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Chapter One – Heading West
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August 14, 1868 – Fort Concho, Texas 

In 1868, wagon trains of prairie schooners are still the main mode of transporting eager settlers across the massive and diverse topography known as Texas. Each wagon has the identifiable hooped cotton canvas cover which waves in the wind like a sail giving the schooner its marine identification. Pioneers seeking new lives in the western parts of the United States fill the sturdy seasoned maple or oak beds with their lifelong belongings and hitch their fortunes to teams of mules or horses. By the start of the next decade, the railroad will begin replacing the schooners with much faster and less tiresome travel, but for now the wagon trains roll westward.

The families of Leonard Brunson, James Newman and Jedediah Wills are saying their last goodbyes to their friends in Fort Concho, Texas, as they board their three prairie schooners heading into unfamiliar territories. Four mules are yoked to each wagon and burdened to pull their precious cargos for this long-awaited journey. The relatively small wagon train is preparing to head west leaving the safe enclosure of Fort Concho, carrying the families to new lives in the Rockies. Leonard Brunson is a master carpenter and smith, and a gifted engineer. He personally built his family’s wagon. He is the de facto leader of this troop and meticulously inspects the other two schooners, instructing the Newman and Wills elder sons on any warning signs. Leonard anticipates an arduous journey, knowing they will not be following the Goodnight Trail. At least, not for very far.

Fort Concho is officially only a few months old, and many there still call it Camp Kelly. Secretary of War Edward Stanton renamed the military post last March due to its close proximity to the Concho River, immediately south of the panhandle. The departing families arrived at Fort Concho in March, so they have always known their temporary home by its new moniker. The newly appointed commander Captain George Huntt is overseeing the construction activities of several new buildings, as well as commanding the 4th US Cavalry. The soldiers patrol the region for hostiles and provide armed support for engineers and settlers. Unfortunately, no soldiers are available to escort the small Brunson caravan on its journey. But they do have their Comanche guide along with four Henry repeating rifles and three Texas Colt revolvers.

Leonard warmly shakes the gloved hand of Captain Huntt, whose closing blessing is simply “Godspeed.” The wagon train boss mounts his ten-year-old American Saddlehorse. He is the only one of the three fathers who owns a horse and will ride alongside as his wife Mena drives their cart. Their Comanche guide also rides his own horse, an Appaloosa. 

Sunrise is less than an hour old. The sky is a mosaic of wispy cirrus clouds laid upon a canvas of early morning brilliant colors – indigo, pink, yellow, white – which are engaging in a metamorphosis into a light blue as the sun slowly makes its ascent. The temperature is unseasonably cool at sixty-six degrees, but the travelers do not care about that. There is no sign of rain, and the Comanche assures them the weather will stay calm for the next several days. They do care about that.

Leonard Brunson has traveled many times to that region of Texas just below the caprock along the southernmost regions of the Llano Estacado. He developed some tentative yet positive relationships with the Kiowa and Comanche while trading goods with them. Leonard crafted many knives and metal tools that he would trade for buffalo hides, furs and even horses. Over the past eight years there grew a mutual trust between him and the Comanche, albeit a very fragile trust. 

Comanche raiders are throughout the Llano Estacado and tensions have increased as more white settlers move across the plains. Killing buffalo. This particular caravan has no interest in hunting or disrupting the buffalo herds. Their goal is to reach Santa Fe in the New Mexico territory before hard winter sets in. 

All involved consider this to be the ‘Brunson party’ with Leonard as its leader. During his trading expeditions, he became friends with one of the Comanche who is now their guide. Only Leonard comes close to properly pronouncing their guide’s Comanche name – Huuti-pahati – so the rest know him by its English translation: Tall Tree.  Tall Tree speaks understandable yet broken English. Enough to get his point across. 

Wagon trains heading west from Fort Concho usually follow the Goodnight Trail. Recent attacks by raiders along that route have raised concerns about those traveling that way without military escort, which is becoming harder to come by. Heavy rains in the past few weeks have produced washouts and chasms causing extremely difficult conditions for wagons. Tall Tree knows of another route by which he will lead his charge to connect with the Santa Fe Trail many miles to the north. He will guide them along the lower rim of the Llano Estacado for a hundred miles before turning due north and increasing five-hundred feet in elevation as they trudge upward through challenging rugged even treacherous slopes onto the caprock, where the terrain is flat and more easily negotiated. In a few days, they will be wheeling across the plains in regions where he is known and respected by the tribes. Most of them anyway. 

Tall Tree is actually looking forward to this journey. He loves this land of his ancestors where he was raised hunting the buffalo, quail and jack rabbit. He has a special place in mind for them to camp for an extra two days to refresh and recharge. A spiritual place of flowing water where he is at peace in his complete being; a peace he cannot explain. Tall Tree was born next to this waterway and his parents named him from a giant oak that still lives along its bank.  He feels safe there. The Comanche call this waterway Eka Hunuubi – Red Creek.
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Chapter Two – Clara Brunson
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Fourteen days later – twenty yards south of Eka Hunuubi

There has been little for eight-year-old Clara Brunson to do on their trek so far. She has been riding mostly in the ten-foot wagon bed under the canvas cover while her mother and brother Howard ride on the board just above the jockey box. She does her best to draw pictures in her journal of the life around her as their schooner bounces mercilessly over the rolling sea of tall and waving big bluestem grasses, switchgrass and the ubiquitous buffalo grass. She manages a drawing or two of the jackrabbits, cottontails and the amazing chaparral that speed across their path. Clara often sees these prairie animals in close proximity to them. She waves at these natives who are watching this caravan closely, curious who these newcomers are. 

Clara wonders what her new home will be like once they finally arrive. What her new life in the mountains will bring her. Would it be any different then what she has known these early childhood years. Her mother is hardworking and caring. Mena is also with child again; only two months along. Mena says she can tell it’s a boy, and plans to name him Nathaniel after her own father. 

Clara’s older brother Howard is smart and also hardworking, following in their father’s footsteps. Her father is brilliant and highly gifted. She eyes him closely as he rides with unmitigated assurance atop his tan horse. There is a secret bravery deep within her father, Clara realizes. Clara wonders if she has any gifts at all like the rest of her family. She asks her mother about that to help pass the time when they come across stretches of relative calm in their trek. Mena answers her inquisitive daughter that “God has given us all special gifts. You will know soon enough, in His good timing.”  Clara believes that, too.

Fourteen days after leaving Fort Concho, the three families arrive at the area where Tall Tree intends a two-day rest. They have a long journey ahead; a solid three weeks before reaching the Santa Fe trail. The drivers pull the wagons into a circle twenty yards from an expansive tree line marking the boundary of Red Creek. The young Clara is a keen observer and is immediately impressed by the stark contrast of the long line of large oak, elm and willow trees against the vastness of the prairie grasses. The tree line continues out of her sight in both directions, north and south. She pauses for a moment to take some mental notes of her observations. Later, she will write them down in her journal. Maybe that’s my gift, she thinks to herself, being a writer.

Tall Tree says there is plenty of fresh water and plethora of game to restock their stores. The white settlers want to keep moving, but Tall Tree is adamant. This is important. This is necessary. 

Clara works inside the family’s prairie schooner as her family begins unloading the wagon. Clara brings wooden boxes and cloth bags and other essentials to the end of the buckboard for her brother to unload, enough for their planned short stay there. Although she is young, Clara is doing her part for her family. Yet, she still ponders the questions she asked her mother. She straightens and stares intensely out across the prairie, at the road they had just traveled and turns to see where they may be heading next. The tree line offers her no clear path across the creek. Then, even at eight-years-old, she asks herself the question that full grown adults have been asking themselves since the beginning of time: Why am I here?

Tall Tree sees Clara staring at the landscape. He sees the wonder in her eyes as she absorbs a place so new and different for her young heart and mind. A place of unknown purpose that draws her, calls to her. He recognizes that look in her eyes. He recognizes the trees waving in the breeze, warmly beckoning Clara. This is unexpected, but is a welcome surprise.

“You like my trees,” Tall Tree asks her in his slow breathy voice as he walks up to the wagon.

“Your trees?” Clara giggles, teasing her guide who she thinks is using the wrong word.

“Yes. My trees. Born here,” comes his matter of fact reply and with a look of solace in his eyes that say I am home. He is not confused. “Me. In them. Trees. In me.”

A portion of scripture that her father reads often to his children crosses through her mind. A passage she has memorized. John 14:20: “At that day ye shall know that I am in my Father, and ye in me, and I in you.” 

Clara shifts her gaze from their guide and back to the endless line of oak, elm, willows and other trees she does not recognize. There is a light wind blowing through their various boughs which are mixed with an assortment of jade and milky-yellow leaves. Autumn is not yet arrived, but the leaves for some reason are already preparing for it.

“Like see my tree?” Tall Tree asks her with emphasis on ‘my’.

“Your tree?”

His eyes glimmer as he gives her an infectious relaxing grin. She knows she can trust him.

“Father,” she calls out from the covered wagon to Leonard who is talking to Jedediah Wills, who seems quite agitated about something. Her father is glad to have her distract him. Clara asks, “Tall Tree wants to show me HIS tree. May I go with him for a few minutes?”

“Yes. That is fine. You watch her, Tall Tree!” Leonard answers back firmly to both of them.

Tall Tree understands the command of his friend and employer. His goal is to share with Clara his heart and homeland, even his spirit, but never to harm. He will protect her all along her journey.

“And Tall Tree,” Leonard yells out a final command. “Namusi!”

Tall Tree waves with understanding and is not offended by his friend’s horrible mispronunciation of the Comanche word for ‘quickly.’ He reaches up toward Clara to help her down from the back of the prairie schooner, and gently sets her onto her feet. He leads her by the hand through the twenty yards of the tall prairie grasses waving at the trees like old friends.  They soon reach the southwest perimeter of Red Creek.

“We follow,” her Comanche guide tells her as he points to an obscure trail snaking through the trees. He keeps hold of her hand as they step onto the trail. Guide and girl soon disappear into the thick underbrush beneath two towering desert willows with their lavender trumpet-shaped flowers still in bloom. Clara is mesmerized by their sweet intoxicating fragrance. She has smelled nothing but mule manure and trail dust for several days, if not for most of her young life. 

She holds firmly onto the hand of the man leading her through this new world. Clara realizes that she never really looked closely at Tall Tree. Funny, he is not tall, but rather small and stocky. Stronger than he appears, too, she thinks. His long black hair is in a traditional braided ponytail reaching to the middle of his back. His head is covered by a well-worn buffalo-skin hat. He is wearing buckskin pants and shirt which both have seen many years of sunshine. He does not wear boots, but high-top well-made and thick moccasins of his own design that he has developed over the years to fit his occupation.

“Look,” he says as he pauses their walk and points above them. “Happy seeing us.”

Clara has only seen a handful of butterflies before, but never hundreds of them. She stands statuesque in awe looking up at hundreds of white butterflies with black-tipped wings floating on the breeze around the tree limbs. Her eyes are wide as saucers and mouth ajar as she absorbs all that is dancing around her, almost unable to breathe must less speak.

“Careful,” Tall Tree lets go of her hand in order to reach over and gently push up on her hanging jaw. She lowers her head and looks at his rugged brown face and disarming smile. “One will fly in,” he teases as he points to the beautiful insects above them.

Clara laughs and returns his smile with one of a young girl’s naivete who has just stepped into a magical world that has been beyond even her young imagination. She knows she will describe all she is seeing later in her journal, but for now she is having difficulty coming up with the best fitting words. Magnificent. Amazing. Wonderful. Nothing seems to be remotely adequate. Paradise comes the closest, she thinks.

Together, they walk hand-in-hand again as Tall Tree leads through the narrow trail. The forgiving brush and juniper on either side of the path make the way easy to traverse. The young girl does not notice, but holds the hand in front of her, and occasionally glancing upward to see myriad white butterflies going in their same direction. Toward the water.

Tall Tree and Clara follow the trail until it ends at a very interesting spot along the creek’s west bank. There they find a clumsy makeshift bridge which reaches over a relatively narrow passage of the creek itself, roughly fifteen yards. The bridge is comprised of fallen timber and long branches tied together and secured by more ropes at each end. A tight guide rope extends above this bridge, likewise secured to a sturdy oak tree on either side.

“I build this,” Tall Tree states proudly. “Safe. Follow me.”

Tall Tree climbs aboard his own personal bridge first and then helps Clara take the bold step behind him. He grabs the guide rope and pulls it down enough for Clara to grasp with her right hand. “Hold my belt,” he tells her, so she clings onto the back of his belt with her left hand. Together, they gingerly go step by step across this bridge, which surprisingly to Clara, barely shakes under their weight. Clara looks down and sees the deep clear rushing water beneath her that seems to her to be bouncing much more than the two of them on the bridge. She even sees fish swimming rapidly with the current. Before she knows it, Clara is on the east side of the creek and is being helped down by her guide. 

Tall Tree smiles broadly at Clara, especially at her courage and adventuresome spirit. He points to a trail just off the bridge and heading north, and she realizes this to be a continuation of the trail from the other side of the creek.

“Trail to my tree!” 

Clara loses all track of time as they follow this northbound trail for several minutes until it abruptly ends. They enter a wide grassy opening surrounded by numerous oak and elm. The trees offer welcome shade with ample sunlight to take in the entire scene. The area is flat, rectangular in shape, and grassy. Not the tall prairie grass, but much shorter, three to four inches. Clara releases Tall Tree’s hand and reaches down to caress this unexpected find. The grass is very soft.

“Me born here,” the Comanche sighs with eyes closed as he inhales deeply.

“Here?” an amazed Clara replies.

Tall Tree nods his affirmation and says, “Come. Come see My Tree.”

Once again, he takes her hand then lifts her to her feet. They head opposite of the trail they had just exited and toward a line of thick shrubs and small ash trees. Clara sees no trail to follow until they are almost there. Then, the limbs of all the growth open as they near and Clara sees an emerging path leading to Red Creek. She hears the water flowing powerfully and notices for the first time the songs of many birds all around her.

Tall Tree leads her to the bank of Red Creek and takes her to an enormous oak tree growing magnificently along the bank. The tree is twenty-five feet in height and fully engulfed with hand-sized leaves of green, red and brown. 

“My tree,” he says proudly, as he places her diminutive hand onto its massive trunk.

“See, isn’t this a wonderous thing to behold,” he again says with deep pride, looking up through its giant limbs. “My parents brought me here on my first day. Quite tall even then. My tree has grown much since I was born.”

“It is beyond any words I have to offer, Tall Tree,” she states with pure amazement in her voice. “I’ve never seen anything like it. I’ve never seen anything like this place before either. Thank you for bringing me here.” Her sincere appreciation is greater than Tall Tree hoped for.

“Clara.” His voice now reveals a note of seriousness that awakes her from her euphoria.

“Yes, what is it?” Her question is weighted by concern and not fear. There is nothing to fear here, she knows solidly and inexplicably in her heart. Her hand has not left the tree.

“This is a deeply spiritual place,” he answers directly, like a teacher to an eager student. “The Creator has placed this great tree and this creek here for a purpose. He has given them much wisdom and power.”

“What purpose, Tall Tree?”

“Their full purpose, I do not know,” he answers. “But this I do know. They are Guardians.”

“Guardians against what?” Again, she asks in eager wonder.

“Evil.”

The word shocks Clara. This is a pristine and glorious place beyond anything she had ever before imagined. What evil is he referring to? Just then, she realizes that Tall Tree has been speaking to her in near perfect English.

“Tall Tree, how is it that you can now speak English so well?” She gazes directly into his dark brown eyes. In return, his eyes redirect hers to look down at their hands still on the massive oak. 

“Clara,” he says. “I have been speaking Comanche.”
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Chapter Three – The Hand

[image: ]


September 20, 1971 – the bridge over Red Creek

William “Wild Bill” Hickock, police chief of Red Creek, Texas, leans against the northwest end of the three-foot-high metal railing that runs thirty yards, the length of the bridge over the creek. There is an identical barrier on the other side of the well-worn two-lane road. He makes a final visual examination of the northside of the bridge spanning the creek. Three days ago, the water had been gushing a foot over the roadway of the bridge from the flash flood which had hit unexpectedly and violently on the seventeenth. The water level has subsided substantially, enough for vehicles to pass, but Chief Hickock keeps the barriers up at both ends of the road until he completes his inspection this morning. He arrived at seven to verify its safety and has been doing just that for the past half hour. 

The air temperature is sixty-eight degrees, significantly cooler than the ninety degrees which precipitated the storms that endangered the bridge, and much of the town as well. Chief Hickock is wearing his size forty-eight dark-brown leather police jacket over his long-sleeve tan uniform shirt. His badge is clearly displayed on his jacket, which also has the United States flag on the right shoulder and the flag of the Lone Star State on the left. He is wearing well-worn thirty-eight waist Levi’s; at six-foot-two, he thinks he is a bit porky, but no one else does. All they see is muscle. A police issue Stetson sits squarely on his head covering neatly groomed yet very short black hair. He is wearing his own cowboy boots, of course; not his best pair of boots as he knows he would be stomping through a lot of muck. He moves once more to the southside of the bridge and looks down at the rapidly rushing water, which is well below flood level now but still a good eight feet deep. 

Debris of all kinds is washed up against both banks of the creek, and caught along the edges of the bridge. Most of the debris consists of broken tree limbs and uprooted sage brush, gathered in huge piles on the upstream side of the bridge. The downstream southside has its share of residual effects as torrential currents and eddies formed under the bridge’s waterway by the flood forcing rubbish to grab hold of the wings at either end of the bridge. What a mess. 

He surveys both sides of the bridge determining if there is any structural damage he may have missed, now that the water level is so much lower. He completes his inspection of the south side of the bridge and is convinced all is good to go. The police chief pauses to absorb the restored peace of Red Creek which had been so violently disrupted only three days ago. This really could have been a lot worse he thinks to himself and shakes his head as he ponders their good fortune. He picks up the roadblock at the west end of the roadway and sets it outside of the driving lanes. The chief strides the thirty yards to the east end and repeats the roadblock removal process. The two barricades will be picked up later by one of his officers.  He next thought is to drive his truck over the bridge a couple of more times to ensure its safety.

He is about to leave when something odd catches his eye from a collection of mangled brush and thick leafy tree limbs stuck in the mud on the east bank. His gut tells him that whatever he is seeing should not be there. He is curious as to how he missed it earlier as he crabwalks down a slippery path to the bank to get a closer look, his cowboy boots getting covered in mud. He reaches the point of interest barely above the waterline and pulls away some of the soggy debris around whatever it is he had seen that his gut told him is out of place. With a gasp, he steps back as he realizes what caught his eye is a wristwatch, which is still attached to a hand. A left hand. A left hand that is still attached to a body. 

“Things just got worse,” he says out loud to himself.
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Chapter Four – The Cap
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Four hours later – the bridge over Red Creek

Officers Ben Watkins and Emmanuel ‘Manny’ Perez return to the bridge where Chief Hickock is waiting for them. Ben has been surveying the downstream side of east bank of the creek as far as he could go, while Manny has been doing the same on the west bank. Both officers are wet and covered in mud up to their knees. 

“Well,” Wild Bill asks. “Anything?”

“Only this,” Manny hands him a filthy soaking-wet Dallas Cowboys baseball cap. “It was pretty high up on a branch over the creek. Water level must’ve really been up there.”

The police chief examines the cap with an eye of recognition. “Ok. I think I know who this belongs to.”

“Yeah? Who’s that?” Manny asks as he removes his jacket and shakes out the wet.

Chief Hickock does not answer him, but stares at the cap then looks downstream. “How ‘bout you, Ben?”

“Nothin’, Chief. But the way is blocked by all the brush washed up by the flood. I could come back with some waders and try walking the creek itself,” Ben replies while kicking mud from his boots.

“Maybe,” their boss says as he crosses to the other side of the road and stares pensively once more toward the upstream portion of the creek. “We need to know why Roy was here during the flood, and where his brother is. They don’t go anywhere without each other. Manson, too, is always with them.”

“Yep,” Manny adds. “Those two mongrels don’t stray far from their pack leader.”

“We may never find the other two, Chief, if they were washed away by the flood,” Ben inserts his observations from the rushing waters. “Red Creek eventually dumps off the caprock and toward the Concho. They could’ve ended up anywhere if they were caught in this mess.”

“Call the sheriffs in Midland and Glasscock counties and make them aware of the situation,” Chief Hickock instructs his deputies, who nod in understanding of their orders. “Better call Chief Miller, too, in San Angelo, in case somethin’ washes up in the Concho.”

The two junior officers return to their squad car just as Fire Chief Fred Barnes arrives in his official fire department muddy red Ford SUV with the Red Creek Fire Chief insignia on the door. Fred waves at the two men as they drive away, and he heads directly toward the police chief looking over the south edge of the bridge. He looks up as his six-foot colleague approaches in his red FD windbreaker and department Stetson. Just like the police chief, Fred’s boots and clothing are splattered with mud. He is carrying a large manila envelope in his left hand.

“Howdy, Fred,” Chief Hickock shakes the firm right hand of his friend.

“Morning, Wild Bill,” Fred says, although the time is closer to one p.m. Chief Hickock does not mind the familiar appellation, which only a few of his closest friends are brave enough to use, although most the town calls him that in whispers. What they do not know is that Chief Hickock actually approves of his nickname, and smiles whenever he hears it.

“What brings you out here?”

“Pete asked me to get this to you ASAP.” Fred hands Bill the manila envelope, who eyes it with raised eyebrows.

“Already? That’s too fast. No way he’s finished with the autopsy.” What did the coroner find that’s so important? Bill wonders to himself.

“No, he’s not, but he wanted you to know this while you were still out here, in case it might help in your search for what happened.”

Bill removes the terse two-page coroner’s report. He carefully reads the entire first page, and flips to the second page before looking up at the Fire Chief. “Did you read this?”

“Yeah, I did,” Fred replies. “And I pressed Pete on his findings just to be sure.”

“So, Roy didn’t drown.”

“No, Wild Bill. According to Pete, he’s convinced Roy died from a crushed skull.”

Bill reads through the analysis again as Fred turns and looks downstream at the water rushing under the bridge. The air is cool and there is a bit a chill in the air from a light breeze, but neither man notices.

The police chief continues, “According to Pete, Roy’s entire body was mangled. Couldn’t all that happen from crashing on the rocks in a flood?”

“Not according to Pete. Something hit that boy. Something with extreme force.”

“Yeah, but what? And why was he even here?”

“Did you find the other two?” Fred asks, knowing like the rest of the authorities that Roy is never far away from his brother Ray and that punk Dillon Manson.

“No,” Wild Bill lifts the cap still in his hand. “Only this, pretty far down stream and up a tree, according to Manny.”

Fred eyes the cap and then looks directly into the police chief’s rugged yet determined face. “Well, this looks pretty familiar,” he says matter-of-factly. “You have a couple of mysteries on your hands here, Wild Bill.”

“I hate mysteries, Fred,” the police chief scowls. “What the heck was Roy doing here, and what does Cody Clemmons have to do with it?”
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“But the salvation of the
righteous is of the LORD: He is
their strength in the time of
trouble. And the LORD shall
help them, and deliver them: he
shall deliver them from the
wicked, and save them, because
they trust in him.”

Psalms 37:39-40
King James Version
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