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Laredo, Texas, 1850
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It was a dusty little town on the edge of the Rio Grande, this Laredo, and in spite of its sleepy appearance not very inviting. Seventeen-year-old Viajero Rawhide paused in the saddle and looked over his shoulder. His new acquaintance, the rich gentleman from someplace far north—Ohio, Viajero thought he had said—was just coming over the rise on horseback. The man had been riding more slowly than Viajero throughout the hot afternoon, but Viajero knew it wasn’t the heat that weighed him down. Trevalyn was on a personal mission, looking for a girl who had been engaged to him, and he could hardly sit upright until he found her. That was what he had hired Viajero to do—help him find her. 

Since running off from his outlaw father in a fight, Viajero had become a traveler by trade and a thief when necessity required, and finding people was something he was very good at. Even though Mr. Trevalyn wasn’t much older than he was—perhaps just graduated from some university up among the seats of learning far to the east—Viajero was much, much better at traveling. 

“Not a very fine place,” Viajero’s companion remarked. “Does it appear unsafe to you?”

Viajero shrugged. “No more than most, Señor Trevalyn. Probably a hotel or something here, though. It wouldn’t hurt to ask. Besides, your Arabella clearly went into the middle of nowhere. And this is the middle of nowhere. No reason not to start looking here.”

Henry Trevalyn shrugged in resignation, hardly seeming to hear his guide’s words. Viajero felt impatient. From what Trevalyn had told him, the young man was a victim of a bizarre land dispute back in Ohio. Someone named Walter Rail—who sounded like a pretty enterprising person—had dug up documents saying the nice house and inheritance Trevalyn had received from his father in fact belonged to Mr. Rail. During the lawsuit, Trevalyn mysteriously got shot and then disappeared for two whole years. 

“It was Walter Rail. He had me shot and when they didn’t do a good enough job of it to kill me, he had me substituted for someone else in jail. Nobody figured it out for years. Our jail could use some improvement,” he had told Viajero.

“You’re not wrong. Every jail I’ve seen could have improved, at least about me not being in it,” Viajero replied. 

During the time Mr. Trevalyn was trying to explain his case of mistaken identity to the prison wardens, Mr. Rail of course took possession of his house. And, more importantly, Trevalyn’s betrothed was told he was dead and had apparently believed it. She had run off with someone else while he was in jail, and the best information Trevalyn could dig up—pretty sketchy information—was that she might have gone towards Texas. 

He had been searching for her for months.

It was lucky he’d run into Viajero when he did. He’d fallen into the hands of thieves several times already and would have done so many times more if Viajero had not shown up. As the son of a notorious outlaw, Viajero had plenty of experience with garbage and had helped the inexperienced easterner get far into southern Texas without too much trouble. 

“When were you supposed to be married?”

It was best to keep Mr. Trevalyn alert, he’d found. Otherwise, Trevalyn tended to go half-asleep, sway a lot, and almost fall off his horse. 

Trevalyn shrugged. His eyes scanned over the dusty, brown fields, unseeing. “A week before the wedding, I got shot. After I escaped from jail, I had no identity. I still have none. And everything she would expect from me is gone. My father had been a successful litigator, and I had planned to bring Arabella to the lovely house where I’d grown up. She spent summer afternoons there as a girl. But now, even if I found her . . . I have nothing. I’m penniless.” His head drooped. “Arabella believes me dead. And she’s right, I imagine. Henry Trevalyn no longer exists, as surely as if I had been killed.” 

As he spoke, Viajero could almost see a glimpse into the past that Trevalyn remembered. A vision of balls among wealthy people, women in expensive dresses—Trevalyn speaking with other young men who were intoning about something dull over sherry glasses. 

“Must have been hard to leave that way of life,” he remarked coldly. “Life’s different for the others who didn’t get born lucky.” 

Trevalyn raised his head and looked at him. He had detected the sarcasm, but he seemed strangely unembarrassed by it. 

“I understand how you feel, but you are mistaken. I don’t call these things unjust because I would have been happy with their happening to someone else. Someone like you. They were unjust because they were. It is not all right for something wrong to happen to you just because some people think you haven’t been through enough.”

Viajero was startled but quickly dropped the topic. He didn’t have a lot of determined thinking about it. As far as he was concerned, men were judged only by what they did—at least in theory. And Mr. Trevalyn, despite his sapheaded quest to find some boring girl who thought he was dead, was beginning to impress Viajero.  

The main street of Laredo was a neatly smoothed area of packed dust between rows of storefronts. Horses and burros plodded through, while a few women walked briskly along sidewalks. The riders dismounted in front of the two-story hotel, which was the overall color of a banana and smelled like dirty shoes and coal oil. Viajero led the way into the hotel, his new friend quite willing to follow mechanically in the background. It was clear that Viajero was to be the brains of this operation—which was sort of ridiculous. 

“Might not be so willing to trust a magician’s assistant, now would you?” he muttered. “But anybody who can survive being sawn in half has got ways of doing things.”

“Yes? Can I help you?” asked the girl at the hotel desk. 

She was a pretty girl a little younger than Viajero. Her ordinary round face and brown eyes gave no indications of a particularly interesting personality. But she stood very confidently at the desk. Probably just because she was used to the work. 

“Ah yes, well, my friend here has lost a person,” he explained, gesturing at Trevalyn. Mr. Trevalyn had taken to poking around the narrow lobby. He was almost invisible in the long streaks of afternoon sunlight. 

The girl frowned, shading her eyes as she tried to pin down exactly where Trevalyn was amid the sunbeams. Viajero’s English was good, but his accent was thicker when his voice was raised, as now. He could see from her nose wrinkling that she couldn’t understand him and that she was trying to locate Trevalyn behind him. She was more inquisitive than she looked. 

“Lost a—a—" she stammered.

“Person,” Viajero finished. 

The girl raised an eyebrow. “Person?” she repeated. “Your friend has lost—a—a person?”

“Si,” said Viajero. He slapped his hand firmly on the desk. The girl started back and her eyes narrowed. She was watching him.

“And you think this person might be here?” she inquired. 

There was a faint clattering above them, like a footstep falling. Viajero caught the girl sliding a tiny blink of her eyes towards the staircase leading to the upper story. It was almost imperceptible—but he saw it. She had certainly flicked her eyes in that direction. However, when he turned around, the clattering sound seemed to be coming from Trevalyn, who had seated himself. Trevalyn’s eyes ran around the dusky, sunlit interior. He seemed to be sniffing. That must have been what the girl had noticed. It was quite a strange sight. 

She pointed, whispering politely. “Is, um—is your friend quite well?”

Viajero laughed. It was funny. Trevalyn was absurdly abstracted. 

“Sir?” the girl called beyond him to Trevalyn. “Sir, are you ill? Would you like me to bring you a drink of water?”

“He is fine,” said Viajero. “We’ve been riding for hours in the sun, but it’s nothing. He’ll make it.”

“Where have you been riding from?” she inquired, in a clear, firm voice. “Would you like to put up here for the night? My father owns this hotel. The price is $1 for a room and a meal.”

“Hotels are for girls,” said Viajero suddenly, to see what she would do.

She raised an eyebrow. “Well, I will rephrase. Would your friend like to stay here? He seems rather fatigued. You don’t have to stay.”

Trevalyn had risen and now came forward to the desk. “Excuse me, miss. I am sorry we have disturbed you. I am looking for a . . . a lady. A woman of about nineteen years of age. Yellow hair, very petite. I am from Ohio. What is your name, dear lady?”

“Jenny,” said the girl. “Jenny Forsythe. My parents were missionaries here in town, and my father purchased this hotel last year when its owner died. I’ve never been up north. It must be lovely. Less dry.”

Trevalyn smiled sadly. “I have always found great comfort in my home. Sometime you should see it.” He fumbled with his hat and continued. “In any case, this person was very special to me. I heard a report that she might have come in this direction.”

Jenny’s eyes were filled with concern. “Was she kidnapped?”

Trevalyn shrugged. “No, I think it was voluntary. But I would like to see her again. Her name is Arabella Monston . . .”

Viajero felt a bit left out of this conversation. Once his guiding of Trevalyn to the hotel was over, he was relegated to the background. He shifted his feet impatiently. 

Jenny’s eyes widened as the name “Arabella” was mentioned. 

Viajero, very glad to show he needn’t disappear once Trevalyn started asking questions, pounced, slapping his hand on the desk. “Do you know anything about her, señorita? Have you seen her?”

Jenny seemed uncertain for a minute. She glanced from one to the other and back again. 

“I saw her and a man come through here on the stage,” she said, looking down. “It was about a week ago, in the afternoon. They stopped here for some refreshment but did not stay the night.”

Trevalyn leaped up and grabbed her hand. Then he released it gently. “Forgive me. But you saw them? Where did they go?”

Viajero saw her glancing at Trevalyn and then briefly at him. She looked a little bit alarmed. Viajero assumed she was scared of being alone with two men who were complete strangers. At least, he certainly counted himself in that alarming category—although there was no real proof that Jenny did. She didn’t seem to see him. 

“If you tell us, we’ll leave,” he suggested, testing out if she was afraid of them personally. And if she knew he was there at all.

Her expression did not alter—still nervous but controlled. He was not sure why she was so tense.

“Yes, they went north to the ranch of the man’s friend. It was in the direction of San Antonio,” she said. 

Viajero headed towards the door while Trevalyn paused to kiss Jenny’s hand. Jenny flushed, looking rather pleased with this kind gesture. 

“Thank you for your help, dear lady,” said Trevalyn. “We wish you all health and happiness.”

Then he marched out through the door, Viajero following.  It slammed behind them, and the sun streamed uninterrupted through the hotel windows. 
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Jenny watched the two newcomers through the window as they closed the door behind them and rode down the dusty street. Once they were out of sight, she went briskly up the stairs. Her steps were purposeful, leading her to the second door on the left. After a brief knock to announce her presence—and another peek over the stairs to make sure all was clear—she entered, closing the door softly behind her. 

“Jenny, why there you are!” said the pretty young woman standing in front of the mirror. “Where have you been? You deserted me, darling.”

Jenny set to work buttoning the young woman’s outfit. For sure, it was one enormous dress. The petite blonde girl, almost twenty, but seeming younger, was positively smothered in the gorgeous concoction of blue silk and pale cream satin. It didn’t suit her complexion and made her look like some kind of outrageous bird. 

Jenny worked methodically for a few minutes, while Arabella pursed her lips and eyed herself in the mirror. An unusual silence fell. Normally, Arabella was a naturally, if rather brainlessly, active person, and since arriving at the hotel a month ago, she had engaged Jenny in endless tasks, busy work, conversations, and inquiries to fill the long, dull days. But today, she was completely voiceless. When Jenny glanced up from buttoning the gown, she glimpsed Arabella’s profile in the mirror. She looked fretful. Jenny began to find the continued silence eerie. 

“Where were you?” Arabella asked suddenly.

The woman’s husband had paid good money for six months at the hotel. It was unusual for a guest to stay that long, but the money was valid and always paid on time in weekly installments, so no questions were asked. Jenny knew her father, who valued money deeply, would be angry if she were to offend this important and profitable young lady.

“A man and a boy came to inquire about the hotel. I had to greet them.”

Arabella pouted a little. Jenny let her sway as Arabella toddled away from her, trying to suck in her breath and get adjusted to the corset. It was a new dress, that arrived that morning from her husband in Austin. Normally, Arabella would spend about ten minutes arranging and giving instructions whenever new clothes arrived, because she had little else to do. But not today. She walked towards the little writing desk, huffing. 

“And why couldn’t your father do it?” she snapped. 

Sometimes Arabella could be a little too bossy. Like many people, she didn’t always think before she spoke—except for this fault, she would have been a reasonably pleasant companion in spite of the lack of similarity between the girls. Jenny was a bit old for her age and Arabella rather thoughtless, so the two had developed a friendship to the extent that Jenny’s work at the hotel gave her time. 

“My father, as you know, is a deacon in our congregation. He has gone to a prayer meeting since it is Wednesday. He does it every Wednesday. It’s quite common for me to mind the front room while he is gone. A have to return to it.”

Arabella now seemed completely uninterested. She wasn’t even listening. She was pacing fretfully, opening her closet and looking preoccupied. As Jenny tactfully went towards the door to leave, Arabella turned around suddenly. 

“Wait! You said two men came to ask about . . . about what, again?”

“The hotel,” Jenny replied. “A man and boy, who appeared not to have combed his hair in a year. They were seeking a person in the hotel. She . . .”

Arabella’s eyes flashed. “She?”

As Jenny recalled that footfall on the stairs, which had almost given away the truth to the visitors, she knew why Arabella was in such a bad mood. Arabella had been on the landing, eavesdropping. She was aware that the visitors were seeking a girl who looked exactly like her, and she had heard the slender, elegant young man describe her in detail. Jenny raised her voice slightly. 

“Yes, she. You were listening on the stairs! How can you think of blaming me when you were not remaining hidden up here? You know your husband has given strict orders for you not to go downstairs and for no one to come up here except me.”

“And Hawk,” Arabella muttered, half-defiantly. “Bobby’s a brilliant man, but he’s not perfect. He’s wrong about Hawk.”

Secretly Jenny thought so too. Hawk, like some other people she would rather not keep company with, had popped up around the hotel as soon as Arabella arrived with her mysterious husband. He was a middle-aged drifter and had the looks of a criminal. He loitered around the hotel, sometimes eating dinner there with her father. 

“Whether Hawk can come up here is not important. You are not allowed to go down!” she retorted. “You will stay in this room unless called for. Is that understood?”

She was almost amused at her imitation of a policeman. It probably sounded funny. But Arabella took it quite seriously and conceded, huffing.

As far as Jenny knew, Arabella had almost no friends. This was not surprising since a distinct hostility to almost everyone often threaded its way through every tincture of her voice and flounce of her small shoulders. Still, Jenny felt sorry for her. There was some mystery surrounding the girl, who was barely older than she was, something troubling. Arabella’s every erratic action seemed to confirm it. And Laredo was a bad place for a childish, naive young woman to be mysterious. 

Arabella, pretending indifference, had gone to the window. She toyed with the lace curtain. “Ugh. There’s that horrible man now.”

“What horrible man?” Jenny inquired. “Horrible man” was the term Arabella ordinarily used to describe Hawk. And Jenny didn’t want to see Hawk right now. Or any time, really. 

Arabella pouted. “That old fellow. What’s his name? He’s such a coarse beast. Where does he get his clothing from?”

“Who?”

“That man, you know. The one who’s always with your father,” Arabella continued impatiently as if dealing with Jenny was a great, great strain. 

Jenny laughed. “Oh! Do you mean Michael Lennox? I wish he wouldn’t come back, but there’s nothing I can do about it. He has an arrangement with my father—lack of funds.”

Arabella’s eyes widened in a look of dismay. “You mean that ruffian lives here? How can your father tolerate it? Can’t you speak to him?”

“To Lennox? I think not. By now it’s very difficult to communicate any ideas to him at all that do not involve drinking. He and my father served in a skirmish together ages ago and being in battles together does something unfathomable for men. Though I find it hard to imagine them ever really being friends. They’re certainly not friends now.”

Arabella threw up her little hands as if overcome by the unbearable stress of dealing with such rubbish and then sat at her desk. She pulled out a pen and paper. Jenny groaned. She was undoubtedly composing a letter to her husband, complaining about the service and fussing about how she longed to see Austin and be with real people instead of western hicks. Hawk had once told Jenny and her father, over dinner, that Arabella did this. Jenny now viewed the entire letter-writing thing with
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