of his head when he died. You
remember we couldn’t make sense of anything he said.”

“Aunt Maudie thinks he was trying to tell us
how to get to the mine. She believes he carted off a lot more than
just the nuggets in his saddlebags. Maybe she’s right. No one ever
found his pack mule.”

“Uncle Smitty searched all his life, Rick.
How can we find it without a good map?”

“We have to try Teri. It’s the only chance
we have to get the mob off our backs.”

“You’re right. If we could only figure out
what Uncle Smitty meant when he said, ‘Over the cliff/ before he
died, we might come up with something.”

“The things he babbled are still bugging
me,” Rick said. “I have nightmares about Uncle Smitty and gold
nuggets so big I can’t carry them. Maybe the answer to what he
meant will come to us when we least expect it. Anyway, you better
get some sleep. I’m not stopping until we get to Aunt Maudie’s
ranch.”

* * * * *

That afternoon, Rick pulled up to a gasoline
pump at the Sidewinder Cafe in the Arizona desert. He stretched to
relieve aching muscles, sitting under the blistering sun, admiring
late spring flowers blossoming on cacti and plush green palo verde
trees as far as he could see.

“Want a rattle snake sandwich, Teri?”

“No thanks, a cheese-burger will be fine.
You still remember Uncle Smitty’s stories about cooking rattle
snakes and eating them between slices of sour-dough bread?”

“Yeah, the snake farm back of the cafe
reminded me. I’ll fill up with gas, then park over there, next to
that old pick-up truck and the red Ferrari that roared by us like
we were standing still about ten minutes ago.”

“See you inside.”

Later, Rick sat down in a booth. While he
waited for Teri to come out of the restroom, he watched a tall
bearded man outside the restaurant talking to a stocky dark-skinned
older man wearing a sombrero. Coming back, Teri raised her eyebrows
as she sat down.

“Something wrong, Rick?”

“The man with the beard, standing next to
the Ferrari, didn’t bat an eye when I walked in the men’s room and
caught him snorting some white powder.”

“Hey, I think I saw that guy last night,
Rick, at The Supper Club. It may only be a coincidence, but I don’t
like this.”

“Yeah, some coincidence. Shh, here comes the
waitress.”

After ordering, Rick leaned across the
table.

“The man in the sombrero put a gunny sack in
the back of his pickup. And there’s a rattle snake in the bag.”

“I don’t get it, Rick. And I don’t like that
man showing up here after seeing him last night.”

“I know what you mean, Teri. They’re
leaving. That dude with the beard knows we’re watching him, but he
acts as if we’re not even alive. That really makes me
suspicious.”

“Why?”

“Men his age hit on you or drool when they
see you. You’re too pretty to ignore.”

“Yeah, I get enough of that. He looks high.
Bet the white powder he snorted was cocaine.”

They finished their cheeseburgers and cokes
in silence, struggling to put aside the uneasiness that gripped
them. Teri took the wheel of the Jeep. Rick closed his eyes, but
slept restlessly, shifting his body to get comfortable. Teri
understood because tension was tying knots in her stomach too. The
guy in the Ferrari was probably connected to the mobsters who came
to the house last night.

 


 



Chapter Two

When she reached
the Apache Trail, Teri glanced at Rick, wishing he had stayed awake
so they could talk. Seeing that dude in the red Ferrari at The
Supper Club last night, then at the Sidewinder Cafe in the desert
today really disturbed her. Was he following them in an effort to
locate Mom? Well, they were almost at the ranch. Aunt Maudie would
bring things into focus.

Teri glanced at her brother and smiled. Hard
to believe Rick had graduated from high school this year. Seemed
like only yesterday she had gotten on the bus to kindergarten and
left him standing by the side of the road. He had looked so sad,
she almost got off. Now he was grown up. Red hair under that
baseball cap, the same kind of hat he had worn since he was a kid.
A few freckles still on his cheeks. Good thing she insisted they
put on a sun-screen or they’d be burned to a crisp. Teri ran a hand
through her wind-blown hair, stretched to relieve aching
muscles.

Suddenly, a red Ferrari swung out from
behind an approaching camper and headed straight at her. Oh my God!
Teri drove onto the narrow shoulder, then realized there wasn’t
enough clearance to avoid a crash. She turned off the road into the
desert. As the Ferrari roared by, Teri brought the Jeep to an
abrupt stop, throwing Rick forward, striking his forehead on the
windshield.

“W-w-what happened?” he asked, rubbing his
head.

“S-s-some w-w-wild-eyed idiot ran us off the
road. Are you hurt, Rick?”

“Nah, just scared. Is that the guy in the
camper?”

“It was that bearded nut in the red Ferrari,
the one at the snake farm. He’s long gone now, around the curve and
half-way to Phoenix at the rate he was moving.”

“We’re lucky it happened here. This is the
only open spot for miles. A little earlier or a little later and
we’d have smashed into one of those boulders. There’s the back road
to Aunt Maudie’s ranch. Let’s take it.”

“Yeah, if that crazy dude decides to come
back and follow us, he’ll tear the bottom out of his Ferrari.
Remember how frightened we were hiking along this trail when we
were kids, Rick? Geronimo’s ghost haunted us every step of the
way.”

Teri engaged the four-wheel drive. The Jeep
crept across the desert to a dirt wagon trail. Why was she thinking
about Apache ghosts? Teri shook her head. The Jeep bounced up and
down, wheels dropping into pot-holes. Despite the rough ride, she
continued. Up one hill, down another, then another and another.
When they reached the summit, she sighed in relief, heading down a
straight stretch of road. Smiling, Teri stared through the dirty
windshield at the Superstition Mountains rising majestically in the
distance. Ghosts of Apaches crept back into her mind. She
shuddered, tried to sweep the thought away.

“There’s Aunt Maudie’s ranch.” Rick pointed
to a large rambling bungalow in the foothills.

“Yeah, but look what’s headed this way from
the south end of the Superstitions.”

A dust storm swirled across the desert.
Riderless horses seemed to appear ahead of the storm, shadowy
figures suddenly materializing on their backs. What was going on?
This always happened when they were children, but now they were
grown up.

“Indians!” Teri screamed.

The fear that seized her also gripped Rick.
She drove behind a boulder as the storm engulfed them. He grabbed a
blanket and covered their heads. The wind rocked the Jeep back and
forth, peppering it with stones, sand and tumble weeds for what
seemed an eternity. Then, as abruptly as it began, the storm
disappeared.

“We let our imagination run wild, Teri.
Thought I saw Apaches again, just like when we were kids.”

“Uncle Smitty scared the life out of us with
his stories of Apache spirits that guard the Lost Dutchman gold
mine.”

“But they sure aroused our curiosity,” Rick
said. “Wonder what became of the provisions we hid in the trunk of
that old tree for our planned prospecting trip into the
Superstitions?”

Teri looked at Rick, then giggled, laughing
hesitantly at first, then with enthusiasm as tension faded. Soon
they were guffawing at the things they had done as children. It had
been a long time since they felt so good. When they were young,
each had been the other’s only playmate, except for friends at
school.

“It’s nice to feel this way again,” Teri
said, wiping tears of laughter from her eyes. “Something died
inside me when Pop got mixed up with those gambling people.”

“I’m glad we’re doing something together
again. Hey, there’s the ranch. Aunt Maudie’s on the porch. Wonder
where Mom is?”

* * * * *

Hours later, they sat on the patio looking
up at the Superstition Mountains. Not yet full, the bright shining
moon helped dispel the eerie feeling that had stayed with Teri
since the imaginary ghost riders appeared in the sand storm. They’d
heard nothing from Mom and were worried. Aunt Maudie couldn’t come
up with an answer. To ease their fears, they talked of their coming
trip into the mountains. The phone rang. Aunt Maudie jumped up and
ran inside to answer it. She returned minutes later smiling
brightly.

“That was your Mom. She’s all right. She
stopped to visit a friend in Phoenix, and decided to stay
there.”

“That’s a relief,” Teri said. “Wonder why
she waited so long to call?”

“Don’t know, but she wanted us to join her.
I told her we’d be heading into the Superstitions in the
morning.”

“Maybe she thought someone bugged the
phone,” Rick replied.

“Aunt Maudie, you always ridiculed Uncle
Smitty’s stories. Why are you so interested in the Lost Dutchman
now?” Teri asked.

“Long story, Kids. This was a fine cattle
ranch when Grandpa Smith settled here after the Civil War. I turned
sour on the Lost Dutchman when Smitty sold off all the stock and
most of the land to pay the cost of prospecting for that darn gold
mine. Anyway, I’m not too old to change my mind.”

“I remember you talking to Mom about it, but
you never said anything to Uncle Smitty.”

“Never nagged Smitty ‘cause I knew what it
meant to him. He was married before, to a Pima Indian woman who
died giving birth to a son. Smitty was out prospecting when his Pa
hired me. The boy was only four years old then. And he took sick
right after I went to work. Old Man Smith had to make a sudden
business trip to Tucson, but the boy seemed all right at the
time.”

“Uncle Smitty never told us he had a son,”
Rick said.

“It hurt too much for him to talk about
Timmy. Anyway, the boy got worse after the old man left.”

“What did you do?” Teri asked.

“After I called the family doctor who told
me to meet him at a hospital in Phoenix, I saddled a horse and
carried the boy there. Took me almost an hour, but the doctor
hadn’t arrived. I was a thirteen year old kid without
identification and couldn’t make anyone believe he was the grandson
of the owner of Smith Ranch.”

“They wouldn’t admit him?” Rick asked.

“I argued with the people at the desk
between my phone calls to other hospitals. The Smith family doctor
had been in an auto accident. When he finally arrived and admitted
Timmy, it was too late to save him.”

“How awful,” Teri said. “Is that why Uncle
Smitty felt compelled to build a children’s hospital?”

“Yep, and he had to find the Lost Dutchman
to pay for it. Except for the time he served in the Army during
World War II, that’s all he’s ever done.”

“When did you and Uncle Smitty get
married?”

“He started writing me during the War. We
got hitched when he came back. After his Pa died, we had some rough
times. Smitty was always prospecting or drinking beer with his pals
in Phoenix. Then you kids moved in and stayed until your father
ended up in San Francisco.”

“I was four and Rick was three years old
when we moved in with you and Uncle Smitty.”

“You being here helped him get back on the
straight and narrow. When you kids and your Mom moved to California
to join your father, Smitty didn’t start drinking again, but gold
fever had him by the throat, and he sold the last of the land. I
had to mortgage the house to pay doctor bills when cancer hit him
two years ago.”

“Why didn’t you put him back in the hospital
when the cancer came back last year?” Rick asked.

“Was gonna do that, but he disappeared,
along with a pack mule and his favorite saddle horse. Bigfoot got
lost at the same time. He must have followed Smitty into the
mountains.”

“Who’s Bigfoot?” Teri asked.

“You don’t know him, but that puppy knew
you, Teri.”

“What do you mean he knew me?”

“It was cold that first winter after you
left, so I made him a coat from the pink baby blanket you dragged
all over the house when you first came to live with us.”

“A boy dog with a pink blanket for a
coat.”

“Really a puppy, with paws as big as a bear,
the great-grandson of Prospector. Remember him Rick? You clobbered
that poor old dog with your home-made whatchamacallit.”

“Argentine bola. I threw it at Prospector
hoping the ropes would wrap around his legs and bring him down the
way gauchos did with their cattle. 1 just didn’t get enough
practice before I tried it on old Prospector.”

“Did anyone look for Uncle Smitty or did he
just wander home by himself?” Teri asked.

“Started to call the sheriff, then changed
my mind. So I loaded a pack mule, saddled my horse and started
looking for Smitty. Took three days, but he was out of his head,
ranting and raving something fierce, before I found him.”

“When we saw him in the hospital, Uncle
Smitty looked like he was a hundred years old,” Teri said.
“Frightened me to see him age that fast.”

Aunt Maudie took off her glasses, wiped the
tears from her eyes and blew her nose, then patted her gray hair
and sighed. “Don’t ever start smoking, Kids. You saw what lung
cancer did to Smitty.”

Teri leaned forward in her chair. “Seeing
him die like that convinced me. Why did you change your mind about
the Lost Dutchman, Aunt Maudie?”

“Sorry, Kids. Get a little sentimental
sometimes. Well, during his sensible moments Smitty told me he had
found the Lost Dutchman. He said he filled his saddlebags and
loaded his pack mule with gold. Didn’t know what to think. And I
didn’t put much stock in what he said at the time, but …”

“Did he have any gold with him?” Teri
asked.

“Just before Christmas I finally unpacked
his saddlebags and discovered it was filled with nuggets. Bank
appraised them for $20,000.”

“Uncle Smitty didn’t say anything about
saddlebags,” Rick said. “He talked about his tobacco pouch, and
pack mule loaded with gold, and Apaches trying to kill him.”

“Smitty told me his pack mule was loaded
down with gold, but we never found that danged animal. Anyway, I
had already told him we’d build his hospital and that promise
haunts me.”

“Rick says you found an old map that stops
in the middle of nowhere, Aunt Maudie?”

“At Easter-time, when he and your Ma was
visiting, we found the old map in the tobacco can next to the
meerschaum pipes on the mantle. Rick was ready to start out right
then even with his bad leg.”

“My leg’s all right now.”

“Wish you had more meat on your bones, Teri,
but if I can climb that mountain, you should be able to do it
too.”

“We’ll make it, Aunt Maudie. What happened
to Uncle Smitty’s pipe? Part of the bowl is missing.”

“It was broken when 1 took it out of his
pocket. I glued it back together, but couldn’t find that last
piece. I guess that part of the bowl and the rest of his map are
lost forever in the Superstitions. Come on, Kids, let’s get some
shut-eye.”

 


 



Chapter Three

The novice
prospectors started out at sunrise, Rick and Teri carrying back
packs, Aunt Maudie on her horse, leading a mule loaded with food,
water and equipment. By mid-morning they reached the Dutchman’s
Trail in the Superstition Mountains. Rick leading, they struggled
up and down one hill after another, then over gullies and dry
streambeds, moving higher with each step. Without warning, his foot
slipped on a loose rock. He fell to his knees. Oh Lord, that was
close. Steeple-like jagged rocks projected up from the canyon floor
a hundred feet below.

Rick heaved a sigh of relief, then realized
he was paying too little attention to his surroundings, hurrying to
get where they were going. Teri and Aunt Maudie had fallen behind,
but were closing the gap. And they were taking it easy, admiring
desert flora. Winter and spring rains had brought colorful flowers
to the hills covered with giant Saguaro cacti as far as he could
see. The sun glistened off a shiny object in the distance. What was
that?

“You’re going too fast,” Teri said when she
and Aunt Maudie had finally caught up.

“Yeah, I know. Okay, I’ll slow down. Loose
rocks on the trail make footing difficult anyway, and we have a
long way to go.”

After a short breather, they hiked at a
slower pace. Two hours later, Rick plopped down against a boulder
and closed his eyes. Teri and Aunt Maudie joined him.

“Hey, Rick, wake up,” Teri said a few
minutes later.

“Just resting my eyes from the glaring sun.
Wish I hadn’t forgotten my sun glasses.”

“I brought an extra pair, but I have to
unpack everything to find them,” Aunt Maudie said.

“I can wait until we make camp tonight.”
Rick stood up, shifted his pack. “Good thing you reminded me to put
on a sun screen and to wear Uncle Smitty’s hat. My God, what will
this be like in the middle of summer?”

“Your old baseball cap has seen better
days,” Teri said. “Besides, you look better in a hat. Aunt Maudie,
why did we bring sleeping bags in such hot weather?”

“You’ve probably heard about prospectors
dying in the boiling sun during the day. Well, almost as many die
from exposure at night when temperatures suddenly drop to near
freezing.”

Rick scanned the trail behind them. Spotting
nothing, he hiked another two hours, finally stopping in the shade
of an outcropping of volcanic rock.

“I think someone’s behind us,” Teri
whispered.

“Thought I spotted something earlier,” Aunt
Maudie replied. “How many?”

“Can’t tell. Have to wait until they get
closer. We don’t want anyone following us Aunt Maudie. Let’s
pretend you’re too tired to go any farther today.”

“Won’t take much pretendin’. Hmm, them
little fuzzy clouds drifting across the sun means another storm. We
already had too much rain this year, but this one will sure be a
welcome relief from the heat.”

“Thank God,” Teri said. “I’d hate to tackle
this trail in July or August. And from the looks of things, we’ve
only covered the easy part.”

Rick wiped sweat from his brow. “I know what
you mean. Aunt Maudie, you didn’t forget to call the Forest Service
this morning, did you?”

“No, I didn’t forget. I had to tell someone
where we was going. Too many people been lost in these mountains
‘cause they didn’t let anyone know about their plans. If we don’t
return in a week, they’ll start looking. At least Max Lobo will.
You kids remember him, don’t you?”

“Is Max with the Forest Service? He’s an
Indian. Won’t he resent us for coming into the Superstitions?”

“He may be envious — as most people will be
if we find the Lost Dutchman — but he won’t resent us.”

“When we find the Lost Dutchman, not if,”
Teri said.

“Of course, Dear. If Max was Apache we might
have something to worry about, but he’s Pima. Apaches fought
everyone, including other Indians. They believe their Thundergods
own the Superstitions and they been ordered to guard it.”

Teri glanced around. Maybe Apaches were
still in the area. Then she laughed, relieving the tension. A man
and two women soon appeared on the trail below. Tall and wiry, the
leader had a full beard. His dark hair hung out from under a safari
hat. Behind him, a short middle-aged woman, her dark hair tucked
under a Stetson. They were followed by a small dark-skinned girl,
about Rick’s age, also wearing a Stetson.

“It’s that wild-eyed nut with the beard who
ran us off the road,” Teri said.

Rick bit his lip. “And they’re packing
guns.”

That wasn’t unusual. Everyone carried a gun
here, but this dude had hounded them all the way from San
Francisco. A chill ran down Rick’s back when the leader placed a
hand on his holstered revolver.

“You look like you’re going to be here a
while,” the bearded man said.

“It’s still a long time till sun down, but I
reckon we’ll stay put,” Aunt Maudie replied. “My legs can’t handle
the hiking and I can’t sit a saddle like when I was young. Where
you folks from?”

“West coast. Here on vacation.”

“Ya don’t say?”

“We must be on our way,” the man
replied.

“You kids better move before that rattle
snake senses you,” the woman said.

Rick and Teri jumped to their feet,
scampered away from the boulder, then looked back. A rattler
slithered to the edge of the rock where they had been resting. A
chill swept over Rick. He looked into Teri’s ashen face.

“T-t-thank you,” he stammered to the
woman.

“Better search your camp site for snakes
next time,” the tall man snapped. With that remark, he and his
companions hurried up the trail.

Rick stared after them. The girl only came
up to his chin, but she looked strong from the way she carried her
pack. And she was pretty. Long black hair, smooth dark skin and …
Green eyes? Was she Indian? The girl ignored him, or so Rick
thought until he noticed the twinkle in her eyes when she glanced
back.

“We’ve run into that weirdo too often for
coincidence, Aunt Maudie,” he said.

“Well I know they ain’t here on vacation.
That man was hanging around the hospital with Smitty’s old
prospecting pals last Christmas. I remembered him ‘cause his beard
wasn’t scraggly like the other prospectors. I saw him again near
the ranch a few weeks after Smitty died.”

“What did he want?”

“I didn’t think much about it until someone
broke into my house and stole some snap shots Smitty took on one of
his last prospecting trips.”

“You should have told us about that, Aunt
Maudie. He’s up to no good. Maybe he isn’t just looking for
Mom.”

“Sorry, Rick, I plumb forgot. Seeing him
again brought it to mind. Anyway, I didn’t think it had anything to
do with Smitty’s mine.”

“You cashed in $20,000 in gold nuggets and
didn’t think the burglary had anything to do with the Lost
Dutchman? He was after clues that will lead him to the mine.”

“Yeah, that does sound kind of dumb. Guess
I’m just a trusting old fool.”

“Well, he’s following us, and that means the
pictures he stole didn’t provide enough information,” Teri said.
“Seeing him in San Francisco, then at that snake farm on the Apache
Trail, and now here gives me the creeps.”

“What about the photos?” Rick asked.

“Smitty took them two years ago, before he
went into the hospital the first time. Another thing, I saw that
woman’s picture in the paper last week. She’s a professor at
Arizona State University. She has some strange idea that the Irish
came to America at the same time they settled in Ireland.”

“My God, if she thinks they migrated from
Ireland before Christ was born, she must be crazy,” Rick
exclaimed.

“Don’t know about that, but maybe she’s
right.”

“What do you mean, Aunt Maudie?” Rick
asked.

“Well, I recall similar stories the elders
told around the fires when your Mom and me lived with the
Pima.”

“Wow, that would be something,” Rick said.
“Uncle Smitty’s photos must be important to that woman’s work.”

“That isn’t any excuse for breaking into
Aunt Maudie’s house and stealing them,” Teri said. “Were the photos
taken inside a mine?”

“Beats me. I still got the negatives, but I
don’t recall where they are right now. Anyway, you kids better
check for snakes. I’ll stay in the shadows and keep an eye on them
three.” Aunt Maudie got out her binoculars. “Hey, Kids, they just
met up with a stocky dark-skinned man in a sombrero.”

“Let me see,” Rick said, taking the field
glasses.

“It’s the man who put a gunny sack with the
rattle snake into the back of his pickup.”

“I’ll bet he dropped the snake here to scare
us away,” Teri said. “Hey, that doesn’t make sense. Not if they
want us to lead them to the mine.”

“When they get far enough away, we can take
the short cut to the mesa and give them the slip,” Aunt Maudie
said.

They rested another hour before heading
cross-country. Rough terrain made progress slow. When they finally
reached the valley floor it took almost another hour to find the
three washes Uncle Smitty had marked on his map. They were filled
with stagnant rain water and overgrown with palo verde trees. They
stepped into the first wash, sloshed through knee-deep water
covered with green slime, then on to the next one. Rick lost his
footing on loose rocks and fell, then struggled back onto his feet,
wiping off the slime.

Teri giggled, then she too lost her footing
and fell into the slimy water. Disgusted at the slime covering
them, they went on, following the second wash to a dead-end. Rick
hurried through the third, skirting the bones of a large animal
beneath the murky water. Teri and Aunt Maudie stepped carefully
over the scattered short dark tree branches. Reaching dry ground,
Rick studied the map carefully. Uncle Smitty’s pencil lines were
drawn too close together. There had to be another wash. He picked
his way between palo verde trees until he discovered a fourth wash,
then waded through, stepping over rocks and tree branches to a
trail at the base of a rock wall.

OEBPS/cover.jpg
THE THUNDERGODS” GOLD
&
HOUSE OFGHE FIRE DEMON

o » BestBooks
AWARD
FINALIST

© William N. Edwa






