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Prolog: The Enchanted Rock 
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Enchanted Rock, the Hill Country, New Republic of Texas; Saturday, 22 March 1913.

I’m Texas Ranger Jeremiah Guidry, Jr., and today marks my third sunset trapped atop the Enchanted Rock. 

The bloody sun settles onto the western horizon. Its fading light unveils my breath in the early spring chill and tints the smoke from three campfires at the base of this pink granite dome. 

Those campfires warm the lynch mob from Granite Dome Ranch. Two dozen pistoleros wait at the base of Enchanted Rock to drag me from the crest, but first, they must get past my rifle. 

I ain’t guarding no prisoner against an illegal hanging. I stand alone atop this massive dome of granite. It’s me the pistoleros plan to lynch.

Waving a white flag, two men trudge up the steep incline toward me. I recognize the first man and lower my rifle. He ain’t no pistolero. He’s my friend, ex-ranger Ferdinand Schmidt.

Nandy and the stranger pause twenty-five yards from me. Even as the sun settles lower, I can read Nandy’s reassuring smile, but twilight shadows conceal the stranger’s face. Neither Nandy nor the unknown man packs a gun, so I take my finger from the trigger of my rifle. 

Nandy don’t hire out his gun no more, not since he married Janet. So, I don’t believe Granite Dome Ranch is paying him to kill me. However, I ain’t slept for two nights, and that muddles my judgement concerning the stranger. 

A gust of wind whips across my neck, chilling me. I refuse to shiver.

“How you doing, Jerry?” Nandy asks as he steps forward. The stranger keeps pace with him, but they ain’t close enough to attack me. Not yet.

“I been better,” I say without raising my rifle as they move closer. Any shenanigans and I’ll shoot the stranger from my hip, then club Nandy with my rifle butt because he’s my friend, and I prefer not to kill him. “Why are you here, Nandy?”

“I heard about your problem, Old Son, so me and Apache Jack come up from Fredericksburg to dig you out of this shit.”

“That won’t be easy,” I say. “I shot five of them Granite Dome Ranch boys when they charged up the naked slope yesterday. Anyways, they learned I’m accurate with a rifle.”

“I know.” Nandy puckers his lips. “One of them fellers is dead. Three more ain’t doing good. The pistoleros is determined to hang you, Jerry, but me and Jack got a plan.”

“Plan?” I say. “I’m holding the high point on this rock until the rangers arrive. That’s my plan.”

“Ain’t gonna happen.” Nandy and Apache Jack stop a yard away. “Granite Dome Ranch has influence. Austin don’t appreciate you claiming the ranch keeps slaves. Illegal slavery makes the politicians look bad. Besides, some of them boys you shot—”

“We don’t have time for this, Nandy.” Apache Jack interrupts. “We promised to bring him down by morning, but he’s swaying like a drunkard. He ain’t in no shape to walk past that lynch mob. The illusion fails if he stumbles or falls.”

“What promise?” Now, I’m doubtful. “I ain’t surrendering to no lynch mob.” 

“We promised the pistoleros to bring you down from this rock so they would let us come up for a talk,” Nandy says, “If we don’t get you off this rock by morning, them boys is bringing everything they got against all three of us. Did you notice that me and Jack ain’t armed? They made us leave our guns with our horses.”

“He’s asleep on his feet,” Jack says. “He won’t make it past them fellers without rest.”

When my mind unclutters, I might improve Jack’s manners for calling me a drunkard. My pa is the guzzler, not me. Jack turns towards the setting sun, but persistent shadows cling to his face. Anyways, the man came with Nandy, so I set aside my suspicions.

“I ain’t met you.” I extend my hand to Jack. “I’m Jerry Guidry, Ranger for the New Republic of Texas.” 

“Me llamo Juan Hector Castro Diercks,” Jack says with a raspy voice. “I own a ranch south of Blanco. I’m a word wielder and occasional wizard.”

Flustered and confused when he claims to be a wizard, I hesitate with my hand extended. Jack grabs my wrist. An electric shock sends tremors up my arm. I’m a big guy, but I can’t resist when he pulls me closer. 

Jack whispers a compelling instruction. “Shh. Don’t struggle, mi amigo. No worries. Duermes. Time to sleep.”

Despite the lynch mob waiting at the base of the Enchanted Rock to murder me, peace overcomes me, and my eyes close as I slump to the ground. For the first time in years, I sleep without a damn nightmare, not even one. 
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1.  There’s Nobility ... and there’s Lord Blain DeMoivre 
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History is the myth a leader repeats to his followers until they accept it as fact.

— Professor Byron K. Shelley

San Antonio, New Republic of Texas; Wednesday, 6 August 1913.

I don’t recognize the chubby, cherub-faced young man exiting our office. Like some ink-pen illustration in a Montgomery Ward’s catalog, he’s outfitted like a New Orleans fashion plate in a too-tight brown waistcoat, a frilly shirt, and an outrageously red cravat streaked with swirls of blue. A massive gold chain thumps his chest with each step. His slicked-back black hair glistens beneath his straw fedora..

This dude must be our nine-o’clock appointment. My partner—Brandywine Mueller, physicist, and the first name on our office sign—informed me of our appointment when I telephoned her from Castroville yesterday. Her exact words were, “... at 9:00 AM tomorrow morning, we have an important meeting with Southline Railroad. Be here on time, Jerry.”

That’s me, Jerry Guidry, ex-ranger for the New Republic of Texas and the second name on our office sign.

Five months ago, pistoleros shot me in the hip at Enchanted Rock; Brandi nursed me in her father’s Fredericksburg hospital. After my recovery, me and the rangers parted company. A month later, I was broke and sleeping off my drunken binges in the Bexar County jail. Two months ago, Brandi rescued me from that low point, and we’ve been business partners here in San Antonio ever since.

Anyways, this fancy dude leaving our office don’t look like a railroad representative. Too young, too foppish. If he’s our client, I ain’t impressed.

I tap my Stetson’s brim to acknowledge the prissy dude, but he passes me by, smelling of sage and walking severely upright like he has a corncob up his butt. He marches on without so much as a howdy or even a polite head nod. Rude.

Annoyed by his behavior, I enter our office to the squeak of unfinished wooden floorboards. The place smells of mineral oil and soap mixed with pine sawdust and sprinkled on the floor to capture the dirt when swept up. 

Clearly, Brandi spruced up the place after I left Monday to pursue a bail jumper fleeing to Castroville. An oak cabinet with two drawers catches my eye. That’s new. She must have done more than just clean up to prepare for meeting the railroad dude.

With only a single window in the office, the harsh Edison bulb overhead struggles to illuminate the shadows. Brandi sits behind our desk, a two-pedestal government surplus relic. 

“You’re late,” she says evenly. She sounds more disappointed than angry.

“Sorry,” I say.

“Lord DeMoivre wanted to meet you.” Brandi purses her lips. “He heard about your exploits on Enchanted Rock and the follow up gunfight in Fredericksburg.”

The man heard about Enchanted Rock? How? I ain’t famous or even notorious. 

Brandi smiles to soften her words. When she smiles, she becomes a sunbeam that illuminates my soul on the murkiest days. Perhaps that’s included with her ability to bend light without mirrors.

“Well?” She repeats her question, “Why are you late?”

“Two days tracking the fugitive followed by delivering him to the county jail this morning slowed me. Then Sheriff Burke lectured me on how I should have handled the collar.” 

The sheriff’s advice wastes my time. I’m six-foot three and weigh one hundred ninety-seven pounds. Most bail jumpers take one look at me and come along quietly.

Besides Sheriff Burke gets his law enforcement ideas from cowboy motion pictures filmed in the Republic of California. The heroes in those movies recklessly shoot guns from villains’ hands or do other foolish stuff like jumping a wide gulley with their horse. Or downright dumb things like fist-fighting a bad guy atop a moving train.

When Brandi glares at my delay in answering, I change the subject by thumb-pointing over my shoulder. 

“Is the swellhead who just left our new client?”

“No,” she says. “That was Blain DeMoivre from the Southern Alliance Monarchy. He’s the youngest son of the Duke of New Orleans and the assistant to Sir Patrick McCaskill, the vice-president of the Southline Railroad. The railroad is our new client, and Lord DeMoivre represented them to hire us today.”

Yes, indeed! I was dead-on in identifying the fop as a dude from New Orleans. Brandi ain’t the only one who does deductive reasoning. Or was my identification based on inductive reasoning? I ain’t sure which, but the type don’t really matter. The point is I was reasoning.

“Why us?” I ask. “We investigate. We don’t do guard work or protective services.” 

To be clear, our office sign reads Mueller and Guidry Investigations. We are consulting detectives like in the Arthur Conan Doyle novels. In fact, the Sherlock Holmes stories gave Brandi the idea for starting our business. 

“Here are the essentials in the case.” As expected, Brandi expertly ignores my question and summarizes our new job. “Two weeks ago, Sir Patrick McCaskill traveled on the Sunset Express with Lord Blain DeMoivre and their boss, Lord Adam DeMoivre. McCaskill was studying a series of recent train robberies. In the midst of his probe, McCaskill secretly deboarded the train at the Alpine Depot. His fifteen-year-old daughter, Kathleen, left with him. No one knows why they got off the train. No one has seen them since. Unaware that McCaskill had left the train in Alpine, Lord Adam DeMoivre continued onboard to a meeting with United States negotiators in Phoenix, and Lord Blain DeMoivre traveled with two friends to Los Angeles.”

“Suspicious behavior.” I nod. “And weird circumstances. Has anyone else investigated the McCaskills’ disappearance?” 

“Southline Railroad security interviewed the Alpine sheriff. The Texas Rangers conducted a cursory inquiry. Neither got useful information. That’s why the railroad selected us to find out what happened to Sir Patrick McCaskill and his daughter and determine whether there is a connection with the train robberies.” 

I’m not a fan of west Texas, not even for short visits. “Does this sound like a job we should take?” I stroke my chin to appear thoughtful. 

“We’ve already taken it, Jerry.” She smiles and waves a signed contract with an endorsed banknote Gem-clipped to it. “I got our advertised daily rate with a one-month, non-refundable advance plus expenses. Good, huh?”

Southline Railroad is based in New Orleans. New Orleans is home territory for self-proclaimed wizards and witches. Despite Brandi’s light-bending ability, she don’t believe in magic. Once I witnessed her test her talent by bending light to appear wrinkled and old. One minute of that effort exhausted her. She hasn’t repeated the experiment since.

Brandi insists her talent—psychophotosis—isn’t magic because she don’t use spells, crystals, wands, or balls of fire. According to her, psychophotosis works like psychokinesis, where willpower alone moves an object. For that reason, she insists that unlike magic, psychokinesis and psychophotosis are legitimate fields for a physicist to study. 

Scientists don’t consider any field legitimate until they title it in Greek or Latin. Brandi’s medical-doctor father diagnoses an illness by announcing the symptoms in Latin. Patients wouldn’t trust a doctor whose diagnosis were a simple description of symptoms in English. In religion, if the clergy speaks in Latin, he sounds knowledgeable and worth extra coins in the collection plate. 

On the other hand, as a fire-and-brimstone Baptist preacher, my pa never attempted Latin. Hell, he barely spoke English. He was, however, fluent in bellowing. His well-chosen shouts kept the congregation alert to his message and to the location of the collection plate.

“Where did these railroad folks get our name?” I ask carefully so she don’t accuse me of pessimism. “Why didn’t they hire detectives from New Orleans?”

In response, she shrugs and hands me an opened letter. “I received this on Tuesday.”


Friday, 1 August 1913 

To: Mueller & Guidry Investigations, San Antonio, New Republic of Texas

From: Southline Railroad, New Orleans, Louisiana, S.A.M.

Dear Mlle Mueller and M. Guidry:

The Office of the Honorable André Landreau, Mayor of New Orleans, recommended your services as consulting detectives. 

On Wednesday, 6 August 1913, Lord Blain DeMoivre, assistant to the Vice President of Southline Railroad, Sir Patrick McCaskill, will be in San Antonio. He will arrive at your office at 9:00 AM to discuss a confidential investigation.

Sent on behalf of Lord Adam DeMoivre, President of Southline Railroad by Ellen Bouchert, executive secretary.


“How did the New Orleans mayor’s office hear about us, Brandi? We ain’t done nothing newsworthy in the brief time we’ve been in business.”

“I haven’t a clue, but Lord DeMoivre immediately agreed to our standard fee and a guaranteed minimum without argument.”

We list a standard fee, but until now, no one ever paid us that. Unfortunately, going to west Texas is worth a hell of a lot more than our standard fee. Anyways, I grit my teeth and say, “Yes’m.”

“This is a big case, Jerry,” she says to console me, “a wonderful opportunity.”

“Opportunity? Damn it.” I back off when she frowns at my language. “Pardon my French, Brandi, but this ain’t no quick-trip-to-Austin investigation. Alpine is in far west Texas. Texas west of the Pecos River is larger than Connecticut, Vermont, Massachusetts, and Rhode Island put together. We could search the Big Bend wilderness for a year and find nothing. Besides which there’s angry Apache and barbaric banditos, but the ruthless ranchers are worse.”

“Connecticut and what? Do you mean in the United States? What’s that got to do with the disappearance of a New Orleans railroad executive in the New Republic of Texas?”

In general, Texians don’t set much store by magic, Kings, Lords and Ladies, or any other crap leaking from the Southern Alliance Monarchy. That’s why Texas didn’t join them after a cabal of wizards seized the Confederacy. Texas withdrew when those wizards reorganized nine southern states into the Southern Alliance and installed a king. Then the New Republic of Texas declared itself an independent country like the United States. 

At least, that’s what I read in elementary school Texas history books. By the time I started college, the newer history textbooks never mentioned wizards. Events in the past are frozen in time, but how we remember them always seems to be changing. 

“It’s a geographical size comparison.” I feel silly lecturing Brandi on geography, but she ain’t never left central Texas. She thinks Houston or Waco is a long way from San Antonio. She has no personal handle on the distances. “Also, Connecticut is wet. West of the Pecos, you’re in the northern Chihuahuan Desert. Cold at night. Hellfire hot during the day, and damn dry most all the time.” 

“Geography aside,” she says. “We need the work, Jerry. Even if we search Big Bend for a year, we’ll be making excellent money doing it. Moreover, the job comes with paid expenses. This banknote retainer from the railroad gets us out of debt with cash to spare, and don’t forget the expense account.”

“Yes’m,” I say. Attempting a verbal duel with Brandi is frustrating Without uttering a harsh word, she can out-argue me at a hat drop. “You mentioned an expense account before.”

“I said it thrice because it’s a key factor in what we earn. Not only are we paid well for searching, if we find McCaskill dead or alive, then the railroad promises more jobs for us. This is a terrific opportunity, Jerry. Now, excuse me while I deposit this promissory note at the Maverick Bank.”

“Sorry.” As expected, I yield early. “I should have known that you would properly handle the business end.” 

“Yes, you should. With no other current clients, we are now on the clock for the exclusive benefit of Southline Railroad.” 

“What does that mean?”

“That means, when I return from the bank, we’ll have a pleasant lunch on our expense account because as of today, we work only for the railroad. Where would you like to eat?”

“Carmen’s Cocina. Today’s lunch special is enchiladas.”

“We breakfast at Carmen’s most mornings, Jerry. Never mind. I’ll think of someplace where we can leisurely discuss this job to make lunch a legitimate business expense. Anything else?”

“I’ve got fifty bucks in my pocket from returning the bail jumper this morning. If you want to deposit that, I’d like to keep five bucks. I’m low on funds.”

“Keep it all. I’ve already entered it in our ledger. We’ll use your cash for our out-of-pocket expenses, and the railroad will reimburse us. The railroad bought our tickets to Alpine, but we must pick them up at Sunset Station this afternoon.” 

“Yes’m. Anything else?”

“There’s a letter addressed to you on the desk.” Bubbling with enthusiasm, Brandi grabs her purse and heads for the door. 

I amble to our desk and sit. The return address on the envelope declares that the sender was Ferdinand Schmidt. I open Nandy’s letter:


Dear Jerry, 

I hope you are doing well. Best of luck to you and Brandi with your new detective business. 

I’m in Houston helping Tom McKinney with his primary campaign. If he wins, he’ll run for sheriff unopposed in the fall election. He promised me a deputy’s job. I hope he wins. Steady income would be a pleasant change. Also, me and Janet would have more opportunities to be together. She is expecting, and I hate leaving her alone.

Win or lose, the primary is in a couple of days. I told Tom that I plan to be in Louisiana with Janet this December when the baby comes. Tom’s a good man. He said take whatever time I need.

Stay in touch. If you see Apache Jack, tell him ‘Hey’ for me.

Your friend, Nandy. 


Apache Jack Diercks is also my friend. I don’t understand how he got us past that lynch mob at Enchanted Rock, but I’m grateful for his efforts. Jack claims he used his version of a don’t-notice-us spell to sneak us off Enchanted Rock unseen, but Brandi believes it was audacity and dumb luck that did the job. 

Thirty minutes after I finish Nandy’s letter, Brandi returns from the bank. She stuffs her bank deposit receipt into a folder inside the top drawer of our new oak cabinet, which she informs me is a filing cabinet. 

“All done,” she says. “I’m hungry and in the mood for elegance.”

“If you hanker for German food, a new place named the Bavarian Bar and Café opened across Commerce Street from Joske’s. They claim great beer, outstanding sausage, and good schnitzel. We could try them.”

“I prefer lunch at La Palma. I’ve read excellent reviews.”

La Palma? High-priced and from what I’ve heard, more a wine-with-meals place than a beer-and-eats joint. Not my style. How can I wriggle out of this?

“Wouldn’t I have to wear a suit even for lunch?” Dress requirements are not a great excuse, but it’s the best I’ve got. “I don’t own a suit or tie, Brandi.”

Brandi eyes me long enough to guilt me. Then she sighs.

“Very well, schnitzel, but when we finish lunch, we will pick up our train tickets and then shop at Joske’s. If we want to earn good money, we must dress as if we belong among the folks who have it.”

With my lunch victory, I go for broke. “I still have doubts about this trip to west Texas.”

“I signed the contract, Jerry. No more misgivings today. We’ll plan our trip during lunch. After lunch, we take the remainder of the day getting ready for the trip. So, after lunch, train tickets and Joske's. Then you clean up, see a barber, get packed, and go to bed early. Tomorrow is Thursday. I’ll meet you at the Sunset Station at 4:30 AM. Please, please don’t be late. The Sunset Express leaves our depot at 5:00 AM.”

Yep. She ignores my misgivings. Anyways, she’s my partner; she signed the contract, and that commits us no matter what objections I have. 

I purse my lips and say nothing else. As usual, she reads my mood.

“Jerry, I know you’re unhappy about this job, but remember why we formed our partnership. After my experiences in graduate school and your betrayal by the Texas Rangers, neither of us trust managers. As private investigators, our client isn’t our boss. When we take a consulting job, we do it our way. This missing person assignment fits our skills as detectives. Besides, we need the money, and I’ve deposited the retainer.” 

“Yes’m.” I rub my stubbly chin and smile because I know she’s right. 

As usual, she will repeat her preparation instructions after we finish lunch. Until that final briefing, I plan to relax and enjoy a German beer or two. A side of sausages and kraut also sounds great.

“Oh, and after lunch,” she says nonchalantly. “While we are shopping at Joske’s, we will buy you a suit, dress shirt, and tie.” She winks because she’s cut off any future excuses I might offer over my wardrobe. Clever girl, always a step ahead of me.

“Yes’m. I got it.” I grin my surrender before reciting the highlights of my assigned tasks. “Train tickets, new clothes for me, bath, shave, haircut, pack, and be on time in the morning. Meanwhile, no contract discussions or complaints, just job planning.”
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2. The Alpine Sheriff Looks Familiar 
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Sunset Express, New Republic of Texas; Thursday Morning, 7 August 1913.

A sudden jerk lolls my head forward and awakens me. Someone either got off or on the Sunset Express, perhaps at an unscheduled flag stop. That’s because we are not riding the Sunset Limited. 

The Sunset Limited is the premier passenger train for Southline Railroad. Deluxe accommodations and a limited number of stops are Southline’s promises to the high paying customers on the Sunset Limited. 

Freight on the Sunset Express never complains while waiting on a sidetrack. Because of such delays, train tickets for riders on the Express are cheaper than on the Limited. 

The faster Limited stops in Alpine, but it ain’t running today. Anyways, that why our Express trip will take most of Thursday to reach Alpine. 

Honestly, the names Limited and Express seem backwards to me. 

The top of our windows are open a few inches for ventilation. As the train picks up headway, a brief, acrid whiff from the engine smokestack finishes waking me.

Brandi sits across from me, facing forward in the train as is her preference. I don’t mind riding backwards. Her eyes focus on the open book as she turns to the next page. 

I often wonder how an ornery twenty-eight-year-old ex-Ranger like me partnered with a pretty, twenty-four-year-old woman with a college degree and graduate work in physics. Brandi calls it serendipity, which is Persian for just damn good luck. Don’t take my word for the meaning of serendipity. Look it up. I did in the Chambers’s Twentieth Century Dictionary we keep in our office. 

Now, just because I’m a poor speller with a limited vocabulary don’t mean I’m completely illiterate. My vocabulary has expanded a lot since I met Brandi. I’ve learned many useful words that I never encountered during my brief football scholarship at the University of Texas. 

She glances at me. “Did you have a good nap?” Sometimes I ain’t sure when she’s sincere versus teasing, although her eyes often do a victory dance when she pricks me good.

I’ve been unintentionally dozing in the bench seat facing her. Now that I’m awake, the morning sunlight slants through the window into my bleary eyes. 

“Yes’m. I must have stayed up too late.” I scoot away from the window glare and squint to see better. The title of the book she is reading is A MODERN CHRONICAL by someone named Churchill. I never heard of the book or the author. I check my pocket watch. It’s 9:14 AM. “How far to Alpine? I’m hungry.” 

“We left Uvalde an hour ago, and it’s several hours to Del Rio.” Brandi bookmarks her page and places the book next to her purse on the bench seat. “However, the conductor says we are on schedule to arrive in Alpine by 6:00 PM. Are you finally hungry? I packed egg sandwiches. You look only half awake. Why don’t you wash your face?”

She picks up a kraft bag that obviously contains the sandwiches. I smile because Brandi knows my stomach don’t wake up before 7:00 AM, and our train left San Antonio at 5:00 AM. By 9:00 AM, I develop a powerful appetite. 

I stand. Brandi glances my way when I check my pocket watch again.

“Yes’m. Egg sandwiches sounds great.” I point down the aisle towards the water closet. “I’ll wash up and get us coffee from the Lounge Car.”

When I return with two coffees—Brandi’s with cream, mine black—three egg sandwiches rest on butcher’s paper atop a small table unfolded from beneath the windows. She pushes two of the sandwiches to my side of the table and keeps the third.

“Breakfast looks great.” I hand her the creamed coffee and sit. “What are you reading?”

“A novel about the plight of modern women. A man wrote it. That intrigued me.”

I’m unsure how to respond. I got my own troubles. Perhaps a woman should write a novel on that subject because society and its unwritten rules are often difficult for me to figure out. 

Instead, I take a bite and exclaim, “Excellent sandwich.” Which is true because she included thick slices of bacon with the egg. 

Then, I take a long sip of coffee before struggling to get my watch out of my pocket while sitting. The time is only 9:37 AM.

“Jerry, you often check your pocket watch.” She holds up her arm to display the delicate timepiece attached to her wrist. “Why don’t you buy a wristwatch? They are far more convenient.”

I hesitate mid-bite and then crunch the sandwich before chewing slowly while I summon an answer that won’t cause a debate. Brandi don’t seem to understand that a wristwatch is not a timepiece, it’s a bracelet. Wearing jewelry is fine for a woman, but there ain’t no man I know willing to wear such ornaments, at least not in public. Not even Brandi’s father wears a wristwatch. He takes a patient’s pulse using his pocket watch. 

If I wore a wristwatch to a bar, I would end up in a brawl. I’ve been in fights over things dumber than a man’s wristwatch. I swallow, pretend to chew longer even though my mouth is empty, and then fake a second swallow.

“I’m too rough with my hands,” I lie. “I’d just bang up a wristwatch until it broke. Maybe I’ll get one when I’m older and life slows.”

Brandi shrugs without comment and picks up her sandwich. I exhale in relief.

§§

AFTER THE SHORT, SCHEDULED stop in Del Rio, a handsome young woman taps my shoulder.

“Mister Guidry and Miss Mueller?” she asks. “You are the detectives from San Antonio, I presume.”

“We are,” Brandi answers. “How may we help you?”

The woman hands me a business card. I read it and pass it to Brandi.

“I’m Ellen Bouchert, Lord Adam DeMoivre’s secretary,” the woman says while carefully pronouncing her surname as Boo-share instead of Butch-urt, which is the way I read it on her card. Adam DeMoivre is president of the Southline Railroad. “Lord DeMoivre invites you to join him for lunch in the Dining Car at 1:00 PM. May I take him your reply?”

“Of course.” Brandi doesn’t miss a beat while I’m still worrying over what happened to the T in Bouchert. “We would be pleased to have lunch with his lordship.”

Ellen smiles and walks away without further comment. Brandi grins at me, and I know a gibe is on the way.

“Miss Bouchert really looked you over before she spoke.” Leave it to Brandi to say something unexpected. “I think you’ve attracted an admirer, Jerry, and a pretty one at that.”

Does my face feel hot? I change the subject.

“Uh huh ... Do we have to change clothes for lunch in the Dining Car? I didn’t bring my new suit.”

“Your jeans are fine for this short notice. Don’t be peevish. You know I’m teasing you about Miss Bouchert, right?” Brandi loves to embarrass me. “Anyway, she did look you up and down. When opportunity knocks, Jerry, a smart man opens the door.”

“Yes’m. If you say so.”

§§

AT 12:55 PM, WE MEET Miss Bouchert at the entrance to the Dining Car. She smiles when Brandi and me approach. I don’t risk smiling back.

“This way, please.” She conducts us into the Dining Car to a semi-private table where two men—one a little older than me, the other approaching sixty—sit. They stand when we approach.

Miss Bouchert gestures our way. “Lord DeMoivre, may I present Mademoiselle Mueller, and Monsieur Guidry, our detectives from San Antonio.” 

“Bon jour. I’m delighted to meet you,” says the mid-thirties, tall, well-dressed dude with a thin mustache and the trace of a French accent. He must be Lord Adam DeMoivre. He gestures to the stout man pushing sixty beside him. “This is the railroad’s chief of security, Monsieur Carter Longview.”

Longview extends his hand to me, and I shake it. DeMoivre sits and indicates that the three of us should follow his lead. I take the chair next to Carter. Brandi sits beside DeMoivre across the table from me and Carter. 

DeMoivre smiles. “Before you arrived, I took the liberty of ordering everyone the Delmonico special, medium rare. The onboard kitchen grills steaks très bien. How are your accommodations?”

“We are quite comfortable, your Lordship,” Brandi says as she unfolds her napkin. “We’re traveling daycoach.”

I take Brandi’s cue and reach for my napkin. I agree with her. Riding in coach is elegant compared to the desert we will challenge in the Big Bend. However, to stay out of trouble, I keep my mouth shut.

“Travelling by coach? Outrageous.” DeMoivre says. “Why didn’t you get them a compartment, Carter?”

“What?” Carter says as he leans closer to DeMoivre. “I’m sorry, milord. I didn’t hear you.”

DeMoivre speaks louder as if used to repeating himself to Carter. “They are travelling in daycoach.”

“I apologize, m’lord. However, your brother made their travel arrangements, not me. I will make sure that Miss Mueller and Mister Guidry receive a suitable accommodation in the future.”

“Is your brother joining us?” Brandi asks. “He hinted that he was traveling west to help with right-of-way—"

“No!” DeMoivre’s face goes stone cold when he interrupts. “He will not join us. Please excuse my tone. Mon frère and I have little in common. I have yet to see him on this trip. I expect that he will party with his college friends, Ted and Steve, in his private car all the way to Los Angeles. I certainly shall not invite him to visit my car. Neither he nor his friends will be stopping in Maricopa Junction or joining me in Phoenix to help renegotiate Southline Railroad’s right-of-way through U.S. territories. Ce serait une tragédie. My brother is unreliable and overconfident with a talent for choosing bad companions. If my father had not insisted that Blain have the opportunity to meet with you and hire you in San Antonio, I would have sent Carter to do the job. He would have gotten you a compartment. Carter, make a note to check their contract to be sure my brother has not underpaid them or otherwise cheated them in some way. Ah, here are our steaks.”

While we season the main course with small talk, Brandi casually asks. “Isn’t it unusual for the president of the railroad and the head of railroad security to travel together on a train?”

“See!” Carter has a distinctive accent, possibly from somewhere in the U. S. “I told you the girl was smart. My sources confirm that she did graduate work in physics.”

“Thank you for the background check, Mister Longview.” Brandi forces a smile. “I am smart and also curious. Not only are the two of you travelling together, but you also invited us to lunch. I assume the rationale underlying these contrived circumstances is more interesting than just a pleasant meal with strangers.”

I grin. That’s my girl, uh woman—nope, that doesn’t sound right either—that’s Brandi pinning them to the spreading board for study.

“I am impressed, Mademoiselle,” DeMoivre says as he unexpectedly drops his napkin and rises for a quick departure. “Unfortunately, I must attend to other matters. Monsieur Carter will answer your questions and explain the situation to you and Monsieur Guidry. Au revoir.” 

He abruptly leaves while Carter and me are still struggling to stand. Apparently, he does not want to match wits with Brandi.

Carter smiles sheepishly at the sudden departure, then settles back into his chair. “Let’s order dessert and coffee, and then we can talk more leisurely.”

§§

WHILE I’M FINISHING my pecan pie, Carter leans forward and studies Brandi across the table while she summarizes his long description of the events surrounding McCaskill’s disappearance:

“Just to be sure I understand,” she says. “Southline Railroad’s weekly payroll to the Arizona Territories mysteriously disappeared from inside a guarded, locked safe on the Sunset Express with no evidence that anyone tampered with the safe. The second such theft in the following week convinced Sir Patrick McCaskill that the theft must be an inside job. To observe security, on Friday, July 25, he boarded the next Sunset Express carrying a payroll to Tucson from New Orleans. Both Adam DeMoivre and his younger brother Blain were also on that train, but like today, each had a different destination. McCaskill’s daughter, who was out of school at the time, accompanied him on the trip. For unknown reasons, McCaskill abandoned his job in Alpine, and he and his daughter disappeared into the vast wilderness of the Big Bend. No one knows why they left the train. The railroad hired Jerry and me to discover what happened to the McCaskills and perhaps to determine whether it was connected with the train robberies. Do I describe the situation correctly, Mister Longview?”

“Most succinctly put, Miss Mueller.” As if he had strained to hear her, Carter leans back in his chair when Brandi finishes speaking. “As a footnote, not only did McCaskill not make it to Tucson, neither did the payroll he deserted. Likewise, despite security increases, last week’s payroll also disappeared enroute. That makes four payroll robberies to date, and we have another payroll going out from New Orleans on the Sunset Express tomorrow. That’s why I’m on the Sunset Express today, to get ideas for other improvements I can make in securing the payroll.”

“An interesting problem,” Brandi says almost to herself.

“I’m sorry,” Carter says. “What did you say?”

I suspect Carter’s hearing ain’t what it ought to be. I make a mental note to look up the definition for succinctly. 

Brandi replies louder. “Payrolls disappearing from inside a locked safe intrigue me.”

Carter smiles and nods.

Brandi is right. A payroll that disappears from inside a locked safe is a more interesting puzzle than tracking someone ignorant enough to wander off into Big Bend. However, McCaskill don’t sound like a stupid man. Why did he abandon his post and disappear into the wilderness? That’s also a fascinating mystery. Perhaps the old boy was the inside man for the robberies and was making his getaway with the loot. Nope. Even a dumb thief should know better than to risk his daughter in the Big Bend.

“Money disappearing from a locked and guarded safe sounds like magic to me.” I raise my voice for Carter’s benefit without looking Brandi’s way because I know she won’t approve my mention of magic.

Carter shakes his head. “Lord DeMoivre is a wizard. He assures me that magic could not steal the payroll from the safe.” Apparently, Carter heard me okay, but then he’s sitting next to me.

“And is the payroll theft why Lord Adam DeMoivre is currently on board the Sunset Express?” Brandi asks.

“I’m sorry,” Carter says as he leans across the table toward her. “The clatter from the train. I missed part of your question.”

Brandi speaks louder while he studies her lips. “Why is Lord DeMoivre onboard, Mister Longview?”

“Because the Southline Railroad connecting New Orleans with Los Angeles is the shortest transcontinental railroad in North America, his lordship is travelling from Maricopa Station to Phoenix by automobile to arrange discussions with representatives from the United States. Before the Panama Canal opens, Southline would like to renegotiate its right-of-way lease through the Arizona territories. Otherwise, after the canal opens, the railroad will have difficulty competing with cargo ships. Please don’t ask me why Blain DeMoivre is going to Los Angeles. I haven’t a clue why that man-child does anything.” 

§§

JUST AFTER 6:00 PM, the Sunset Express arrives for its thirty-minute scheduled stop in Alpine. We delay detraining until most of the other departing passengers have left. 

An hour ago, Brandi changed into her favorite denim riding trousers that she had packed with our breakfast sandwiches. Riding clothes is comfortable for travel, especially my jeans, and I figure that we might be riding horses immediately after arrival. Besides which, Brandi looks great in them britches. 

Neither DeMoivre nor Longview come by to wish us luck before we deboard. I didn’t expect them to. 

Because we checked our luggage, it takes us another ten minutes upon leaving the coach car to retrieve her suitcase and my duffle bag from the luggage car. After we finally exit the train, Brandi suggests we seek the local sheriff as a likely information source. 

I catch a glimmer of a sheriff’s badge on a hefty man standing between the platform and Holland Street. When I glance at the man’s face, I’m so surprised that I double blink.

Dan! How in hell did Dan become the sheriff of Alpine? How could he persuade anyone to elect him as sheriff of anywhere? Politics is a mystery to me.

Although Dan wears a sheriff’s badge in Alpine, surely, he can’t be no real lawman. He’s an overweight, incompetent cattle rustler who couldn’t manage a herd of one cow. When I was a Texas Ranger, he was the only outlaw I ever caught that was too pitiful for me to arrest. 

However, the glare Dan gives me when we approach don’t acknowledge that I once kept him from the hangman’s noose near Hondo. When I turned Dan loose and pointed him towards the western desert, my last words to him were ‘You should keep a moving, Dan.’

Sheriff Dan ... who? What in tarnation is Dan’s surname? Don’t matter. If he is smarter than he looks, he’s changed his surname.

Anyways, because I never called the sheriff anything except Dan when he was trying to rustle cattle, Dan will have to do. Maybe I should just pretend that I don’t remember him at all.

When we get near enough to Dan, Brandi starts her interview without a howdy-do. When she goes into problem-solving mode, she don’t let much distract her from the problem, and that includes common manners.

“We’re looking for a distinguished gentleman and his daughter who disembarked from the Sunset Express here in Alpine about two weeks ago,” she says with abrupt intensity.

I ain’t criticizing Brandi’s forthright manner. Even so, she’s more diplomatic than I am. Moreover, Brandi has gotten particularly good at prying information out of people—better than me—and that is a handy skill in the detective business. Meanwhile, I study Dan when I should be checking out our surroundings.

Some things about Dan have changed, like the black patch now covering his left eye. Both of Dan’s eyes were undamaged when he was rustling cattle. He is balder now with numerous age spots across his forehead, and he wears a large handlebar mustache that distracts from his acne scars. However, the rest of Dan ain’t changed much. The man is a thoroughly rumpled slob. Sheriff Dan wears dirty jeans, a bulging, gravy-stained brown shirt, and worn-over-heel boots covered in West Texas dust. 

Apparently, the only thing Dan bothers to polish is his badge. I can’t judge when the man last drew his gun, but the pearl handle-grip on his revolver is grimy from lack of care. Either Alpine ain’t got much crime, or else Dan ignores it.

He single-eyes me instead of Brandi while answering her questions. That’s rude enough to be insulting, but it could be that he watches me closer because he worries that I might arrest him this time around. I decide to make allowances because of him being down to just the one eye that maybe he can’t control.

Or perhaps he just don’t like smart women, and then he would deliberately be acting rude toward Brandi. If so, that is difficult for me to tolerate. Maybe I should follow their conversation just in case I need to improve his behavior.

“Like I told that railroad feller,” Dan answers Brandi while still looking at me. “I last seen that old dude—”

“Sir Patrick McCaskill,” Brandi prompts him for clarity. “His daughter’s name is Kathleen. She is fifteen and has red hair.”

“Yep. Red hair. Freckles too. That’s her.” Sheriff Dan continues staring at me without a one-eyed blink. “Anyways, I seen the fancy dude and his daughter talking to some vaqueros whose English weren’t so great.”

Only Dan mispronounces vaqueros as buckaroos. I understand his language difficulty and nod to keep him talking. He blinks and continues.

“Anyways, I moseyed over to see if they needed help translating. Seems like the old man wanted to buy a cattle ranch on the Rio Grande. Alpine ain’t that close to the Rio Grande. No ranch reaching this far north borders the big river. I don’t think the dude ever got a clear picture of the distance involved no matter how I tried to explain it.”

Unlike me, Brandi is an organizer. She briefs me on what I need to know just before I need to know it. So, she had me read the railroad’s report on McCaskill’s disappearance while she changed into her riding britches on the train. That report is fresh in my mind.

“You didn’t tell the railroad security feller, Longview, about McCaskill going ranch shopping,” I say. “Why not?”

“The railroad man didn’t ask why the dude left town,” Dan replies. “Besides, I didn’t like them railroad folks. Too smug. Too uppity and know-it-all. Anyways, I suggested to the dude that he and his daughter go east to Del Rio or south to Lajitas to look for a ranch that borders the Rio Grande. Most west Texas ranchers on the Rio Grande buy their supplies from one of them places or the other. Besides, Del Rio has a land agent to help folks look.”

“Which did they go to? Del Rio or Lajitas?” Brandi asks despite his persistent failure to look her way. 

Brandi knows that the easiest trip to Del Rio is to take the Sunset Express going east. Is she testing Dan for truthfulness?

“Don’t really know.” The sheriff shrugs and questions me. “Don’t y’all carry no gun?

“In my duffle bag,” I say. “If y’all got an ordinance against firearms, I won’t wear it in town.”

“No ordinance. Just my opinion about who I trust with a gun. Texas law gives me a lot of leeway to decide on open carries.”

I just smile because I know he’s right about the law. However, I’m not a black man, or an Apache, or an obvious member of the KKK. I got Mexican in me from my mom’s side of the family, but I ain’t so dark complected that I expect redneck questions about my Peacemaker. Besides, he surely remembers I was a Texas Ranger. Why ask about my gun?

“Where did the McCaskills go?” Brandi repeats with measured persistence although he still doesn’t look at her. 

I’m getting perturbed. Brandi says perturbed is a good physics word, but I like it for other situations too. Anyways, she’s better than me at holding in exasperation over the way the sheriff treats her.

“They stayed in the hotel that night.” Sheriff Dan shrugs. “The old man rented Smitty’s buckboard and rig, and then him and his daughter left town the next morning. Over two weeks now, and they ain’t never brung back the buckboard and rig. Smitty got a big deposit from the old man, so he ain’t worried over losing money. I suspect he’s bucks ahead if they don’t return the buckboard and horses.”

I can’t imagine the McCaskills taking a buckboard to Del Rio. Anyways, I squint one eye to show my aggravation and rephrase Brandi’s question. “Which way did they go?”

“I don’t know which way they went,” he says. “I wasn’t watching. However, if ‘twas me looking for a Rio Grande ranch by buckboard from here, I’d a gone to Lajitas. A hundred-mile trip but lots closer than Del Rio. Taking a buckboard to Del Rio when the east-bound train comes right through here on the way to Del Rio is just stupid. To top it off, that dude taking his daughter out into the Big Bend is crazy.” 

Crazy sums it up. That means we must take a hundred-mile trip to Lajitas. Damnation. Depending on the terrain, three or four days in the saddle. I hate west Texas.

“Thanks, Dan,” I say. “Where’s the stable? We’ll need to rent horses.”

“Rental horses ain’t easy to come by out here,” Dan says. “Besides, the other feller off your train took Smitty’s last two rental ponies, an Appaloosa and a roan. Telegraphed ahead so that Smitty had them horses saddled, packed, and ready to go. I never seen the dude before, but he looked like another of them smart-ass eastern dandies. Anyways, that dude left town maybe fifteen minutes ago while y’all was a-lollygagging on the station platform. Rode off with a pistolero.”

“No rental horses left,” I say to Brandi. “Now what?”

“If y’all need a ride to Lajitas,” Sheriff Dan says, “a mining wagon hauls cinnabar stuff from Terlingua to ship on the railroad every week. The wagon usually goes back to the mines the next day. Riding a horse to Terlingua takes about the same time as hitching a ride aboard a mining wagon to Terlingua. Three days. Just slip the driver a few coins. He’ll enjoy your company, and he knows the country damn good. From Terlingua over to Lajitas on the next day is a short trip by supply wagon.”

“Mining wagon?” Brandi asks. 

The sheriff spares her a brief, intolerant glance. “From the cinnabar mines, like I said.”

Apparently, the sheriff knows less about manners than he knows about mining. And he don’t know squat about mining. A Ranger friend described his brief stint laboring at the Terlingua mines as the reason he left west Texas to become a lawman.

Riding in a supply wagon with someone who knows the country seems like a good idea. I always keep a pocket compass for the trail, but I never seen any good maps for navigating the Big Bend. Getting lost in that big wilderness is easy.

“They smelt quicksilver from cinnabar,” I say to convince Dan he ain’t getting nothing past me. Not even if he disguises it as an explanation for Brandi. “Then transport the quicksilver out by train in seventy-six-pound flasks. When’s the next mine supply wagon coming through, Dan?”

“Arrives every Thursday,” the sheriff says. “Sometimes they ships the quicksilver east, but most times it goes west to the gold mines. The mining wagon arrived here a couple of hours ago. If you walk down to the last boxcar on the Sunset Express, you’ll see them transferring the quicksilver cargo. The train pulls out in less than five minutes, and so they best be near finished loading.” 

“Who do I talk with to hitch a ride?” I ask.

“Ode Jed drove her up,” Dan says. “He’s their usual driver. Don’t let him being a mite odd put y’all off. He lost most of his teeth from breathing smelting fumes but didn’t go quite as mad as a hatter. He’ll be heading back to the mines at dawn.”

“Then we need a hotel overnight,” Brandi says.

“Like I told the popinjay what got off your train,” Dan says. “Try the Holland Hotel just across the street if y’all need a place to sleep. That damned fool didn’t take my advice about staying here tonight and starting out in the morning. Him and that scurvy hombre rode on out like dandy dumbasses ‘cause they won’t get far after dark. Now. This here conversation ought to even up me and you. Right, Jeremiah?”

Jeremiah? I wince at the name. Jeremiah is my drunken father’s name, not mine. I’m Jerry. 

Nonetheless, Sheriff Dan knows me. And he remembers I let him go. However, the ungrateful bastard don’t bother to wave goodbye when he rambles away.

“Who do you suppose he means by the dude who got off our train?” I ask Brandi.

“From his description, it could be Blain DeMoivre.” She shrugs. “But why would anyone voluntarily get off the train in Alpine? I can’t believe McCaskill casually neglected his job to buy a ranch.”

“The desert heat can drive a feller loco, and I’m only half joking.”

Brandi changes the subject. “Let’s settle in at the hotel and see whether they have a dining room. Steak tonight, Jerry? We are on an expense account.”

Steak tonight? I’m liking this expense account idea. I should read the details on how it works.

My partner walks away before I can nod my agreement to her agenda, but I don’t reckon that’s too presumptuous on her part. She knows me awful good, and I seldom argue long against her plans.

I call after her. “I’ll bring the luggage and join you at the hotel after I make arrangements with Ode Jed for us to ride in his wagon tomorrow morning.”

Alpine, New Republic of Texas; Friday, 8 August 1913.

EARLY FRIDAY MORNING, we hitch our ride with Ode Jed to the Terlingua mines. The wagon carries six barrels of pine oil along with boxes of food and a barrel of water for the trip. It has room for us up front so long as we don’t object to stacking our luggage atop the barrels of pine oil. 

Who would have guessed that pine oil is useful for extracting quicksilver from cinnabar? Not me.

Because we are on an expense account, I offer Ode Jed more coins than he asks in hopes of stimulating his memory. On the trail, I give him a flask of whiskey I bought at an Alpine bar especially for the purpose of loosening his tongue. After a few sips, he clearly remembers that two weeks ago on his way north to Alpine, he passed a buckboard heading south towards Terlingua. An elegant dude drove the buckboard. A red-haired young woman accompanied him. 

As we deduced, the McCaskills went to Lajitas via Terlingua. We’re going in the right direction, albeit following a longer path than I relish.

Brandi agrees with me that McCaskill’s choice makes little sense. If either of us wanted a ranch on the Rio Grande, we would have gotten off the train in Del Rio to search. Why would a rich New Orleans dude want Rio Grande ranchland in the desert of Big Bend? Why would he decide to pursue such a quest while he was in the middle of an especially important job?

Sure, land is cheap out here, and maybe he wanted a bargain so that he could buy bigger acreage. Bigger is better for lots of wealthy folks and gives them more prestige, but I sure wouldn’t have come this far west looking to buy a ranch. Even if I wanted large acreage in Texas, east Texas is closer to New Orleans, and the weather is friendlier.

From what Sheriff Dan said, McCaskill didn’t really comprehend the distances in west Texas, and was surprised that a side trip to Lajitas was necessary, but the man was determined, demanding ... Dumb. The whole thing don’t make no sense.

I’m also puzzling over who rented the last two stable ponies. Was taking them last two horses deliberate interference with our search for the McCaskills?

Ah well, no use in conjecturing. I already do too much of that. Besides, Brandi usually comes up with much better explanations than mine. Maybe one day, I’ll win one, but so far, nothing sensible is coming to me in this case.

Frustrating. Being a consulting detective with a very smart partner ain’t nothing like the years I spent working alone as a Ranger. Sometimes, I feel I ain’t carrying my fair share of the load in this partnership.

I ain’t complaining. Not really. 

When we partnered up as consulting detectives like Holmes and Watson, I imagined that as a former ranger I would be the Sherlock of our team. That didn’t last long. Although Brandi has medical experience as a nurse in her father’s hospital, I cannot imagine her as Dr. Watson. In our partnership, I’m feeling more and more like I’m playing Dr. Watson’s role to Brandi’s Sherlock Holmes. Like Watson, I’m finding that an increasingly comfortable way to operate.
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3. The Three Tongues of Terlingua 
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The Big Bend Trail to Terlingua; Friday Evening, 8 August 1913.

When we stop to camp on Friday evening, I realize my mistake in offering a whisky flask to Ode Jed. Rather than eat supper, he guzzles the entire contents of the flask and is soon comatose. Brandi covers him with a blanket, and we settle in for the night.

The next morning, Ode Jed ain’t much better, and we can’t rouse him. Not wishing to waste valuable time, I resolve to drive the wagon until he recovers.

The packed wagon bed has no room for a stupefied old man. Brandi spreads a blanket atop a couple of barrels of pine oil, and I prepare to hoist Ode Jed onto the blanket. It ain’t easy, but not because he’s heavy. He don’t weigh much of anything, maybe one hundred thirty pounds, and I can overhead press that easy. Rather, it’s because he’s all limp and limber and flows off whatever I set him on. On top of which, I’m having to lift him above my shoulders and then horizontally over the wagon sideboard to the top of the barrels. 

I struggle until Brandi climbs onto the barrels and grabs his arms. She guides him onto the blanket while I boost and push him onboard. We tie some rope across him to keep him from tumbling off along the rugged trail. 

We’re running late when we finish loading the wagon. Frustration sets me wishing that a swig of whiskey remained in Ode Jed’s flask. All Brandi offers for my efforts is a cup of oak-flavored water from the water barrel. Having no better option, I make do with that.

By the time I’ve hitched the horses to the wagon, we’ve lost two hours of daylight. When I clamber onto the driver’s seat, I’m pissed with Ode Jed. I am also angry with myself for providing the hard liquor.

“The trail looks to be well-traveled and in good shape up ahead,” I say. “But I hope we don’t come to a fork in the road because I got no map, and I’ve never been to Terlingua.”

Brandi pats my arm. “Let’s not worry about making that choice until necessary.”

“Yes’m.” I’m pleased she doesn’t call me a pessimist just for mentioning a possible problem. 

I snap the reins and ‘chee-yup’ the horses. They pull forward, and we are on our way.

Around noon, we stop long enough to fix lunch. While Brandi assembles sandwiches, I feed and water the horses. We resume our journey and snack through lunch on the trail. 

About an hour later, Brandi spots a lookout watching us from a ridge maybe three hundred yards off the rutted road. Neither of us can make out details about the hombre. Sitting astride a gray horse, he stalks our wagon as it stirs up dust. I doubt he’s a rancher because keeping an eye on a mining supply wagon trudging along a rocky trail ain’t worth the twenty minutes he spends. 

Perhaps the sentinel is an Apache or a bandito. That makes a little more sense. The horses and wagon may merit thieving, but no one in his right mind would steal six barrels of pine oil. 

The hombre don’t wave or shout before riding off. I’m happy to see him leave. Except for a couple more stops to water the horses, we stay on the trail until dusk. 

Ode Jed stirs to life shortly after I start a small campfire. I mull over whether he was playing 'possum for the last several hours. At any rate, he has little to say for the remainder of the evening and goes to sleep after eating a can of cold beans.

Despite the nighttime chill, I wake after midnight sweating and gasping for air over another bad dream about Enchanted Rock. I haven’t had one of those for a while. I stand and pace, but unwanted images continue to haunt me, so staying awake don’t help in setting them memories aside. 

The waxing gibbous Moon is already in the western sky, but it provides sufficient light to keep me from tripping over sizable obstacles. After my breathing slows, I take the opportunity to retreat twenty yards from the campsite to pee. Afterwards, I pace for fifteen minutes before returning to my blanket. 

Twenty minutes later, I’m settling in, getting drowsy, and finally dozing when a flicker of another bad dream erupts. In this one, my pa towers over my ma. Her face is bloody and bruised. His face distorts in anger, at odds with the concerned visage he wears behind the pulpit. In my dream, I try to get past him to help ma. He backhands me. Suddenly awake, I sit up trembling. I touch my cheek to see whether it’s bruised.

How old was I then? Ten? That was the night he beat my mom senseless. Less than a week later, he abandoned us and ran off with a whore from the local saloon. 

Tonight is twin terrors, a catchup for the recent month without nightmares. I abruptly stand, sway when I’m briefly dizzy, and then quietly pace for another half hour before I’m ready to lie down again. Hoping to avoid three bad dreams in a row, I lie awake for I don’t know how long. I ain’t sure whether I doze, but I don’t recall visiting a nightmare in which I kill someone.

Sunday morning dawn, Ode Jed is up and at work. He seems fully recovered from his daylong drunk. I, on the other hand, suffer the groggy after-effects of a fitful night. 

We are on the road thirty minutes later. Although my eyelids often droop, the remainder of the morning passes without a problem. Despite sweltering in the early afternoon heat, I nap while sitting up.

Terlingua, New Republic of Texas; Sunday afternoon, 10 August 1913.

DUSTY AND TIRED, WE arrive in the mining town of Terlingua after 4:00 PM. The town is quiet. Few folks challenge the scorching sun on a peaceful Sunday. 

Terlingua means ‘three tongues’ in Spanish. Damned if I know why they named the place that. My first guess is that folks here speak three languages, English, Spanish, and Lipan Apache. My second guess is that the local creek, Terlingua Creek, has three forks. 

I don’t have a third guess; no hay tercera suposición.

The mining town of Terlingua spreads across rocky, rolling hills charred almost barren by the sun except for a peppering of small creosote bushes. An uneven whitewash coats the failing adobe plaster on the two-foot-thick walls of many local buildings. Whitewashed plaster protects sun-dried mud bricks from the rare rainstorm. On several buildings, plaster cracks have expanded to voids that expose the underlying soft bricks to the weather. 

I point out a few such adobe flaws to Brandi. As expected, she can't help but elaborate. Wearing her physicist’s hat, Brandi explains that the massive adobe walls absorb solar heat during the day to help keep the interiors cool. During the chilly desert night, the walls release the stored warmth into the room. 

We didn’t cover heat transfer in the introductory physics course I took at the University of Texas. However, expecting adobe to smartly absorb outside heat during the day and release it as needed inside at night sounds mumbo-jumbo to me—damn close to magic. Anyways, I been in adobe houses plenty of times, and Brandi is right that they even out the interior temperatures. 

Apologizing for his Friday-night stupor on the trail, Ode Jed proposes we sleep for free on the dirt floor of his one-room adobe hut. I feel guilty about giving him the whiskey, but I won’t argue any man out of the penance he feels compelled to pay. 

Ode Jed drops us and our luggage at his hut. He drives the wagon over to the smelting works to unload the pine oil and refill the wagon’s water barrel. We settle into his hut and then scout around the town for almost an hour mostly for the pleasure of walking after riding in a wagon most of the day. Ode Jed returns near sunset with tortillas, green chili stew, and a pot of slow-cooked beans for supper. His guilt also pays for our supper.

Terlingua Creek lies within shouting distance of Ode Jed’s hut. The creek is dry now. Jed claims that when it flows, the creek runs to the east end of Santa Elena Canyon where it enters the Rio Grande. Winding down to the Gulf of Mexico, the Rio Grande forms the southern border between The New Republic of Texas and Mexico. 

Right now, it’s early August. August in West Texas is understandably dry. This year’s drought pushes West Texas into arid territory. 

As a result, Terlingua Creek ain’t running much at all. Just isolated pockets of water here and there, mainly in
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