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CHAPTER 1

“What are we going to do, Chloe?” Branden
asked. He watched the blue sedan in his mirror. The car looked like
it could have been an old government fleet vehicle that had been
repainted by a cut-rate body shop.

“Well, he knows where we are going.” Chloe
said. “I wouldn’t stop here, we’d just be a spectacle on the side
of the road.”

“Does he know we are actually going to Pinto
Basin?

“Yes.” Chloe said. “Branden, do you have a
gun?”

“Oh fuck, Chloe,” Branden said. “You can’t be
serious.”

“Branden has a big gun,” Britt said.

“Do you?” Chloe asked.

“I can’t believe we’re having this
conversation,” Branden said. “Chloe, you are scaring the fuck out
of me!”

“I just want to be ready,” Chloe said.

“For what?”

“Does Spike have a gun?” Britt asked.

“Yes,” Chloe said. “It’s a big black rifle,
like the ones you see in the movies about Vietnam.” Chloe said.
“It’s called a ‘Bush’ something.”

“Jeeze,” Branden said. “Does it have a
magazine? One of those clip things?”

“Yes,” Chloe said.

“Fuck!” Branden said. “Chloe, what was the
breakup about?”

Branden nursed the Impala around a
slow-moving semi. The Volkswagen and the Ford did the same behind
them. Branden stared at the gas gauge. A 1959 cherry-red Chevy
Impala is easy on the eyes but hard on the gas, he decided.

“Oral,” Chloe said.

“What?”

“Spike wanted me to go down on him,” Chloe
said, “but wouldn’t return the favor. I don’t need a boyfriend like
that. That’s about the only way I can come.” Branden stared at the
girl in the mirror and then past her to the blue Ford.

“Well,” Branden said. “We can’t outrun him,
this car’s too easy to spot and we need to stop for gas almost
every two hours.

“Any ideas?” Britt asked. She was now totally
fixated on the blue Ford.

“There’s a Ranger Station by the Cottonwood
campground,” Branden said, “where we pay the entrance fee. We’ll
stop there and see how this shakes out, I guess. There’s a couple
of things we could consider, one, that rifle he has could get him
into trouble if he brings it into the park. If we pointed that out
to a ranger…”

Branden pulled the Impala as close as he
could to the large glass doors that led to the park headquarters
entrance. It was hot, dry and the sun seemed overly bright. He was
glad both he and Britt wore hats but even the brim couldn’t stop a
line of sweat from forming in his sideburn. All three of them sat
in the convertible and stared around. There was no sign of the blue
Ford.

“Maybe that wasn’t him after all,” Britt
said. “After all, there are lots of blue cars…”

“It was him…” Chloe said.

“Well,” Branden said, “I don’t know about you
guys but I say we shit-can this stupid plan and head on to
L.A.”

“Then we lose. Then we run and never know…”
Britt said.

“Fuck Spike.” Chloe said, “what kind of gun
do you have, Branden?”

“Go ahead and say that real loud,” Branden
said. A ranger had walked out to a common board and pinned up a
poster. The lady stood admiring her work. After a moment she
returned to the station. “It’s a little snub-nose
thirty-eight.”

“Britt, you think that’s a big gun?” Chloe
asked.

“It sure makes a big noise…” Britt said.

“Look, who’s to say he just doesn’t follow us
to L.A.?” Chloe said, “Britt’s right, we can’t just run from
everything, Branden.”

“So now we’re going to vote?” Branden said.
“Okay, who wants to get killed by Chloe’s boyfriend, and who wants
to live a long life being movie stars in L.A?”

“Who wants to be a scaredy-cat and who wants
to find treasure?” Chloe asked.

“Treasure! Treasure! Treasure!” Britt
chanted. Branden noticed that in the absence of their blue shadow
the girls had greatly relaxed. He wondered if they would be so
comfortable in the middle of nowhere with a pissed-off ex-boyfriend
confronting them with an assault rife.

“I think these idiots want ten bucks,” was
all he said.

The Pinto Basin outback board was brand new.
It had small manila envelopes and directions on how to fill out the
backcountry hiking permits. Overnight parking was permitted with
the filled out tab from the envelope on a car’s dashboard. But that
wasn’t what was catching Branden’s attention.

He parked the Chevy on the very edge of the
large parking pad before the board. His was the only car parked
there. But that wasn’t what Branden and the girls were looking
at.

It was the rock art on the parking pad. It
was the giant eighteen-foot heart constructed of big red stones.
What really caught his and the girl’s attention were the
two-foot-high letters in the middle of the heart. ‘I LOVE YOU
CHLOE’ it read. The three of them sat on their seat-tops and
stared. Then, as if on cue, a beat-up, sky blue, Ford Crown
Victoria came sliding around a bend in the road and pulled to a
stop on the other side of the pad.

Branden glanced at his watch. It was noon.
The temperature of the air felt as if it was at least one-hundred
degrees, he thought. They were completely alone. And, Branden
thought, in a car about thirty yards from them was a jilted lover
with an assault rife. Branden reached under the seat to pull out
the snub-nose.

“Wait Branden,” Chloe said. “Let’s see what
he wants, first.” Branden watched as the girl, sitting on the seat
back, waved to the Ford.

At ten yards before the Impala Spike stopped.
Branden was reminded again on just how large a man Spike was. He
was even bigger than the eagle-shooter. After pausing, Spike
dropped to his knees. The man crawled the rest of the way, on his
knees, in the gravel and rock on the hard, hot parking pad. The man
was unarmed. The man, Branden saw, was also sobbing.

“Take me back,” Spike said, “and I’ll live
the rest of my life making your dreams come true.”

“What about you not doing you-know-what?”
Chloe asked.

“I… I like that now…” Spike said. “I thought
about it and I decided that I like that now.” The man kneeled,
prostrate, while Chloe sat above the man in the Impala. “Besides,
there’s no way you guys can carry the water you’ll need for your
treasure hunt. I got the Ford completely full of spring water in
two-and-a-half gallon containers.”

“I’ll tell you what,” Chloe said. “You make
me come and we’re boyfriend and girlfriend like nothing ever
happened.”

“Ahh… When?” Spike asked.

“Now,” Chloe said. “Branden can pull the car
over by the board and lift the top up a little so as no one can see
from the road. And then you either make me come or you get into
that fucking POS Ford and you drive away AND LEAVE ME THE FUCK
ALONE!” Chloe had screamed the last few words loud enough to be
heard echoing off of Pinto Mountain. Spike only nodded. He had his
hands together in prayer. He nodded again.

“What about them?”

“They can watch or take a walk or whatever.”
Chloe said. “It would probably be faster if they watched.”

“Stay and watch!” Spike said. Branden moved
the Impala and raised the roof to a steep angle. Chloe stripped off
her pumps and slid out of her shorts. The black rose tattoo came
into view. Branden saw from his position on the driver’s door that
the girl had a little stubble on her dark triangle. He sat with his
knees facing the back seat, as did Britt. They would both watch the
show that was now unfolding in the Impala’s back seat.

Chloe’s outer labia had perfect folds that
hid her inner labia. She had an exceptionally clean look to her
puss. She put one foot on the driver’s side seat back and the other
on the top of the back seat. Spike crawled into the back seat with
the girl like a baby hippo getting into a ten-gallon washtub. He
filled up most of the back seat. Chloe sat scrunched up against the
passenger side with her legs spread. After a quick look around
Spike lowered his head to her crotch.

“That’s good baby,” Chloe said, “ummmm lick
that pussy.” Spike began to lick hard as Chloe grabbed his
head.

“Come on bitch,” Chloe said, “Lap up that
pussy juice.” Branden and Britt looked at each other. Chloe had a
solid grip on Spike’s green hair. “COME ON LITTLE BICH, LICK MY
FUCKING CUNT!” Chloe shouted. Branden looked up in time to see a
motor-home pass by. “Really lick now, little slut. Get your tongue
all over that hot pussy.” Chloe said. Branden watched as another
car roared by. “…you little white-trash whore…” Chloe moaned.
Branden felt himself getting hard in his jeans. Britt moved to her
seatback and began stroking Chloe’s hair. Britt stuck her cowboy
boot into Branden’s crotch. “…bring me home you slutty little
whore, bring me home!” Chloe shouted. A ranger’s vehicle passed but
not before slowing and staring at the Impala. Branden jammed
Britt’s boot into his cock, hard. “NOW! The clitty, the clit baby…”
Chloe screamed. Branden slid onto his seatback and grabbed Britt’s
left breast. Chloe screamed.

Branden watched as the ranger’s truck came
into view on a rise. He watched it turn around. Chloe screamed
again. Branden put his hand between Britt’s legs. She was hot and
damp. She was panting. She was rubbing Chloe’s breasts and
Branden’s crotch at the same time. Branden saw the ranger vehicle
round a turn and head toward them.

“FUCK!” Screamed Chloe. She gushed. The bitch
is a squirter, Branden mused. She had done a little of that during
the touch-tongue-only game, but now she was coming like a geyser.
Branden saw the ranger approach the Pinto Basin backcountry board
and slow. He watched as the vehicle pulled along side them. All
four of them were properly seated in the Chevy.

“How you folks doing?” the ranger asked.

“Great,” Branden said. “Hot enough for you?”
Branden glanced over the back seat. Chloe had nothing on below her
waist. He was still hard.

“Make sure you carry enough water,” the
ranger, an older man in his sixties, said. “Especially you, big
fella, you’re sweating so much your face is drenched.”

“Okay,” Branden began, “Not that we are
actually going to find anything, but if we do we divide it into
quarters. We all get the same one-quarter share, agreed?” Everyone
around the Impala nodded. “We have only this one shitty foldable
shovel…”

“Actually, I got some stuff…” Spike said. He
opened the trunk of the Ford, which he had pulled next to the
Impala. His trunk was full of pickaxes and shovels. Braden even saw
a sledgehammer.

“We’ll have to keep that stuff under our
hat,” Branden said. “It’s strictly against the rules to remove
anything from the park - that means our little treasure hunt -
prospecting endeavor - is going to be greatly frowned upon, and you
all saw how fast these ranger types swarm over anything
unusual.

Anybody been to this mountain before?”
Branden asked. He got only blank stares. “I’ve climbed it several
times. It’s about a two-and-a-half to three-hour hike to the top,
or summit. Past a low sand dune you take a gully and a ridgeline up
to the peak. There are tons of rocks, big and small that fill these
little canyons. There’s lots of creosote brush and cats claw. Cat’s
claw is just like it sounds, it’s full of curved thorns that will
stick to you and tear your clothes and scratch you up. When Cat’s
claw scratches you, you bleed. I have no idea why, but you do.”
Branden said. “So watch out for it. Now let me see that map.”

“Is this a joke?” Branden asked. Britt
frowned and stared at her boots. Chloe sighed and leaned hard
against the Impala.

“What’s the problem?” Spike asked.

“It says the treasure is buried under the
cairn of rocks at the peek.” Branden said. “And it has a stupidly
drawn picture of a mountain with a path on it.”

“So?” Britt asked.

“Well, thousands and thousands have climbed
that peek.” Branden said. “There’s absolutely no way there is
treasure buried under that cairn.”

“Why couldn’t there be,” Britt said, “If
nobody knew it was there?”

“It’s just so obvious… that it’s stupid…”
Branden said. He had his hands spread wide. “And… the chances of us
being alone up there are all but nil. It’s a fucking hugely popular
trail.”

“Welp,” Chloe said, “then we ask ourselves
this question - who wants to go on a hike and who wants to just
bitch and moan?”

“Come, on, Branden,” Britt said. Branden was
sitting in the Impala with the engine on. Chloe and Spike stood
nearby. Britt kissed Branden. She ran her hand down his chest and
did not stop until it rested on his crotch. “The other side of that
sand dune, between it and the mountain, looks pretty private,” she
said. Britt kissed Branden again. “If me and you happened to be
there any time soon, you are going to get the blowjob of a
lifetime.” Branden threw up his hands. “Branden,” Britt continued,
while kissing his neck, “I’ll swallow.”

“Okay,” Branden said, “Like I said, watch out
for the cat’s claw.” Spike looked like a Christmas tree but with
water jugs substituting for ornaments. He had strapped them all
across his body. Branden could barely stop from laughing. Spike
also carried a shovel and a pickaxe.

He and the girls each had backpacks with
water; food and each carried a sleeping bag and pad in case they
had to spend the night. Branden wasn’t sure what Spike would do if
they did spend the night but he really didn’t care. All Branden
really cared about was getting to the other side of the dune;
everything else could take care of itself. “Make sure everyone has
a sweater or jacket - it can get cold out here. I have a flashlight
and Chloe has one also, so if we have to spend the night we
shouldn’t have any problems.” Branden said. He walked to the
back-county board and tapped on it. “Knock on wood.”

They filled out backcountry permits and left
them on the dashboard of their cars. A short one-mile hike found
them on the top of the dune. Chloe spotted a desert lily in bloom.
They saw what could have been desert tortoise dens but saw none of
the elusive creatures. “They spend most of their time underground,”
Branden told the group. Soon they were on the other side of the
dune and out of view of the road. Branden undid his belt and
unzipped his pants. Using his water bottle he rinsed his penis off.
“Britt,” Branden said, “get over here. You two can watch, if you
like.”

“Spike’s been a good boy,” Chloe said.
“Spike, stand next to Branden and drop those ridiculous water
jugs.” Branden handed Spike a bottle of water.

“Rinse off, dude,” Branden said.

“She didn’t rinse off for me…”

“Do it,” Branden said. Spike poured water on
his junk. Britt walked up to Branden as Chloe approached Spike.
Both girls began to kiss their guys. Britt placed her small hand
between Branden’s legs. His penis was out and he was hard. She
wrapped her soft slender fingers around his shaft. He was sticking
straight up, pointing to the sky. “I’m going to enjoy every second
of being in your mouth…” Branden said. “Every second.” Britt only
smiled. Simultaneously, both girls dropped to their knees and,
simultaneously, both girls removed their tops, baring their
breasts. Britt kissed the very tip of Branden’s penis. She made a
little slurping noise and ran her tongue around the mushroom head.
Then she looked up at Branden.

“My mouth needs to be fucked hard,” she
said.

“Spike,” Chloe began, “It’s okay if you have
to choke me a little,” she said, Branden saw that Spike’s cock, now
hard, was huge. ‘I wonder if she knows what she’s in for…’ Branden
thought. “Just not too much, okay?” Chloe asked. Spike nodded.

“Make love to me with you mouth, Britt,”
Branden said. “And don’t you stop until I say so,” Branden
continued. “And the next words from your mouth after you do this
deed, is ‘now I’m full’. Okay… little… darl’n?” Britt took him into
her mouth. Branden felt a warm sensation start at the head and run
almost the length of his shaft as Britt brought him deep into her
mouth and throat. Chloe did the same. Spike placed his hand on the
back of Chloe’s head and Branden watched as Spike, almost brutally,
pushed Chloe onto his cock. She choked and spittle bubbled up on
her lips. Branden did the same to Britt. Britt gasped, pulled off,
took a deep breath and plunged back onto Branden’s dick. Branden
reached down and took Britt’s arm. He moved it to his crotch. He
placed her slender hand on his balls. “Squeeze them, baby…” Branden
said.

The sensation of being in and out of her
mouth brought electrified shivers up and down Branden’s spine. He
felt a tremendous rush of adrenalin. “Really suck now, you sweet
little thing - really put your mouth into it, suck me like you mean
it.” Britt bore down on his cock with more intensity. Branden could
feel just a hint of her teeth when he pushed her hard onto his
dick. The slight pain sweetened the act. That both Britt and Chloe
were on their knees with cocks in their mouths made Branden’s blood
rush through his veins like water over rapids.

Both girls began to make slurping sounds.
Britt’s mouth was covered in foamy spit. With both hands Branden
grabbed Britt’s head. He held her head while thrusting with his
hips. After four thrusts he pulled off so that the gal could catch
her breath. Then he shoved his penis back into her mouth. Branden
saw that Britt was rubbing herself between her legs.

“Can you fuck me?” Britt asked, “…from
behind?” In a single motion Branden had his sleeping bag off his
backpack and Britt on it. She was on all fours. Branden pulled her
shorts down. He pushed Britt to the ground. He pinned her. She was
so wet he was able to enter her body easily. Branden grabbed her
ponytail and began kissing her jaw line and neck as he plunged into
her. Next to them Branden heard Chloe make sucking noises that were
gaining in intensity. Branden curled one hand around Britt’s bare
shoulder. With the weight of his body he pinned her while still
holding the girl’s ponytail with his other hand. Britt began
gasping and moaning.

“Now… Branden… fuck me as hard as you can…”
Britt said. “Fuck me for the little whore that I am, Branden.
BRANDEN!”

Britt began to yell Branden’s name with
abandon. As he came, Branden saw, off in the distance, on the dune
top, two hikers. He watched them turn away. Branden came inside of
Britt. His groin convulsed and pumped for what seemed like ten
minutes. Inside her body Britt became impossibly slippery. Spike
groaned and Branden turned to see the man lay four ropes of semen
on Chloe’s beautiful face. It made his groin convulse again. Some
spunk got in the girl’s hair. Britt came while panting so much that
Branden thought the girl might be hyperventilating.

For a long minute everything and everybody
lay perfectly still. Chloe sat down beside Branden and Britt, semen
still on her face. Branden rolled off of Britt and tried to catch
his breath. Spike also sat on the sleeping bag, his cock still
semi-hard and still out of his pants. Britt rolled to her back and
laughed.

“Now I’m full,” Britt said.

It took a long hour for the group to
reassemble. They washed, re-dressed and after they cleaned it of
stickers and cactus barbs, repacked Branden’s sleeping bag. Soon
they were trudging through a desert wash filled with creosote
bushes and ocotillo.

“I saw two hikers on the sand dune,” Spike
said.

 

“I saw them too,” Branden said. “I don’t know
how we are going to clear a five-foot tall cairn without being
noticed.” Branden led the group to a gully that eventually narrowed
into a canyon. The group stopped. “We follow that ridgeline on up
to the top,” Branden said. “It’s rocky and slippery but doable.”
For the first time Branden glanced at the feet of his companions.
Chloe had sneakers on, and looked fine. Spike was wearing sandals
and he and Britt were wearing cowboy boots. A thought ran through
his head. ‘We’re all gonna die…’

They did slip a lot. But Britt was as
sure-footed as a gazelle and Chloe was a natural athlete. Spike
just muscled his way up the mountain and Branden had experience on
the trail, albeit in hiking boots. As they rose in elevation the
barrel cactus became more common as did the loose rock. Parts of
the trail consisted of pure rock scrambling, while on the ridge
small pebbles threatened their every step. The four of them
trudged, slipped, skidded, rambled and hopped up the mountain one
at a time. Up ahead, Branden saw two hikers near the summit.
‘They’re going to love seeing us desecrate the top of this thing…”
Branden thought.

In the awkward exchange that usually happens
on a march out into the wilds while encountering others doing the
same, the group exchanged greeting with the two hikers. The hikers,
and older couple, could not look them in the eye and quickly left
the area. Branden smiled.

“Being horny has its advantages,” he said.
The others watched the older pair leave and only giggled.

“Branden,” Spike said in a falsetto voice,
“fuck me as hard as you CAN you big brute!” After all the exertion
of the day, recreational and otherwise, the exhausted foursome
began to laugh. Branden dropped to one knee and laughed himself
silly, as did the rest of the group. Branden, catching his breath,
looked around. Before him he saw two girls and a guy that had
bonded over simple hardships. To his right he saw a cairn that
supposedly had treasure under it. He began to laugh all over
again.

They approached the mound. It was much larger
than Branden remembered it. It was a simple stack of blackened
volcanic rock but it was at least six-foot high.

“There it is!” Britt screamed, “the
treasure!” Branden pulled out several boxes from the cairn.

“These are visitor logs or sign-in sheets.”
Branden said. “For some reason everyone likes to leave a note about
coming here.” He pulled from one of the boxes a curled, faded book.
“Louise and Alfred Frescott from Boise - Beautiful view, just
stunning…” Branden read. I believe the map said the ‘treasure’ was
under this gigantic pile of rocks.”

“Shoot,” Britt said.

Each rock was heavier than the next. Most
were the size of bowling balls but seemed to weigh twice as much.
The girls were tired after moving two rocks. Branden’s back had
become a screaming monster after a half-an-hour but Spike showed no
sign of slowing. Finally, Branden dropped to the ground and just
sat. Spike, however, moved rock after rock like they were from a
science fiction T.V. show’s prop department, and were made of
Styrofoam.

An hour later Branden was still watching
Spike move rocks. Branden surveyed the scene. Spike was a
rock-moving machine, now waist deep in a hole that used to be a
six-foot cairn. Rocks were strewn all around - Branden and the
girls had to move to avoid getting hit. Jugs of water lay about.
The summit now had the appearance of having been hit by a bomb. The
top of the mountain now consisted of rock debris and a crater
filled halfway with a green-haired monster. Where there was once an
interesting cairn now lay only desolation and destruction. ‘This
isn’t good,’ and voice in Branden’s head whispered. He turned to
glance over at the ridgeline. It was clear. Branden returned to his
‘Spike watch’ vigil.

“Ah-oh…” Chloe said. Branden turned again to
look over his shoulder. Five people were at the bottom of the
ridgeline. They were only small stick figures from Branden’s
vantage, but were still large enough to observe.

“Shit, fuck, Spike,”
Branden said, he had risen to a half-crouch position and was
watching the party on the ridgeline. They were steadily climbing
and one person, with a broad rimmed, tan hat, was leading them. The
hat-wearer stopped every few minutes to speak about various points
of interest on the ridge. “We’re no longer alone guys,” Branden said. “There’s a
party coming up… led by a ranger…”

“Spike, it’s time to go…” Chloe said. Branden
was motioning them away from the ridgeline and their newly created
bomb crater.

“We have to go down this way to avoid them,”
Branden said. “It’s real steep. There’s a good chance we’ll slip
and slide the whole way down. We could get pretty scratched up…
Spike! It’s over, come down here!” Branden yelled. Spike was still
moving rocks. “Girls, we’ve got to get the fuck out of here…”

“What will they do if they find us like
this?” Britt asked.

“You name it - fines, maybe take us to the
local lock-up, and if they find either the snub-nose or the rifle,
our goose is cooked - I don’t even have a permit for that fucking
thing…” Branden said. “SPIKE!” He shouted.

“I FOUND IT!” Spike yelled. In an instant he
was out of the hole and running along with them. Tucked under his
arm, Branden saw, was a large, rusty metal box. ‘Sure hope that’s
not another visitor log container…’ Branden’s inner voice said.

As Branden predicted, the group had trouble
navigating the debris strewn slope opposite the ridge. It was an
exceedingly steep drop of a thousand feet, Branden saw. Spike slid
down on his giant legs, Chloe hopped from one sliding slag created
dune to another, and Britt came down on her rear while barking
‘ouch, ouch,’ over and over. Branden kept looking up at the summit
but could not see anybody. Soon they were all in a deep ravine
surrounded by huge boulders and barrel cactus. They were out of
sight of the mountaintop.

“Everybody all right?” Branden asked. Britt
had scrapes on her palms but her jeans protected most of her legs
and ass. Chloe looked like she had just run a marathon, but
otherwise appeared to be okay. Spike was a scratched-up mess - he
had finally slipped and rolled part of the way down to the ravine.
But they man didn’t look like the scratches bothered him. Branden
took the metal box from Spike. It looked ancient. It was a rusty
mess but Branden saw that parts of the box were actually composed
of some sort of hardwood. Branden leveled it in his hand while
bobbing the box up and down.

“Feels kind of light…” he said. “Well, we got
to get to the cars and out of this fucking park,” Branden said.
“This ravine will get us all the way there, just follow me,
okay?”

“Spike,” Branden pointed to the heart made of
rock art. Spike immediately saw what Branden saw. He rushed to his
work and kicked out the name Chloe. A moment later, two cars, a
1959 Chevy and a 1979 Ford Crown Victoria were spinning out of the
Pinto Basin back country parking pad and on their way down a long
winding ribbon of blacktop.

Branden showed his entrance receipt at the
Utah Road kiosk but Spike had to stop for payment. Branden pulled
over to wait. For a long, long moment Branden felt his heart in his
throat as Spiked spoke at length to the ranger in the kiosk. Then
both cars were out of the park and on their way to Highway 62 and
the towns of Twenty-nine Palms, Yucca Valley and Big Morongo
Canyon.

“Okay,” Branden said, “have at it Spike…”
Both cars had pulled off the road and parked in the shade of three
large Joshua Trees. Spike and Chloe jumped into the Impala with
Britt and Branden. Spike had the box in his hands, along with a
pickaxe. The front of the box had a clasp with a keyhole. It was
barely distinguishable through all the rust. Spike simply began to
pick at the clasp with the axe. After three tries and with rust
dust flying everywhere, Spike finally got the box open. He lifted
the lid on hinges that crumbled into iron shards. The entire top
fell off. He stared into the box. He pulled out a small, faded
piece of paper.

“Got here first, fools!” Spike read. “Signed,
Big Jim.” He tilted the box toward the others. It was empty.
Branden dropped from his seat back and began to giggle. The giggle
turned into a full-fledged laugh. All four of in group began to
laugh hysterically. Spike held out his arms which were heavily
marbled with still bleeding cat’s claw scratches. Chloe began
laughing so hard tears ran down her cheeks. Britt flashed her
palms, which were peppered with deep, dirty rock gouges.

“Anybody want to go look for the fountain of
youth,” Branden said, “I know this old pervy guy with a bunch of
maps…” Britt was laughing so hard she was holding her stomach.
Spike had his head in his hands and was guffawing loud jackass-like
sounds. For a long moment they laughed. Finally Branden turned to
the others.

“We got no cash, no credit… no place to go…”
He said.

“It’s light… and we’re not wearing
sunglasses…” Chloe said.

“HIT IT…” Britt said. “Man,
I love that Blues Brothers
movie…” Spike sighed and let the box roll off his
large hands and fall off over the side of the convertible. On
hitting the ground, it broke apart. Chloe rose to her feet in the
back of the convertible.

“Hey, look…” was all she said.

“There’s four thousand dollars here…” Branden
said. The box had split open to reveal a false bottom. In it were
stacks of tightly wrapped one hundred dollar bills, and though they
showed many signs of age, they were still spendable with all the
serial numbers intact.

“You know,” Chloe said, “there’s a bunch of
casinos along the 10 freeway, just at the end of this number 62
highway.

“I bet we could have fun with these,” Britt
said while turning over a hundred dollar bill in her hands. “We
each get…” Britt began counting on her fingers.

“Five of them,” Spike said. “Hey Branden, how
about giving me the number of that pervy old mapper dude?” Both men
high-fived.

“I say we forget the pervy old dude and get
ourselves a nice clean room in one of them there cas-seee-nos that
Chloe was talking about,” Branden said. “I think we, all four of
us, can have some hot-ass fun for a fucking change!”

“What…” asked Britt,
“this wasn’t fun?”

The Valley Durango Suites and Casino was just
thirty miles south of Indio. Its entire pillar-less bottom floor
was a casino with thousands of games of chance. It had an enormous
pool complete with a faux sand beach. It had hundreds of rooms and
dozens of luxury suites. A cola from the mini-bar ran seven dollars
and a bucket of imported beer, containing six bottles and ice, went
for $38.50. The Durango had all the amenities, and all of it came
with a price. Branden looked up at the skyrise and then down at his
card.

“You guys mill around the casino,” Branden
said. “I’ll see if this card has anything left on it.” The
reception gal was a stunning brunette in a designer black tailored
suit and five-inch high heels.

“Welcome to the Valley Durango Suites and
Casino,” the woman said, “How can I start you on an adventure of a
lifetime - here at The Durango our job is to make your dreams come
true.” Branden was surprised that the girl could deliver that
speech with a straight face. He only smiled.

“I’m looking for a room with two Queen beds,”
Branden said.

“How many guests?”

“Four. Myself, my girlfriend, her sister and
her husband.” Branden said. “We really just want to gamble and
enjoy a few drinks without having to drive after.”

“Of course,” the woman said. “We have
something on the twelfth floor… it runs $249.00 plus room tax,
casino tax and county luxury fee. That makes it about $312.00.”

“Fine,” Branden said. Two-forty-nine, my ass,
he thought. ‘All the amenities but at a price,’ the voice in his
head whispered. Branden handed the lady his credit card and
literally held his breath. The woman worked on her computer and
then began handing stuff to Branden.

“Here are pool passes for four,” she said,
“Free breakfast vouchers - the restaurant is located on the sixth
floor - here are your room keys and elevator ID’s. They have your
name on them but your guests should write their names on them too.
Anything else I can get for you, sir?”

“We’re all set.” Branden said. Chloe, Spike
and Britt were huddled around him in a quiet corner of the casino.
At least it was as quiet as they could find - Branden noticed that
the hotel’s sound system played a stunning tune that sounded, to
Branden, like the noise a slot machine makes when it goes off on a
jackpot. ‘Everybody’s a winner, all the time, in here…’ said the
voice in Branden’s head. Chloe sat on a slot machine stool.

“They took your card?” Britt said, “Freaking
fantastic!” Branden watched as two uniformed security guards
strolled by.

“Say that a little louder, Britt,” Branden
said. He saw Chloe insert a twenty into the machine and start to
hit buttons. “Does anyone want to hear my plan?” Branden said.
Chloe turned to him while still banging at the machine.

“I’m listening,” she said.

“There’s a little outlet-type strip mall
within walking distance,” Branden began. Chloe’s machine began
making squeaking sounds. It had an African motif and gone were the
bars and cherries and lemons, in their place were lions, hippos and
crocodiles. “We go up to our rooms and come back down with one
empty suitcase.” He said. Chloe’s machine began to ring bells and
flash lights.

“Are you winning, Chloe?” Britt asked.

“I have no idea.” Chloe said. “I have no clue
how this fucking thing works. There’s all these lines and max-bet
buttons and weird stuff.”

“OKAY,” Branden said. “Anyone want to hear
the plan?”

“I do,” said Spike. Chloe hit more buttons on
the machine. Again it rang out with bells and whistles. Branden saw
people start to gravitate to their previously vacant area.

“We go to the mall and fill the suitcase with
snacks, beer, booze, and sandwiches,” Branden said. “We can get ice
here from the machines,” he continued. “This place is very
expensive and that way we…” A couple sat on either side of Chloe.
Another man sat catty-corner to her and lit a cigar. Chloe’s
machine continued to beep and squawk. “…avoid unnecessary expenses…
Agreed?” Branden said.

“Agreed,” said all the others. Chloe rose and
stretched. A man hovered next to her and her machine.

“Hit cash-out, Chloe,” Britt said. Chloe had
almost walked away from her machine. Britt corralled her back to
the beeping monster and Chloe hit a button. Nothing happened.

“Oh, well,” Chloe said. The four of them
turned. A man began to squeeze next to Chloe and her machine.

“Hey Chloe…” Spike said. He pointed to the
slot machine. A stiff piece of paper was protruding from a slot at
the top left of the machine. Chloe took it. The four of them walked
to the elevators. Each of them still had their bags. Branden
realized they could have probably given them to a bellboy and they
would have been waiting for them at the room.

“What’s it say?” Branden asked. Chloe was
walking and studying the ticket at the same time.

“I put in a twenty and got this here ticket
for sixteen bucks,” she said. “Boy did it make a lot of noise for
sixteen bucks,” Chloe said.

“And it also drew a crowd of derelicts,”
Spike, with bright-green hair, said. Branden glanced at the ticket
and began laughing. Through racks of addicting giggles Branden
spoke.

“Chloe you are priceless, girl…” Branden
said.

“Hey, I only lost four bucks and didn’t even
know what I was doing…” Chloe said. She frowned at Branden. “What
are you, some kind of gambling guru?”

“Chloe,” Branden began. He pointed at the
ticket. “That’s not worth sixteen bucks. That ticket is worth
sixteen HUNDRED bucks, you silly girl.”

After Chloe turned everyone’s head with an
ear-shattering shriek, the four of them headed for the elevators.
Branden slid his plastic key into the door slot and flung it open.
A large suite greeted them. Chloe shrieked for a second time - the
room was stunning - it had a Southwestern motif with crystal glass
separators for a large hot tub adjacent to the bathroom. It had
elegant hardwood furnishings surrounding two large beds covered in
decorative throw pillows. It had huge vases of fresh flowers in two
different places. It had an artsy lighting system with diffused
lamps running along the ceilings, but what really struck Branden
was the opposite wall. The entire south wall of their room was
glass. The view was absolutely stunning. Branden turned to the
others.

“Welcome to paradise, gang!”

Branden’s plan worked flawlessly. An hour
later they were all back in their room strategizing. Britt returned
with an ice bucket and each of them cracked open an imported
Mexican beer in clear bottles. They had beer and vodka on ice,
chips, dip, five different kinds of sandwiches, cheese popcorn and
a box of chocolates.

“Everybody promise me…” Branden said after a
long draw from his beer, “nobody even touches the mini-bar. The
reception desk gets an alert if it’s even opened, understand?”
Branden asked. He popped a salty triangle-shaped chip into his
mouth - it tasted like cheese. He took another gulp of his beer and
surveyed the group. Before him sat two absolutely stunning girls
drinking beer and doing vodka shots with abandon. Chloe had changed
into the proverbial little black-dress and pumps. She had
impossibly bright red lipstick on.

Britt had on short-shorts, her cowboy boots
and hat, and a string top that held her large breasts very tight.
She also wore makeup. Neither girl wore a bra, and Braden suspected
neither girl cared for wearing panties, either.

Spike stood next to their huge window and
looked almost regal against the endless backdrop of desert. He had
changed into a sports jacket and jeans. He still wore sandals.
Branden had also showered and dressed in a western jacket with
shoulder embroidery and jeans and boots that he had shined to a
high ebony gloss. He held his hat. They looked like any jet-setter
group on the planet.

“Branden?” Chloe asked. Branden realized he
had somehow become the de facto leader of the group. Chloe held up
a hand rolled cigarette thingy. Drunk, high girls, each showing
legs longer that the Panama Canal, Branden thought, ‘yeah, I can
handle that’ the voice said. Branden couldn’t decide which look
excited him more - a short skirt who’s hem was just barely covered
the girl’s crotch and candy-apple red pumps, or, shorts short
enough to see ample butt cheeks and cowboy boots at the bottom of
long, clean, legs. Either way, he mused to himself, they had it
going on.

Branden led them into the bathroom and closed
the door. He turned on the bathroom’s exhaust fan.

“When we light this pass it around and blow
the smoke into the vent,” Branden said. Spike was leaning against
the sink, Britt and he sat on the tub edge and Chloe sat on the
toilet. Branden could just make out her dark triangle. “Hold it up
to the vent when not smoking it. They charge a cleaning fee for
smoking in the room.”

“I thought that was for cigarettes,” Britt
asked.

“Either way, let’s not find out,” said
Branden.

They sat on the bed. Branden spread out five
one hundred dollars bills before each of them.

“What do I do with this thing?” Chloe asked.
She held her ticket from the slot machine in her hand.

“You take it to the big window that says
‘cashier’,” Branden said. “Don’t worry, unlike the ATM machine,
there will be no line.” The others laughed. “Now the object for us
is to make these piles grow,” Branden said. “But the object of the
casino is to make these piles disappear, got it?” He said. “That’s
all you really need to know about gambling. Let’s roam the floor
for an hour trying different games and then regroup at their
restaurant - the one with the big iguana carvings at both sides of
the door. That way we can all compare stories and experiences and
strategize while we get a few drinks and something to eat. Anyone
that comes back broke, after being out there only an hour, gets
kicked out of our club.” Branden raised his beer. All four of them
clinked glasses.

Branden hit on ten and
received a Queen. He was down to his last three five-dollar chips
and the table limit was fifteen bucks, so it was his last bet. He
had only cashed two of the raggedy one hundred dollar bills and
resolved that that would be it as far as losing this night. The words he said about
coming back broke kept ringing in his ears. Up fifteen he left the
entire bet out there. Black-Jack. The dealer pushed out $45.00 in
chips toward Branden. Seventy-Five, Branden thought, ‘one more…’
the voice said. He left the thirty out there again. He hit twenty
with two Jacks.

Branden cashed two hundred in bills and
walked away with $105.00 in red chips. He tipped the dealer a
five-dollar chip and left the table. Down only a hundred bucks with
what he decided was rotten luck, he made his way to the meeting
place in a sour mood. He didn’t like to throw money away. He much
preferred spending it when he had it.

He had been standing in front of the Iguana
Lounge and Restaurant for what seemed like fifteen minutes when
finally he saw Britt, twenty yards deep in the casino, hook a
finger at him. He reached her in time to see Chloe hit on a twelve.
She got an Eight of Spades. Then Branden noticed the girl’s bet.
She had five black chips on the table. The dealer was showing a
king. The dealer flipped over a seven. Chloe won five hundred
bucks. Spike stood behind the girl shaking his head. When he saw
Britt and Branden he motioned them over.

“I was just nursing free drinks playing video
poker,” Spike whispered. “And I heard this commotion over here and
I check it out and guess what?”

“You-know-who is on a hot streak.” Branden
said.

“I thinks she’s up about five grand,” Spike
said.

“Spike, if she starts loosing we got to get
her out of here…” Branden said. In many ways Branden did not like
what he saw and heard. He saw Chloe accept another drink. He saw
Chloe kiss two girls, one on her left and another on her right. One
girl was dressed in über tight gold lamé shorts and a low-cut
halter-top. The other was wearing a short bright-red sequined dress
that had spaghetti straps lying casually off the shoulder and go-go
boots. Chloe was saying how they were her ‘Good-Luck Charms’ in
slurred speech. With five black chips in front of her Chloe drew a
nine and a Jack. The dealer hit twenty and Chloe’s chips
vanished.

“Now, Spike, before she puts another bet
out...” Branden whispered.

“Okay Stinkbutt, time to go…” Spike was
holding back Chloe’s arms.

“Place all bets,” the dealer said.

“You just lost five-hundred bucks, baby,”
Spike whispered.

“I did?” Chloe asked.

“Yep,” Spike said, “time for dinner and
drinks, remember?”

“Oh, yeah…” Spike had a wobbly Chloe out of
her chair and on her feet. “Oh, these are my friends,” Chloe said.
“Nikki and… Straw… ee-berry.” The girls waved little small waves to
Branden, Britt and Spike. “…can they come up to our room wif us?”
Chloe asked.

###

THE END

Look for more installments of Britt, and
thank you so much! Bill.

This story is a work of fiction and fantasy
- please do not break any rules in our State and National parks -
they are our most precious resources.
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