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CHAPTER I. ADRIFT IN THE DESERT
Once more the bicycle boys pushed on westward, and it must be said that in spite of all their perils they were in the best of spirits.

The beautiful valley in Utah was left behind, and some time later found them on the edge of the great American Desert.

Water was not to be had, and they began to suffer greatly from thirst.

The thirst at last became so great that nearly all were ready to drop from exhaustion.

Toots was much affected, and presently he let out a long wail of discouragement.

Land of watermillions! mah froat am done parched so I aint gwan teh be able teh whisper if we don find some warter poerful soon, chilluns! Nebber struck nuffin lek dis in all mah bawn days–no, sar!

Youre not the only one, groaned Bruce. What wouldnt I give for one little swallow of water!

We must strike water soon, or we are done for, put in Jack.

Toots began to sway in his saddle, and Frank spurted to his side, grasping him by the arm, as he sharply said:

Brace up! You mustnt give out now. The mountains are right ahead, and––

Lawd save us! hoarsely gasped the darky. Dem dar mountns had been jes as nigh fo de las two houah, Marser Frank. We don git a bit nearer em–no, sar! Dem mountns am a recepshun an a delusum. We aint nebber gwan teh git out ob dis desert–nebber! Heahs where wes gwan teh lay ouah bones, Marser Frank!

You are to blame for this, Merriwell, came reproachfully from Diamond. You were the one to suggest that we should attempt to cross instead of going around to the north, and––

Say, Diamond! cried Harry; riv us a guest–I mean give us a rest! You were as eager as any of us to try to cross the desert, for you thought wed have it to boast about when we returned to Yale.

But well never return.

Perhaps not; still I dont like to hear you piling all the blame onto Merry.

He suggested it.

And you seconded the suggestion. We started out with a supply of water that we thought would last––

We should have known better!

Perhaps so, but that is the fault of all of us, not any one person. You are getting to be a regular kicker of late.

Jack shot Harry a savage look.

Be careful! he said. I dont feel like standing too much! I am rather ugly just now.

Thats right, and you have been the only one who has shown anything like ugliness at any time during the trip. You seem to want to put the blame of any mistake onto Merry, while it is all of us––

Say, drop it! commanded Frank, sharply. This is no time to quarrel. Those mountain are close at hand, I am sure, and a last grim pull will take us to them. We will find water there, for you know we were told about the water holes in the Desert Range.

Those water holes will not be easy to find.

I have full directions for finding them. After we get a square drink, well feel better, and therell be no inclination to quarrel.

Oh, water! water! murmured Browning; how Id like to let about a quart gurgle down past my Adams apple!

Um, um! muttered Rattleton, lifting one hand to his throat. Why do you suppose a fellows larynx is called his Adams apple?

Nothing could be more appropriate, declared Bruce, soberly, for when Adam ate the apple he got it in the neck.

Something like a cackling laugh came from Harrys parched lips.

Diamond gave an exclamation of disgust.

This is a nice time to joke! he grated, fiercely.

The matter with you, said Rattleton, is that youve not got over thinking of Lona Ayer, whom you were mashed on. Youve been grouchy ever since you and Merry came back from your wild expedition into the forbidden Valley of Bethsada. Its too bad, Jack––

Shut up, will you! Ive heard enough about that!

Drop it, Harry, commanded Frank, warningly. Youve worn it out. Forget it.

Great Scott! grunted Browning. I believe my bicycle is heavier than the dealer represented it to be.

Think so? asked Rattleton.

Sure.

Then give it a weigh.

Brownings wheel gave a sudden wobble that nearly threw him off.

Dont! he gasped. Its not original. You swiped it from the very same paper that had my Adams apple joke in it.

Well, it was simply a case of retaliation.

Id rather have a case of beer. Oh, say!–a case of beer! I wouldnt do a thing to a case of beer–not a thing! Oh, just to think of sitting in the old room at Traegers or Moreys and drinking all the beer or ale a fellow could pour down his neck! It makes me faint!

You should not permit yourself to think of such a thing as beer, said Frank, jokingly. You know beer will make you fat.

Dont care; Id drink it if it made me so fat I couldnt walk. Id train down, you know. Dumbbells, punchin bag, and so forth.

Speaking of the punching bag, said Frank, makes me think of a good thing on Reggy Stevens. You know Stevens. Hes near-sighted. Goes in for athletics, and takes great delight in the fancy manner in which he can hammer the bag. Well, he went down into the country to see his cousin last spring. Some time during the winter his cousin had found a big hornets nest in the woods, and had cut it down and taken it home. He hung it up in the garret. First day Stevens was there he wandered up into the garret and saw the hornets nest hanging in the dim light. Ho! said Reggy. Didnt know cousin had a punching bag. Glad I found it. Ill toy with it a little. Then he threw off his coat and made a rush at that innocent looking ball. With his first blow he drove his fist clean through the nest. Holy smoke! gasped Reggy; what have I struck? Then the hornets came pouring out, for the nest was not a deserted one. They saw Reggy–and went him several better. Say, fellows, they didnt do a thing to poor Reggy! About five hundred made for him, and it seemed to Reggy that at least four hundred and ninety-nine of them got him. His howls started shingles off the roof of that old house and knocked several bricks out of the chimney. He fell down the stairs, and went plunging through the house, with a string of hornets trailing after him, like a comets tail. The hornets did not confine themselves strictly to Reggy; some of them sifted off and got in their work on Reggys cousin, aunt, uncle, the kitchen girl, the hired man, and one of them made for the dog. The dog thought that hornet was a fly, and snapped at it. One second later that dog joined in the general riot, and the way he swore and yelled fire in dog language was something frightful to hear. Reggy didnt stop till he got outside and plunged his head into the old-fashioned watering trough, where he held it under the surface till he was nearly drowned. The whole family was a sight. And Reggy–well, hes had the swelled head ever since.

Rattleton laughed and Bruce managed to smile, while Toots gave a cracked Yah, yah! but Diamond failed to show that he appreciated the story in the least.

However, it soon became evident that the spirits of the lads had been lightened somewhat, and they pedaled onward straight for the grim mountains which had seemed so near for the last two hours.

The sun poured its stifling heat down on the great desert, where nothing save an occasional clump of sage brush could be seen.

Heat shimmered in the air, and it was not strange that the young cyclists were disheartened and ready to give up in despair.

Suddenly a cry came from Diamond.

Look! he shouted. Look to the south! Why havent we seen it before? Were blind. Water, water!

They looked, and, at a distance of less than a mile it seemed they could see a beautiful lake of water, with trees on the distant shore. The reflection of the trees showed in the mirror-like surface of the blue lake.

Come on! hoarsely cried Jack, as he turned his wheel southward. Ill be into that water up to my neck in less than ten minutes!

Stop! shouted Merriwell.

Jack did not seem to hear. If he heard, he did not heed the command. He was bending far over the handlebars and using all his energy to send his wheel spinning toward the beautiful lake.

I must stop him! cried Frank. It is a race for life!

Frank forgot that a short time before Jack Diamond had accused him of leading them all to their doom by inducing them to attempt to cross the barren waste–he forgot everything save that his comrade was in danger.

No, he did not forget everything. He knew what that race meant. It might exhaust them both and render them unable to ride their wheels over the few remaining miles of barren desert between them and the mountain range. When Diamond learned the dreadful, heart-sickening truth about that beautiful lake of water it might rob his heart of courage and hope so that he would drop in despair and give himself up to death in the desert.

Frank would save him–he must save him! He felt a personal responsibility for the lives of every one of the party, and he had resolved that all should return to New Haven in safety.

Stop, Jack! he shouted again.
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