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Prologue
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Gateway to Hell...

From the story about which you will read...

WINSLOW HITCHES his and Red’s horse in front of the sheriff’s office on a dusty street in Santa Fe. A scruffy lawman swaggers out of the wood and mud-brick building, its front door creaking complaints for the mid-afternoon disturbance. He narrows his sights on Winslow, rubs his whiskers, and says, “Uh...?”

“Winslow Murphy, US Marshal.”

The lawman perks up. “Arizona Territory?”

“You reckon right, Sheriff.” Winslow wipes sweat from his forehead with the palm of his ruddy hand and pushes back his weathered, tight-weaved straw hat.

The sheriff peers at the lump of dead humanity on the second horse.

Noticing, Winslow says, “That’s Red Wolf McFarland. He’s the quiet type.”

“Lead does that to a man...” Squinting at the corpse, the sheriff adds, “Hell’s burnin’ a tad hotter these days with his worthless soul on the fire. Problem is, been catchin’ word ’bout one of his partners.”

“Chino Morales?”

“That’s the one. He and some cronies gatherin’ up at Rachel’s.”

“Rachel’s?”

The sheriff points a thumb up the street and says, “A hotel up yonder. I’d go after him myself, but...” He holds out his hands and wiggles his fingers. “Just not as quick as I once was.”

Winslow nods his understanding. Pointing at Red’s body, he says, “Be mighty obliged if I could make a deposit.”

“I’ll fetch the undertaker.”

Winslow tips his hat, starts to turn, but hesitates.

“Somethin’ else?” the sheriff asks.

“You know of a place called Urraca Mesa?”

The scruffy lawman grows somber, his features slacken, and then he says, “Northeast. Up Cimarron way.” He wavers, but then offers more. “Legends say it’s a gateway.”

“A gateway?”

“To Hell, Marshal. Best avoid it.”

Winslow’s skeptical; he narrows his eyes. “You believe the legends?”

“I respect them...”

***
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Excerpts from the journal of Pinkerton man, Jacob Murphy...

Saw Winslow today. He wanted to confess some damn awful things to me. I prayed for redemption of his wretched soul, begged God to forgive him for his sins. So much sinning. But I’ll understand if God's just not inclined to forgive him this time. I also prayed in the name of Jesus that God would extend his mercy, grace, and love to those poor women in Pagosa Springs who Winslow and his gang hurt and killed. Don’t know if I’ll ever see my brother again. Not so sure I want to... May 17th, 1875

Met with the Spaniards today. A whole bunch of unease in that room. A long history of not trusting each other, which explains the two maps instead of only one. Said they needed an honest third party to tend to their bidding, someone other than their own family members. I agreed to their request. And so, of all things, I head to northern New Mexico tomorrow with two treasure maps in search of cursed gold. Also met a woman today named Jacinta Cortez. She's beautiful and kind. Seems sad, though. Very sad. I prayed to the good Lord I'd meet Jacinta again. I hope that meeting will be sooner, rather than later... September 2nd, 1882

I thought the job seemed simple enough. Prove the two maps were real. And they are. But dear Lord, I saw the Devil himself today on Urraca Mesa. Disfigured and horned, he hid himself in the fog-shrouded pine trees. A ghostly, demon horseman also attended the Evil One. I never prayed so hard in all my life. I thanked God for making my mount swift and for delivering me from that wicked, wicked place. Strange blue lights, like floating lanterns, helped lead me out of the darkness to safety. They must have been heaven-sent. Not sure what H.Q. will decide to do about the Spaniards' gold that's hidden there. Should I even tell them the truth? Maybe a lie would do this time? One thing’s for certain. I don't have the guts to return to that damned mesa ever again. It truly is a gateway to Hell...  September 9th, 1882
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Ain't Enough
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TWO PISTOL SHOTS breach the calm of a radiant sun hanging above a rich blue sky. The sun and sky loiter over an imposing saguaro cactus in southwestern Arizona Territory. With its crooked arms, the saguaro looks like a Christian cross gone wrong. In the shadow of the cactus, a tarantula creeps across the parched wasteland.

Rapid horse gallops follow the gunshots. One horse chases another. Sand flies and the tarantula vanishes, crushed under horse hooves.

A US Marshal badge pinned to a leather vest jounces to the rhythm of gallops. The badge belongs to steely-eyed Winslow Murphy. In his early thirties, Winslow’s hardened and chiseled with sharp edges. As a lawman, he chases redemption with a pistol and sawed-off shotgun, but he knows Hell’s the only destination he deserves.

Winslow pursues Bradford, a cackling, pistol-shooting fugitive. The finish line for the sun-drenched race is the Mexican border. It’s a slalom course around green mesquite trees and irritable cacti, interrupted by dashes through parched arroyos and over dusty, rolling hills.

As his pursuer narrows the gap, Bradford hoots out an insult. “Ha ha! Almost there!”

Winslow ignores the taunt, keeps on his prey. His Colt .45 revolver remains holstered.

Bradford shoots his pistol again. The rounds go wide, and his ammo runs dry! He grunts, curses, and holsters the gun. Cresting a hill, he spots a miserable excuse for a creek ahead. A delightful howl rushes him onward.

Seeing Bradford disappear, Winslow draws his pistol and drives on. But once atop the rise, he halts.

What’s this?

Below in a shallow gully, a patient, cheery Bradford awaits just beyond a piss-poor creek. Winslow holsters his pistol, trots down the hill, and stops just shy of the trickle. On the other side of it, Bradford displays a shit-eating grin. Winslow shoots him a hard, curious expression. And waits...

Bradford can’t restrain himself. “This here’s Mexico,” he says, excited. “Your jurisdiction—” The fugitive stops and points a grimy, chafed hand at the creek. “Ends there.”

Winslow eyes the creek, doubtful. “That right?”

“Right indeed. So, kiss my ass.” Bradford can’t contain his delight. He cackles, crazy-like. “My brother gots away from you and now I’s do too!”

Winslow shakes his head. “Bradford?”

“What’s that, Marshal?”

“Your brother’s a blundering fool. His mistakes will catch up to him in good time.”

“Hah! Amadeus is smarter than you’s know.”

“Yeah, he sure as hell got the brains in the family.”

“That’s right!”

Shaking his head again, Winslow says, “Ever wonder why I wasn’t shootin’ at you back there?”

Growing puzzled, Bradford says, “Not ponderin’ it ’til now.” Nervousness creeps into him now. “You’s known for your gunplay.”

“That’s right. Sometimes, though, I favor the early-morning presentation of a bastard like you swingin’ from the gallows.”

Fear rising, Bradford’s grin deflates.

“You didn’t reload. Did you?” Winslow says.

Bradford twitches. He’s growing pale.

“This here creek ain’t enough, Bradford. It ain’t enough to save your neck from the noose. And it sure as hell ain’t enough to prevent your meetin’ with the Devil.”

Bradford’s kicking and turning the stolen horse beneath him before Winslow finishes speaking.

The chase resumes.

Rushing ahead, water splashes high against Winslow and his dark and white mixed pinto. But the swift pursuit ends quick as Winslow leaps onto Bradford, tackling the fugitive to the ground in a cloud of dust.

Dust swirling, it blends with blue sky, turning into a gray cloud that obscures everything...

<> <>

GLOOMY OVERCAST DRIZZLES onto a halted train’s passenger car and caboose on tracks that slice through forested mountains in northern New Mexico. The rest of the train is nowhere around.

Ten horses tended by an outlaw stand in a field adjacent to the passenger car. On the ground nearby lies a small safe blown open by explosives. Useless old Confederate currency litters the area.

From the base of the passenger car’s steps, water droplets fall into a puddle on the ground below it. Ripples ebb and flow.

Inside the car, several frightened travelers cluster in the rear. A few victims lie dead. Nine rough outlaws stand scattered, guns drawn.

Among the bandits are their two leaders: a scarred, goateed devil named Chino Morales; and scabby-faced, redheaded “Red” Wolf McFarland. Red’s mouth is full of broken teeth and jagged fingernails punctuate the ends of his grimy hands.

Near the front of the railcar and on his knees in the aisle, Jacob Murphy trembles. A black-clad Pinkerton agent and Winslow’s younger brother, Jacob's beaten and bloodied.

“No one else need die,” Jacob says. “I’ve given you greedy bastards what you want. Now, please, go! Leave these innocent people in peace.”

The outlaws cackle like fiends. Three minions of Chino and Red include the giant brick shithouse Valdez, the eye-patched Morgan, and pretty-boy Earl.

“Don’t go telling us what to do,” Red says. “We make our own decisions. Don’t need a pack of Pinkerton hound dogs trailing us after we leave.”

Among the passengers, an elderly man with white hair and a distinct southern accent intercedes. “Onward, General Lee. Onward, Confederate Army of Northern Virginia!”

Red pivots toward the old man. “Shut up, you crazy old coot!” He wields his pistol and shoots. The geezer topples dead into recoiling passengers.

The outlaws hoot it up. Earl—handsome bastard that he is—winks at a cowering woman. Three things give Earl a hard on: killing, women, and even some men.

“Red’s right, Jacob,” Chino Morales says. “We don’t want our intended regards to Señors Ortega and Rodriguez interrupted.”

“You gave me your word,” Jacob says. “You gave my brother your word years ago!”

Red, Valdez, Morgan, and Earl cock hammers and point their pistols at Jacob. The other outlaws level their weapons at the passengers.

“But if you and them’s all dead,” Chino says, waving his pistol around, "your brother won’t know who killed you. No one will.”

The brick shithouse, Valdez, interrupts, saying, “Besides. He stole from us. Time at last for some payback.”

Chino sighs and shakes his head. “Some folks just can’t let go of the past,” he says. His devilish face grins. “Me? I’m all about the future. And I believe it will be golden.”

Demon cackle erupts from the minions again.

But rage engulfs Jacob. He gazes past the outlaws to the frightened faces beyond. Fury swelling, he glares at Wolf, then Chino, who cocks his pistol’s hammer and aims it at Jacob.

“Y’all are goin’ straight to Hell!” Jacob shouts, speaking from experience. More than a religious man, he has also witnessed the evil that exists on the sinister mesa where the gold the outlaws seek lies buried.

Outside the train, misty droplets continue falling from the passenger car’s steps into the puddle below.

Ripples ebb and flow.

Pistol and shotgun fire erupts. Screams rise. The car shudders. Windows break. Horses snort and roar.

Moments later, the gunfire subsides, the clamor ceases, save for a woman’s whimper, and a baby’s cry.

Inside the weeping passenger car, Chino narrows his dark, beady eyes. Thick gun smoke floats around his face. “I got ’em,” he says.

The water droplets fall from the steps into the puddle.

Two quick gunshots silence the whimpering woman and crying baby.

The passenger car’s door slams open. Swift boots of nine running outlaws clamor down the steps. They splash through the puddle, turning it reddish-brown. The murderers create a ruckus mounting, then riding, their horses away.

“We’ll meet in Santa Fe,” Chino says, shouting.

Red nods, and peels away from Chino. Pretty-boy Earl and three outlaws follow him while Valdez, eye-patched Morgan, and two others stay on Chino.

The two homesteads of Señors Ortega and Rodriguez in southern Colorado stand as the outlaws’ separate destinations. Now targets of insatiable greed, the Spanish ranchers each hold distinct maps to gold hidden at a so-called haunted place.

Back inside the passenger car, it’s a bloody, oversized coffin.

Jacob Murphy lies in the aisle between the seats, his torso’s bullet ripped. His dead eyes hold an angry stare. A cross necklace has emerged from under his collar.

But a sudden gasp erupts from his lungs. He struggles. His weak gaze searches, spots something on a nearby seat...

It’s a newspaper.

Jacob grabs the seat’s base and tugs himself closer. He retches blood and fights to live. Close enough now, he snatches the newspaper, and resists the voracious, gnawing darkness.

With a shaky finger, Jacob scrawls out a hasty, bloody message on the paper. Done, he struggles to return it to the seat, but he fails. His hand drags it across the seat’s side, smearing the message. Both hand and paper fall to the floor.

Jacob wheezes, gurgles, and life in this world abandons him.

<> <>

INSIDE THE LIVELY and crowded saloon, Winslow Murphy sits alone in a dim corner with his back to the wall sipping whiskey. His drawn-out, tired gaze recalls the past, beckoning demons. Voices and noises rise inside his head...

“You seen the rat go this way?” Red Wolf McFarland says.

“Dobbs has got to be hiding in this here house!” Winslow says.

“Then let’s go get ’em. Kick the door, Winslow!” Chino Morales says.

A boot smashes in a wood door. Gunshots. A teenaged girl screams...

Winslow winces, snaps out of it.

A sexy prostitute appears ahead of him. She’s impressed, saunters close. Winslow doesn’t want the company. But the gal makes herself at home in the chair across from him. A scent of roses accompanies her.

“You seem the type that bites. I like that,” she says.

Winslow’s silent. He sips whiskey. The prostitute spots the US Marshal’s badge on his vest.

“Oh. A lawman.” She pauses to wink, and then says, “Want to take me back to your dungeon and punish me?”

Winslow remains stone-faced.

“Aw, come on Marshal. You’re killing me.”

A passing barmaid overhears and intervenes. “Killing’s what Marshal Murphy’s known for, sweetie. Best just move along.”

Winslow’s icy intensity intercepts the barmaid. She recoils and recedes.

The sexy prostitute frowns and lowers her head. Winslow notices, and his coldness softens. “I got an early mornin’ comin’, Miss. That’s all.”

Sadness diminishing, the prostitute says, “You just seemed
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