        The Healer
                                                   by Wayne Patrick

    "There is something out in those hills, reverend, something that all men fear when they close their eyes at night, and it is primal. It's not so much the idea of meeting the Grim Reaper they worry about, but the context in which he appears. A man can get used to the fact he is slowly dying because of overdrinking, or the pox or any number of other maladies. Or, he may meet with an accident that is swift and sure.

     Those dying in their sleep have the greatest of luxuries. We were not all meant to die in great luxury.  Some of us were meant to meet our untimely demise by facing down evil and feeling the final excruciating pain before oblivion. In my experience, reverend, spitting in the devil's face doesn't take a lot of practice-just a lot of patience."

-Antoine Poulet

     His traps were choked with beaver, badger and rabbit. Ben Jordan knew it was going to be a good year. His traps weren't always full, but he managed to make a good living with what he could catch; enough to build his own house of hewn logs  and acquire a pack mule.

     He'd been leasing a large section of dense woodland that skirted the Missouri River. The land near the river was bordered on the other side by Roy's Branch Creek. The creek was a slow moving and muddy tributary that meandered its way north and then east before dumping its dark waters into the deep and swift Missouri.

     The woods have been good to me, he thought, as he pried open the heavy iron jaws of a trap. The beaver never knew what hit him The animal's neck had been snapped almost in two with the force; a perfect place that left the pelt intact and unblemished. It was a young beaver, too. His pelt would fetch high dollar. He was pleased with himself. 

     As he started to pull the carcass from the trap, he felt the earth shift slightly and then begin to vibrate beneath his knees. He became aware of a low humming sound that grew louder by the second. The air became stale, unmoving  and scarce. He began to gasp for air after feeling all the oxygen being sucked from his lungs.  He heard the crack of a twig snapping behind him. The heavy and labored breathing on the back of his neck smelled of fetid decay and all things dead. The last thing Ben Jordan felt was a deep cut through his jugular.

     In 1854, the great Ioway Indian chief, Mu-hush-ka, or "White Cloud," lost his life in battle with the Pawnee.  He was interred under a tree on the high bluffs around Big Cloud, Kansas, overlooking the Missouri River. The burial site's exact location was known only to a few in the local tribe. He was laid to rest as close to the heavens and the great spirit, “wakanda,” as was thought possible by the medicine men.

     The burial was a peaceful and hushed affair in keeping with this Siouan clan’s traditions. The tribe’s medicine man, Ta-hay-yo, gently wrapped the fallen chief’s hands around the powerful medicine bundle, the scalp-filled “watce waruhaw”, as the mourners laid him to rest in the black and fertile ground. Ta-hay-yo chanted ancient burial rites over Mu-hush-ka’s corpse, as he tossed sacred and blessed corn around the freshly dug grave. Evil would then be kept at bay, unable to disturb the chief’s peaceful eternal slumber. Ta-hay-yo trembled as he fell on his knees at the foot of the grave and asked the Great Spirit to protect Mu-hush-ka from the malicious dark powers of the woods. 

     The mourners left the large oak tree in silence and returned to their log houses as the autumn leaves scurried about their feet. A few of the tribe’s young braves, left behind, covered the grave with wet earth.  They chanted  to the Great Spirit as they walked away, never to see Mu-hush-ka again.

                                                  PROLOGUE

     The chalk-white and vermillion bluffs surrounding Big Cloud, Kansas, had been formed when the great glacier gouged deep and everlasting scars into the land.  When the prehistoric glacier finally receded, the melting began, and over thousands of years, the tiny trickling water drops turned into frothing torrents, forming the muddy Missouri river.

     Great oaks, birch, sycamore, walnut and maple trees grew as the land became fertile from the glacier’s movement.  The great glacier brought with it rich, abundant and fruitful soil to Big Cloud. In the far northeastern corner of Kansas, the Ioway Indians called this land home.  In the 1850s, white settlers, lured by riches of land and river, also called this land home. 

      Steamboat traffic at Big Cloud, and all along the Missouri River, had gathered momentum. More and more people, tempted by the riches of California, headed west on a trek filled with bittersweet blind ambition. Lewis and Clark had stopped here for a few days on their way to the Columbia, their initials carved in a rock somewhere deep in the woods above the river.

     The Big Cloud river landing was filled with paupers and the well-to-do: both men and women, desperately hoping for a better life. The cream of east coast society made the same long journey along with their lower social-standing brethren. Riverboat gamblers, trappers, farmers, whores and ne'r-do-wells filled the dock on the Missouri at Big Cloud. Some stayed. Most got back on the boat and headed north to Nebraska and then west to California.

     As he surveyed his surroundings after stepping off the dock, the newly-arrived foreigner decided Big Cloud was to be the next New Orleans. The son of a wealthy Paris merchant, the short but stout Frenchman threw his lot amongst the citizens of this new, prosperous and bustling river town.  After traveling extensively in Europe and living in New Orleans, he was ready to settle into a slower-paced, but still vibrant city. Hopping on a steamboat in New Orleans, he traveled north on the placid and lazy current of the Mississippi to St. Louis. At St. Louis, the boat then paddled northwest into the turbulent and deep Missouri to Kansas City, and then just north of St. Joseph. He was ready for a permanent home. Big Cloud would do nicely.

                                        Part One

                                                             CHAPTER 1
                                                            September, 1856

     Loitering on the sun-drenched dock waiting for his belongings, Antoine Poulet scratched his thick and meticulously manicured black beard. The aggressive mosquitoes had found it a convenient place to draw their next meal. He removed his hat and wiped the sweat from his forehead and ran his fingers back through his black hair.

     The Big Cloud dock was a cacophony of people and livestock on the move: bellowing beef cattle brought upriver from Kansas City, cages of squawking  chickens stacked like poker chips, steamboat deck hands cursing and hollering directions. The steamboat blew a loud whistle every few minutes, reminding people that either adventure awaited, or their new hat from Memphis had just arrived.

     As the forty year-old looked around at his new surroundings, Monsieur Poulet turned and saw an unkempt young street beggar approaching him.

     “I’ll tote your baggage for ten cents, sir!"

     “Are you sure?” Poulet asked, in his heavy French accent. “I’ve got three big bags and 

you look awfully young to be carrying such a load. My bags must be treated very 

gently and with great caring.”

     “I got a pushcart. Whatever you got, I’ll tote,” replied the beggar, adding, "and gently,

sir!"

     Chuckling at the young businessman's enthusiastic ambition, the Frenchman said, “Mais oui. I mustn't insult you.  I know you are quite capable of handling anything.  So, ten cents it is.”

     The steamboat dockhand moved the giant iron crane over the muddy water and onto the landing as Poulet's deep blue eyes watched in apprehension. The large net containing his belongings gently dropped with a hollow "thud" on the wooden dock. 

     The beggar struggled to move his dilapidated two-wheeled pushcart up the plank. He gingerly loaded it with Poulet’s belongings. “Where should I take your baggage, sir?’ the boy asked.

     “To the nearest hotel,” replied the new citizen of Big Cloud.

     “The boarding house is nicer than the hotel, monsieur, and it’s always got fresh and

clean linens-oh, and no bedbugs!”

     “That will do nicely, I think. Lead on, young man."

     “Oui, monsieur,” replied the boy, as he guided the cart slowly back down the plank. 

     Antoine Poulet stepped off the dock and into the bustling street of the prosperous river town. He, and the town, would never be the same.

     The old woman shuffled along the dirt path to her small log home above the river. Autumn had come early and she had chores to attend to. The freshly-fallen red and orange leaves carpeted the trail, almost making it indecipherable. She knew the way well. Having lived in the woods for over seventy years, she knew her way like the back of her arthritic hands. It is happening, she thought, as she reached her isolated home.

     Clutching her buffalo hide purse, she entered the log house, went to the fireplace and threw some oak twigs on the now-dying embers. It won't be long, she thought. Almost now sunset, she heard the chilly autumn wind whistling and blowing against her flimsy wooden door. Placing her Dittany of Crete root near the now smoking and reviving fire, she went to her cupboard. Inside she found jars of wildly-colored contents. She took four of the jars and brought them near the hearth and set them down. With swollen and stiff-jointed  fingers, she opened each carefully with reverence. Yes, she thought, It won't be long now.
     The fire began to roar. The blazing oak crackled and spit out yellow sparks that flew to the ceiling. She knew it was a good and worthy fire. The four canning jars of powders were spread out before her in the bright fire light. She smiled, rubbed her hands together and then dipped into the first jar. She pulled out a pinch of the contents. Holding the ochre-colored dust above the fire, she methodically sprinkled it over the flames. The fire flared up and then died back. 

     She murmured, "Reveal yourself to the unbelievers," over and over. Her sorcery was powerful and effective and had been so for years.

     As she rocked back and forth with the rhythm of her chant and the late September wind, she heard a low but distinct and mournful cry coming from the deep woods.  She stopped rocking and cocked her ear to the south. It was the sound she'd been praying for. It was not the sound of an animal. It was the sound of restless and discontented evil.

                                                         CHAPTER 2

     People of all descents crowded the sidewalks of Big Cloud. Europeans, Asians, local Ioway Indians and displaced easterners from New York, Philadelphia and Boston. The crowd spoke many languages.  It was a wonder they could communicate at all, yet this was the new America; the new frontier and all tongues were welcomed. Somehow, they all spoke the same language when it came to taming the west. 

     Antoine Poulet was able to speak English, Creole and French fluently, having spent most of his youth in New Orleans. In New Orleans, one had to speak fluent French and English to be able to survive in the bustling and decadent Crescent City. This was not New Orleans, but it had the makings of another vibrant city on the muddy Missouri River; the poor stepchild of the Mississippi.

     As he followed the beggar boy up the hill to the boardinghouse,  Poulet was amazed at the fine window-dressing on the shops he passed: shops full of the latest Paris fashions. There was a bank, barber shop, dry goods store, a few restaurants, a church, a livery stable and a school. One building housed a newspaper office.  A small park along the main street was filled with trappers in animated conversations, unloading their freshly-tanned hides. The smell of supple new leather drifted on the breeze.

     Finally coming to a stop at the entrance of the boarding house, Poulet paused, craned his neck and looked up at the surrounding bluffs towering above him. He marveled at the size and handsomeness of the stately homes that dotted them. One day, he thought to himself, I'll have one of those, too. 
     The boy lifted Polet's belongings from his cart and carried them into  Robidoux's Boardinghouse, setting them down gently near the front desk. After paying the young man for his labor, Poulet walked up to the front desk. A portly middle-aged man, intently reading his newspaper, looked up over his reading spectacles. His serious and concerned demeanor quickly vanished as he looked at the well-dressed new arrival from New Orleans.

     "Can I help you, sir?" he asked.

     "Yes," Poulet replied. "I'd like a room for a few days until I can find suitable 

permanent lodging."

     "Oh, of course, sir. Please sign the register."

     The clerk turned the register around and handed Poulet a pen.

     The newly arrived exile from New Orleans signed his name.  The clerk turned the swivel-mounted register back and squinting at the signature asked, "Mr. Pull-ette?"

     With a slight understanding smile, he answered, "It's pronounced Poo-LAY, sir. Whom do I have the pleasure of addressing?"

     "Robidoux, sir. Amos Robidoux. You must be French, as were my own ancestors."

     "Oui, monsieur. I just arrived from New Orleans. I'm pleased to make your    

acquaintance, Mr. Robidoux."

     "Just call me Amos," he said.  "Everyone else around here does."

     "Amos, then."

     "I got a room with a nice river view up on the second floor. I'll have your bags brought 

up straight away. Breakfast is at seven and dinner's at six. No lunch, though. Sorry."

     "That should not present a problem, Mr. Robidoux, er, Amos."

     "There's two fine restaurants here in town.  They all serve lunch. I'm sure you'll be 

pleased with their fare."

     "I'm sure I will," Poulet said. 

     "How long will you be staying with us, Mr. Poulet?"

     "Antoine, please. Probably a week or so."

     "Welcome to Big Cloud, Kansas, Antoine."

     Lowering his voice and in a more serious tone, Robidoux said, "I'll need a dollar advance for your room and board. Standard procedure around here. Too many have hopped on the steamboat without paying their bill-not that you would. I'm sure you understand."

     "Oh, I do, of course."

     Poulet opened his wallet and paid the one dollar advance for the room.

     "Thank you, sir," Robidoux said. "I'm sure you'll find your room accommodating."

     Robidoux pulled a sash hanging from the ceiling behind his desk and a young boy instantly appeared. 

     "Take Mr. Poulet's bags to his room, Edward," Robidoux said. "Room two-eleven."

     Heaving the first heavy bag over his shoulder, the boy picked up the other. The bag made a light clinking sound, like glasses full of French champagne being knocked against each other at Dorland's Saloon.

     "Please be careful with the bag, Edward," Poulet told the boy.

     The boy looked up at him and nodded.

     Finding his room to be neat and clean, the Frenchman closed the door behind him, locked it and took the stairs back down to the lobby. Checking his pocket watch, he thought, Two hours until dinner. I need to find a good cigar.

     Arriving back at the front desk, Poulet found Mr. Robidoux still scanning his newspaper. "Mr. Robidoux, uh, I mean, Amos, where could I find a good cigar?"

     "Across the street at the drugstore. They have a fine selection."

     "Thank you," Poulet said, as he glanced across the boarding house owner's desk. The 

Big Cloud Daily Journal's front page caught his eye.

     The headline read, Local Trapper Missing For A Week.

     Piquing his curiosity, Poulet inquired,  "Monsieur Amos. Do you know the fellow who's missing?"

     "Oh, I know him well. Ben Jordan's his name. Been trapping in these hills along the 

river for years. Strange that he hasn't made an appearance here in town for a few days. 

He comes into town on his mule once a day just to have lunch at McCauley's Cafe, 

exceptin' on Sundays  o'course. He's sometimes gone for a few days settin' his traps 

and all, but it's not like him to be gone for so long."

     "So, his absence is unusual, then?"

     "Certainly is. He's regular as clockwork."

     "Is the local constable taking an interest?"

     "Sheriff Dodd? Oh, I wouldn't know for sure, but I s'pect so."

     "Well, I'm off for a good cigar," Poulet said, as he walked out the front door of 

Robidoux's Boardinghouse and into the street.

                                                 CHAPTER 3
     The commotion Poulet found on the street was palpable. A buckboard wagon, trailed by two men on horseback had just pulled up in front of Dr. Foster's office. The two men behind the buckboard wore badges on their vests. The badges sparkled as they caught the bright afternoon sunlight. They both dismounted. Must be Sheriff Dodd and his deputy, the Frenchman thought to himself.

     The Sheriff shouted to a man standing by the doctor's front door. "Get Doc Foster out here!" 

     A crowd was gathering as Poulet walked closer. A large object covered with a canvas tarp was resting in the back of the buckboard.

     "Everybody stand back!" the Sheriff barked.

     The town's doctor and mortician, Dr. Frank J. "Doc" Foster, came out of his office and went to the back of the wagon.

     "What the hell's goin' on here, Sheriff Dodd?"

     "Well Doc, take a look."

     As Poulet and the crowd watched, the Sheriff slowly pulled back the tarp on the wagon's contents. There was a collective gasp in the surrounding crowd. A woman shrieked and turned away.

     Beneath the tarp lay a corpse-a very bloody one. Poulet couldn't make out a face on the dead man. The man's head was a mangled mass of gray matter, hair, bone and blood. His chest had been split open revealing only a hollow cavity where his heart and lungs should have been.

     "God in heaven!" Doc Foster gasped. "What happened here?"

     "We don't know, Doc. Thought maybe you could tell us," the Sheriff replied.

     "I've never seen anything like this before. Haul him into my office, boys."

     As the Sheriff's deputy and a few other men started to slide the dead man out of the back of the buckboard, an old man of the local Ioway Indian tribe came forward and moved closer to the Sheriff. His weathered face was creased with concern.

     "Sheriff Dodd," the old man whispered, "I know how this man died."

     "How, then?" the Sheriff asked.

     Bending near to the sheriff's ear, the old Indian said, "It was the evil spirits of the woods."

     The sheriff turned to the old man with a look of distain. "What the hell are you talking about?"

     Before the old man could answer, the sheriff's deputy grabbed the Indian's shoulder and roughly turned him around and booted him into the street. "Get outta here you old fool!" the deputy snapped.

     Sheriff Dodd turned to his deputy. "What was that all about, Dale?"

     "I don't know, sheriff. He's just a crazy old man. They call him Crazy Luke. He's nothin' but a bother.  I think he's been out in the sun too long."

     "Looks like it," the Sheriff said. "A few of you men, lift him outta there!"

     The four volunteers managed to drag the large and awkward tarp-covered body out of the bed of the wagon and into Doc Foster's office.

     The Frenchman watched as the whispering crowd finally dispersed. He shook his head wondering what had happened to the poor man. He'd heard the old Indian mutter something about spirits, but didn't hear anything else after.

     Next to the street, standing under the dark shadow of an ancient maple tree, stood a short and frail-looking old Indian woman.  Clad in fringed buckskin, her long gray hair was woven in pigtail braids with multi-colored ribbons. The buffalo hide purse she carried on her shoulder caught Poulet's eye. The purse was marked with some kind of small and indecipherable glyphs of some sort. The old woman smiled slightly and turned away.

     Poulet crossed the dusty street as a gust of cool early autumn wind blew up. Pulling up his collar, he went into the drug store. The door struck a small bell perched above it, heralding his entrance.

     A young man behind the counter turned from stocking a shelf. With an unruly shock of blonde hair and dancing green eyes, he asked, "Can I help you, sir?"

     "Yes. I need some cigars."

     "We got two for a nickel or two for a dime. Dime ones are lots better."

     "I'll take the two for a dime, then."

     As the young man opened the cigar humidor, Poulet couldn't help but notice a large scar on the man's forearm running from his wrist and then disappearing underneath the cloth of his sleeve.  It looked like it had been a deep and serious wound. The young man noticed Poulet staring and abruptly pulled his shirt sleeve down, now effectively hiding his past wound.

     "I'm sorry young man. I didn't mean to stare," Poulet remarked.

     "It's okay, mister. Lots of people do," the young man said, as he handed the cigars

over. 

     "May I ask how it happened, sir?"

     The young clerk looked the other way and just said, "I'd rather not say."

     "I didn't mean to pry. I'm sorry." 

     Thrusting his hand out, the Frenchman said, "My name is Antoine Poulet and I just arrived here from New Orleans."

     Shaking his hand vigorously, the clerk said, "I'm Jeb McKenna, Mr. Poulet. I'm the proprietor here."

     "And a fine establishment it is, sir," 

     Poulet bit the end of his cigar off and spit it in the spittoon at the base of the counter. Striking a match, he lit the stogie with a flourish and extinguished the match.

     "Are you planning on staying here a spell, Mr. Poulet?"

     "I would like to think so. It depends on how a new business is welcomed in your fine

burg."

     "What kind of business?"

     The ember on his cigar glowed a bright red as Poulet took a long draw, tilted his head back and blew the smoke to the ceiling with a long and slow exhale.

     "I'm a doctor of sorts, I guess you could say. I use herbs in my practice. It looks as 

though you have a good supply of them in stock, Mr. McKenna.  I'll be using your 

establishment for my supply, that is, if your Doctor Foster doesn't object."

     "Doc Foster could use some competition. We can always use some new blood around 

here."

     As the Frenchman tapped his ash over the spittoon, the drugstore's door opened with a rusty-sounding creak. The old Indian woman who'd stood under the maple tree just minutes before, shuffled in and up to the counter. She smelled of fire smoke and old age.           Monsieur Poulet stepped aside as he watched the old woman approach Jeb McKenna.

     With an exhaustive sigh, McKenna said, "Nidawi, get what you need, pay and then get out."

     The old woman picked up a small bag of Dittany of Crete root and set it on the counter. Poulet took notice of her selection. She took out her buffalo hide purse and put a five-cent piece down. McKenna picked it up and threw it in the cash drawer, making a loud clang as it hit the metal box.

     Looking at Poulet with an intense malevolent stare, the old woman slipped her purchase in her bag and padded back out into the street.

     Poulet took another long draw on his cigar as McKenna regarded him and said, "That old Indian lady is as crazy as a loon. She's s'pposed to be a medicine woman. I just think she's a crazy old witch."

     "Could be," Poulet replied. "Maybe it's the herbs she's using. I noticed her watching the 

crowd at Doctor Foster's office."

     "I noticed the commotion. What was it about?"

     "The sheriff brought in a corpse in the back of a wagon."

     "Lord in heaven.  I hope it's not Ben Jordan. I know he's been missin'."

     "The body had been disfigured to a great degree. They don't know the identity of the dead man yet. I suppose we won't know for awhile."

     Bending slightly over the counter, Poulet whispered, "His head was mangled. No one knows who it is. His face was beyond recognition and the poor man's heart was missing."

     McKenna's face immediately drained of all color. "Wha...uh, w-w-what," McKenna stammered, "does Doc Foster think happened?"

     "I don't think he knows yet, but I'm sure the whole town will as soon as they figure it out."

     "I'm sure of that, too."

     "Thanks for the cigars, Mr. McKenna," Poulet said, as he smiled and tipped his hat.

     "Call me Jeb, Mr. Poulet."

     "Call me Antoine, Jeb."

     "Antoine it is, then."

     The Frenchman stepped out of the drugstore. The wagon was still parked in front of Doc Foster's. The crowd had completely dispersed. He wondered why McKenna had seemed a little distraught at the news of the corpse. It was natural, he thought, to be distressed at the news of a dead man showing up in town. Shrugging his shoulders, Poulet headed back to the boarding house for dinner.

     As the old woman listened and rocked,  the guttural cry and the occasional whimper she heard became a more urgent howl. The sound turned into a roar, growing louder and closer-then dead silence. 

     As she looked around herself, the stacked log walls of her small cabin began to take on life.  The bare logs seemed to move in and out, like the rib cage of a giant living and breathing entity  The rafters began to shake and the earth below her trembled, rattling her precious jars on the hearth.  

     She became dizzy and her stomach revolted. Gasping for breath and clutching her throat, she fell unconscious to the dirt floor.

                                         AMERICAN FUR TRADING COMPANY

                                                     WESTPORT LANDING
                                                   KANSAS CITY, MISSOURI

                                                         August 1856

     "So, as you can see, sir, I will own the trapping leases on most of Doniphan and Brown Counties by next year," the man stated.

     The elderly regional manager, Gerald Marshall, of the American Fur Trading Company, leaned back in his leather chair. There were stacks of legal-looking papers on his large mahogany desk.  He picked a few up, straightened them and then laid them to the side. He removed his spectacles and looked at the man who had just arrived from Big Cloud.

     "We're always searching for ways to expand our business. How many leases will you own?"

     "If all goes well, at least ten.  Those leases cover half the acreage of Doniphan County and parts of Brown County. I will have exclusive rights to the land for trapping purposes."

     "May I ask how you plan on obtaining those leases?"

     "Let's just say I have financial backers and know the ways of persuasion."

     "I see. I am also assuming you'd be willing to sell the leases to the highest bidder."

     "Oh, I don't need to ask for the highest bid. That would get too complicated. I'm sure we can reach an amenable agreement. You are a reputable company. I want to keep this as private and confidential as possible. The less people know, the better."

     "Well, sir, we would be most definitely interested in expanding our territory.  But, as you well know, demand for fur, especially beaver fur, is on the decline. I wouldn't be able to offer you what I could even just a year ago."

     "I understand the market fluctuations and can make adjustments as necessary. I am flexible."

     Smiling at the man, Marshall said, "I think we can do some business, sir. Keep me abreast of your acquisitions and we'll sit down and see what we can do."

     "Thank you. I will wire developements to you as they unfold."

     The representative of The American Fur Trading Company handed his business card to the man. He then stood up and extended his hand. "I hope we can mutually benefit from the acquisition of these leases."

     "I am sure we can do just that, sir."

     After shaking Marshall's hand, the man left the office. He hopped on a steamboat and made his way back up the Missouri to Big Cloud.

                                                           CHAPTER 4

     Poulet awoke the next morning refreshed after his long journey and the events of the day before. Heading down the stairs to breakfast, he stopped briefly at the front desk. Mr. Robidoux was reading the new edition of the The Big Cloud Daily Journal. 

     "Is there any news about that unfortunate man they brought in yesterday?" Poulet 

inquired.

     Looking up from his newspaper, Robidoux said, "Nothin' yet, but I'll bet you a dollar

it was Ben Jordan."

     "I guess we'll eventually find out, won't we?" Poulet said, as he tipped his hat to 

Robidoux and entered the dining room.

     After a breakfast of bacon, eggs and grits, Poulet left the boardinghouse for the newspaper office. It was time he found a permanent home he could set up shop in, and the editor of the paper would be the one to help him. The local newspaper always had the latest information and gossip. Poulet didn't care much for the gossip, but he did need a home and office.

     Entering the office of The Big Cloud Daily Journal, the Frenchman caught the eye of a red-haired man of about forty. Sitting behind a giant oak roll-top desk, the man shoved aside a mound of papers. Regarding Poulet with a suspicious frown, he said, "What can I do for ya?" 

     "Good day, sir. My name is Antoine Poulet and I'm looking for a home to rent here in

town.  I just arrived from New Orleans and am staying at Robidoux's Boardinghouse. 

Would you perchance know of someone willing to rent a small home?"

     Chewing thoughtfully on his cigar, the red-haired supposed-newspaper editor replied,

"I know a lady named Bishop, Elvira Bishop.  She owns a few houses that she rents out now and then. Don't know any details. You might want to talk to her." 

     Gesturing to an unnamed street, the editor then pointed a finger up to a large house perched near the top of a bluff. "She lives up the hill there in that big red brick house."

     Thanking the newspaperman, Poulet left the office and started up the hill to Elvira Bishop's.

                                                        CHAPTER 5
     The hill was steep and hard going for a man of such short stature as Antoine Poulet. His slight limp always slowed him down. A broken leg during his youth hadn't knitted normally, and from the time he was eight years old, had to deal with cruel jokes, comments and stares. It was bad enough that he was so short, but the limp exaggerated his gait. His squat legs ached as he reached the large house nestled at the top of the bluff. 

     As he stopped and caught his breath, he pulled out a white linen handkerchief, wiped his brow and surveyed the property. The well kept lawn and garden was impressive. He caught a subtle scent of honeysuckle drifting on the breeze.  It lingered a moment and then was gone. Whoever lives here, he thought, must be well-off.

     There were a few saddled horses hitched to the post in front of the elaborate antebellum-style red brick home. Two buggies were hitched to a rail. Busy with their oat-filled feedbags, the hitched horses turned and glanced indifferently at Poulet as he approached the front gate. The Frenchman thought Elvira Bishop must be very popular in town.

     As he swung open the ornate iron gate, the front door of the house flew open and a mustached man, just donning his hat, waved goodbye to a young woman standing in the doorway. The man jumped over the three steps of the porch and down to the sidewalk in one giant leap. 

     "Bye, sugar!" the woman in the doorway shouted, as the mustached man, wearing a

broad smile, hopped in his buggy.

     "I'll be back next week," he yelled back, as he cracked his whip and hollered "git!" 

     The buggy disappeared in a cloud of dust.

     The young woman in the door looked down at Poulet as he climbed the three steps to the entrance. "Hi, honey," she said, with a seductive smile.

     Poulet noticed she was wearing only undergarments; all lace frills and appliquéd flowers.  He'd seen this kind of attire before in the bordellos of New Orleans. He didn't frequent those establishments, but he then became quite aware of the type of business he was being confronted with.

     Reaching the front door, Poulet doffed his hat, smiled at the woman and said, "Good    day, miss. I'd like to speak to Miss Bishop, Elvira Bishop, that is, if it's not too much of an inconvenience."

     "Just a second, hon."

     The girl in the white frilly French undergarments turned and shouted over her shoulder, "Elvira! Someone here to see ya!"

     "Come on in, sweetie," the scantily clad girl said. "Have a seat."

     The parlor of the home was filled with over-stuffed furniture and paintings. The life-sized framed artwork was of tiny smiling cherubs flitting about voluptuous nude women. The women were seductively reposed on beds of billowy white clouds and scantily clad in white windblown sheets.  The color of the furniture, flocked fleur-de-lis wallpaper and carpeting was a deep blood- red. The whole room reeked of ancient cigar smoke and rose perfume. A large and ornate crystal chandelier hung above and made a slight tinkling sound as the breeze blew over it.

     Poulet was just about to sit down when a woman of about fifty descended the stairs and walked up to him. She was dressed in fashionable clothing. Her long brown hair was done up in a bun with expensive tortoise shell combs. With a bright smile, she extended her hand. "I'm Elvira. Welcome. You new in town?"

     Grasping her hand gently, Poulet said, "Yes, ma'am, I am."

     "What's your pleasure, sir? Margaret is petite and blonde and Beth is-"

     "Excuse me, ma'am," Poulet said, cutting her off, " but I was sent here by the

newspaper editor. He mentioned you may have a house for rent?"

     "Oh," she said, as her smiled faded. "I do have a small house at the end of Main Street 

that's up for rent. Care to take a look?"

     "I'd like that, ma'am. I also have plans for a small office in the front."

     "What kind of business?" she asked.

     "I'm a doctor of sorts."

     "Good," she said briskly. "Doc Foster needs some competition."

     "That's what I hear, ma'am."

     Miss Bishop excused herself, turned and walked away and quickly returned with a key. She handed it to Poulet. "Rent's twenty dollars a month-in advance," she said matter-of-factly. "Go take a look and let me know."

     Poulet took the key and dropped it in his vest pocket. "Thank you ma'am. I will."

     "Bring the key back today. I might have someone else that wants to rent it. Have to

keep the cash comin' in. I think you know what it's like for us single girls here on the 

frontier."

     "I understand completely," Poulet said politely, as he donned his hat and gave it a

jaunty tap. 

     He walked to the front door and then turned to Miss Bishop. "I'll be right back," he said, as he opened the door, walked out and then closed it behind him. At least the walk is downhill, he thought to himself.

                                                             CHAPTER 6

     Poulet found the small rental house at 415 Main Street. The front door creaked open as he turned the key and let himself in. Dust flew in all directions and danced and floated in the shafts of light peeking through the near-closed curtains. The room was populated with slightly dusty and used furniture, some covered with sheets. There was a hand-operated water pump in the small kitchen sink. The front room was large enough for his office and parlor. An ancient and worn maple desk butted up against the light blue floral-papered wall. Walnut bookshelves lined one side of the room. Two tiny bedrooms, one with bed and dresser, took up the rest of the space. Behind the house was a well-kept and decently clean outhouse. It was a bargain, he decided, as he closed and locked the front door. It was time to walk back up the hill to Elvira Bishop's place. He was not looking forward to the climb.

     Arriving at the front door and knocking, Poulet was ushered in by one of Elvira's girls. 

     "Well," Elvira said, as she entered the parlor, "did you find the house to your liking?"

     "Oh, yes, ma'am, most certainly. I'd like to rent it."

     Poulet pulled out his wallet and handed a twenty dollar gold piece to the madam of the house who immediately slipped it down the bodice of her dress.

     "I think you'll like it here, Mr. Poulet."

     "I'm sure I will, ma'am."

     With a tip of his hat, Poulet turned and walked out of Elvira Bishop's and down the 

hill. 

     Arriving at Robidoux's Boarding House, he found Mr. Robidoux scrutinizing his ledger.

     "Excuse me, Amos, but I'll be checking out this evening. I've found suitable permanent

lodging."

     Robidoux looked up distractedly from his ledger, and asked, "Would it be Elvira Bishop's place at the end of the street?"

     "That is the place, sir."

     "Can't give you a refund on your payment," Robidoux said gruffly. "Against policy."

     "That's perfectly fine, Mr. Robidoux. I'll be out sometime today. I just need to move

my belongings to my new home and visit the dry goods store this afternoon for   

supplies."

     Poulet continued, "I don't suppose anyone knows yet the identity of the poor soul they brought in yesterday."

     "They do," Robidoux replied. "It was Ben Jordan."

     "How did they find it to be Mr. Jordan?" 

     "His size and build and his custom made bowie knife with the elk horn handle. Oh, 

and one of Elvira's girls gave the final positive identification. Evidently, he had a 

tattoo on his, ahem, lower region."

     "I see. Do they know how he died such a gruesome death?"

     "Don't know. You might wanna talk to Doc Foster about that."

     "I'll do that," Poulet said, as he started climbing the stairs to his room. 

     He looked back over his shoulder and said, "I'll carry my own baggage out later this afternoon after I finish shopping for supplies."

     Without looking up, Robidoux mumbled, "That'll be fine." 

     Poulet unlocked the door to his room, tossed his hat on a chair and opened a window.  The window looked out on the bustling dock and street and the wide muddy river. He stuck his head out the window.  A smile came to his face as he surveyed his bright new world. A paddle-wheeler had just docked and was unloading its cargo. The slight breeze off the river ruffled the lace curtains framing his window. He watched the mighty river roll by in a copper streak of reflected sunlight. 

     That river is deep and runs fast, too, he thought. He could see tree trunks and limbs float by and then turn straight up, sink and disappear forever.  I could be pulled under that powerful current and be caught in a whirlpool.  A whirlpool could suck me down to the black and muddy bottom, never to surface again. Sink to the bottom. No air, no life, just fish food. That's all I'd be-fish food.

     Poulet shook his head and banished the thought.

     Lying back on the feather bed, he could feel exhaustion settling in. He found the breeze relaxing as it caressed his face. The air seemed pristine and a refreshing change from the oppressive and sometimes malodorous scents of New Orleans. 

     The Frenchman's nose twitched and he sniffed.  He smelled a hint of rain on the wind that whistled through his window. Within a few minutes, he heard the low rumble of thunder in the west that shook his bed. As he lay down, the daylight started to recede. He sat up and went to the window. An ominous bank of massive black thunderheads had moved in and darkened the sky: the rolling and twisting portents of nature's fury. The thunder moved closer and closer.  It rattled the glass in the open window frame as the curtains began to flail wildly with the escalating wind force. Poulet jumped up and reached the window and closed it.   He instinctively ducked as a thunderclap exploded overhead. Zeus must be displeased, he thought. Lightening bolts flashed overhead cracking open the sky.  Poulet watched through the window as they scattered their jagged white-hot tendrils for miles east of the river and beyond. The sputtering flashes reduced Poulet's colorful river view to a black and gray world of unfamiliar shadows.

     A slow plopping of fat raindrops began to fall against his window. Increasing in size and frequency, they began to batter the side of the clapboard boardinghouse with increasing force. As he lay back down on his bed and closed his eyes, the rain eventually slowed and became a gentle patter. 

     The tapping of the rain against his window was relaxing and comforting. Within a few minutes, he had drifted off into a deep sleep.

     Poulet slept the sleep of the dead, but his peaceful rest soon turned into a restless one. His unconscious mind was swimming in dreams-unpleasant dreams. He dreamt of forests and dark and disturbing sounds; sounds of unknown and threatening origin.  It wasn't the first time he'd had nightmares, nor would it be his last.

                                                   CHAPTER 7

     The wet and wind-blown bare tree branches outside Poulet's window tip-tapped and scratched at the glass, as if to be requesting admission into his room. Waking with a start from his nap, Poulet jumped from his bed and to the water basin. With trembling hands, he splashed the lukewarm water on his face. He felt a bit more awake. His dreams, he decided,  were just that-dreams and had no relation to reality whatsoever. His mind was still in a dense fog. The storm had moved east, but the sky remained gray and overcast.  A trifling sprinkle continued to fall on the inhabitants of Big Cloud. 

     He picked up one of his bags and gently placed it on the bed. The glass jars inside clinked together. Rummaging through the valise, he found what he was looking for-a small vial of red powder. Finding his tiny green leather bag, he set it next to the vial of the precious substance. Carefully twisting the cork on the rock crystal container, he shook out a tiny pinch. He opened the small bag and placed the tiny bit of the crimson powder inside. Drawing the strings tightly and secure, he placed it in his front pant's pocket. He felt relieved and clear-headed now. Throwing on his coat and hat, he locked Room 211's door behind him and descended the stairs of Robidoux's.

     Not finding Mr. Robidoux at the front desk, Poulet walked out of the boardinghouse and down the steps to the sidewalk. He needed supplies for his new home but wanted to stop by the newspaper office. Needing to talk to the editor about placing a small advertisement, he walked the two blocks in the sprinkling rain to The Big Cloud Daily Journal.

     He walked into the office and approached the man behind the desk.

     "Uh, excuse me, sir," Poulet said. " I'd like to place a small advertisement in your newspaper."

     The red-haired man behind the oak desk looked up and smiled. "What kind of ad mister...?"

     "Poulet."

     "Oh, yes. You talk to Elvira Bishop?"

     "Yes, and I've rented her house at the end of the street. I'll be living there and operating my business from the front."

     "Oh? What kind of business Mr. Poulet?"

     "I'm a doctor of the healing arts, mister...?"

     "Gaudin. Theodore Gaudin. I'm the editor and publisher."

     "Pleased to make your acquaintance, Monsieur Gaudin."

     The newspaper editor continued matter-of-factly, "Quarter-page ads are ten cents a day. Half-page ads, fifteen cents. Full-page, twenty-five cents a day. Cheaper if you buy a month's worth. 'Course, there's a typesettin' fee of one dollar for any size ad or any time length of publication, whether it's a day or a year."

     "I'll consider that. I'll have my ad to you Monday morning. Thank you and good day, sir."

     Poulet left the newspaper office. His stomach was growling. Catching the scent of roasting meat and gooseberry pie, he crossed the street to McCauley's Cafe.

     "What'll it be, sir?" the pert, blue gingham-dressed waitress asked.

     Perusing the menu, Poulet finally answered, "Uh, yes, ma'am. I'll have the venison stew and biscuits with coffee, please," he said, as he handed the menu back to the raven-haired waitress.

     The waitress wrote his order down on her pad. With vibrant and twinkling blue eyes, she asked, "You new in town?"

     "Yes. My name is Antoine Poulet, ma'am."

     "And I am Emily. Emily Meriwether. Your order will be here shortly!"

     "Thank you," he replied, as he scanned the crowded lunch room at McCauley's.

     The McCauley's Cafe lunch patrons were a mixture of local citizens. There were trappers and traders dressed in buckskin and buffalo hide, businessmen in silk ties and pinstriped wool suits; suits that Poulet thought must have cost a small fortune after being imported from New York. Farmers and fishermen of the Missouri River were there, as were steamboat captains and a few ladies with feather-bedecked chapeaus and white gloves. The air was filled with thick tobacco smoke, casting a blue haze over the entire room.

     The attractive young waitress soon returned with Poulet's lunch. She placed his stew on the table and poured hot coffee from her steaming pot into his white porcelain cup. The steam rose to his nostrils, reminding him of the chicory coffee he'd gotten so used to in New Orleans. He thanked Emily the waitress, laid the linen napkin on his lap and picked up his fork.

     As he dipped into his venison, he heard the name of Ben Jordan mentioned from an adjacent table. The lunchroom fell into a dead silence and then, abruptly, became a subdued flurry of whispers. The Frenchman couldn't make out all they were saying, but there was an air of reverence in the hushed chatter. Ben Jordan must have been very well-known, he thought to himself. Un homme malheureaux-poor bastard. The talk in the cafe eventually became louder and more animated. 

     Poulet had finished lunch and was sipping his coffee as the waitress Emily stopped at his table. "Was it to your liking, monsieur?" she asked.

     "Oh, mais oui, mademoiselle. Tres bon!"

     "Merci, Monsieur Poulet. Are you in Big Cloud for a time?" she asked, while batting her blue eyes at the new arrival.

     "I hope so ma'am. I find the town very congenial. I may settle here for awhile."

     "That would be wonderful Monsieur Pou-"

     "Please," he interrupted, "since I have decided to settle here, please call me Antione."

     "Antoine," she replied. 

     Pouring another cup of coffee into Poulet's cup, she asked, "Did you notice the postings for the dance social tonight? As you are a new arrival, you might meet a few new friends and get to know our little town a little better. The socials are so much nicer than the saloons."

     "I'm sure of that, ma'am. I may have to attend."

     "Please do. It's being held on the Mt Zion Christian Church grounds. They usually have a small orchestra and punch and some finger food."

     Screwing up his courage, and since Emily was such an attractive woman, Poulet asked, "Were you planning on attending the evening's festivites?"

     "Oh," she said, rolling her blue eyes to the ceiling. "I don't have an escort, so I'm afraid I won't be going."

     "You have an escort now, that is, if you would care to accompany a man of such short stature."

     Emily looked down at Poulet's now half-empty coffee cup, and while refilling it, said,

"Well, I wouldn't normally, but you seem to me to be a man of integrity, short of stature you say, or not. I always like to meet and get to know new additions to our town. And besides, I like your eyes."

     Poulet felt his heart race and his face flush. He hadn't escorted such a beautiful woman anywhere in years. He'd always been self-conscious about his height and limp. "Uh, where and when should I call on you, Miss Emily?"

     "I live at the very west end of Chestnut Street in the white clapboard house with the cupola. I rent a room there from Mrs. Gallagher. Would you care to come by around seven?"

     "Seven it is, ma'am. I look forward to spending the evening with you."

     "As do I, Monsieur Poulet."

     "Until then, Emily." 

     The pretty young waitress turned and then disappeared behind the kitchen door.

     Lifting his hat from the table and standing, a smiling Poulet left a silver dollar on a twenty-five cent check. He left McCauley's Cafe with a lighter step and found his way to the dry goods store.

     The old woman slowly parted her eyelids and blinked. She found herself on the dirt floor of the cabin. The fire had died back into a smoldering heap. The flimsy wooden front door was banging against the wall rhythmically with the ebb and flow of  the cool night breeze. She thought the sound of the banging door must have woken her up. She glanced at the hearth and all around her. All her jars were accounted for. The willow stool she always sat on in front of the fire was laying on its side. What had happened?, she wondered.

     Brushing away the cobwebs of her recent memory, she last recalled her chant and then nothing but blackness. Her gaze focused on the banging door. The front of the door was covered with deep gouges in a wild and random pattern. She felt an uncommon chill run through her limbs as she pulled herself up from the floor and went to the door. She ran her gnarled and boney fingers over the deep cuts and gouges in the wood, closed and then bolted the door tightly. It won't be long now, she thought.

                                                            CHAPTER 8

     Sheriff Lucien Dodd leaned back in his tufted-leather chair and stared at the ceiling. The pressed-tin wasn't fancy, but it did have intricate embossed patterns, enough to get lost in for a few minutes, anyway. Any distraction was welcomed  There was too much to think about. He lifted his legs and dropped his heavy boot heels on his walnut desk with a THUD. The china dishes on his breakfast tray rattled. 

     The room was quiet-not an unusual situation for the small Big Cloud jail. The jail cell was empty of any inhabitants, and that's the way the Sheriff liked it. No prisoner had been bunking here for months now. Any prisoners he had were usually jailed for a few hours or a day at the most. An occasional rowdy drunk or petty thief heard the clang of the cell door being shut behind them, but that was about it.  The sheriff liked the look of the keys dangling from the lock in the open cell door.

     Dodd couldn't stop thinking about the condition Ben Jordan had been found in. Doc Foster still hadn't gotten back to him. Dodd needed to finish the paperwork so he could contact the next of kin. He needed the official cause of death.  That may have been a hard thing for anyone to decipher. He nervously twisted the ends of his moustache.

     It couldn't have been a man that killed Ben Jordan, Dodd thought to himself, as he picked up his pipe and struck a match. What kind of man would be able to mutilate a person like that, and why? Maybe a bear. Uhhmm...don't think so. Haven't seen a bear in these parts in years. Maybe a rabid coyote or badger? That ain't likely. 

     The heavy front door of the jail burst open and the sheriff's deputy, Dale Bundrick, sauntered in. A cloud of dust followed in his wake. He slammed the door shut behind him. Dusting off his vest, he grabbed a low-backed chair and pulled it up in front of the sheriff's desk. Turning the chair around, the deputy swung his leg up over the seat and straddled it. He crossed his arms and rested them on top of the back of the chair. Facing the sheriff, Bundrick asked, "So, what ya hear from Doc Foster about Ben?"

     "Not a damn thing-yet, but I intend to find out directly. Seems to me he's been dilly-dallying far too long. We gotta wrap this thing up and get him buried."

     Sheriff Dodd pulled himself up out of his chair. "Keep an eye on the office, would ya, Dale? I'll be back shortly."

     Dodd wasn't going to wait any longer on the good doctor. He needed an explanation, and needed one now. He took his hat down from the peg on the wall, donned it and walked out. Doc Foster's office was two buildings down. 

     The Sheriff found the doctor in the back of his office suturing a cut on a young man's forehead. The doctor looked up briefly at Dodd and then turned back to the task at hand.

     "What can I do for you, Lucien?" Foster asked.

     "Well, you know how much paperwork I got, doc, and you know how much  I need to close the book on Ben Jordan's death. Uh, you got an official cause of death, yet?"

     "Yes, I do, Lucien." 

     The doctor continued to concentrate on his work. Without looking up, he said, "He was mauled by a black bear."

     "A bear? How come ya think so?"

     "Just the way his wounds looked. Musta been a mama bear protecting her young. They can get pretty vicious that way. Yes, Ben Jordan ran into a bear, or the bear ran into him, simple as that."

     "Bears don't rip out hearts and chew on a man's head, doc. They might bite you on the shoulder or neck, but they don't chew on ya for crissakes. Are you sure it was....?"

     "This one did. Take my word, Lucien. It was a bear."

     "Well, you're the boss, so I'll enter that as the cause of death. Could you fill me out a death certificate? I'll be by later to pick it up. 

     The sheriff tipped his hat and said, "Good day, doc."

     "Good day, sheriff."

     Sheriff Dodd turned and stepped back out into the street. He scratched his head at the doctor's explanation. Bear, huh? he thought. Doesn't look like a bear to me, but whatever the doc says...

     The sheriff quickened his step and in a minute was back at his desk in the jailhouse. 

     Deputy Bundrick hadn't moved. He was intently trying to roll a cigarette. His tongue stuck out the side of his mouth as he tried to concentrate, trying to overcome his complete lack of dexterity.  The cigarette fell apart and ended up on the floor. "Damn it! Those cheap rolling papers..." the deputy exclaimed.

     "Got nothin' to do with the papers and all to do with your lack of coordination."

     Ignoring the sheriff's remark, Deputy Bundrick asked, "What'd Doc Foster say, sheriff?"

     "Says it was a bear-a black bear."

     "A bear? Ain't no goddamn bears around here anymore. Maybe some other kinda critter."

     "No other kind of critter, around here anyhow, could come close to that kind of damage."

     "Maybe it wasn't an animal, sheriff. Maybe it was a man wantin' it to look like a critter did it."

     "Could be, but not likely. Everyone in these parts liked Ben Jordan. He didn't have enemies-none that I knew of, anyway. You?"

     "Me neither. He was pretty respected around here."

     "Well, we ain't never gonna find out now, I guess."

     Sheriff Dodd opened a drawer in his desk and pulled out some papers. Shuffling through the pile, he found some new stationary.  He dipped his pen in the ink well and started to write a note to Ben Jordan's brother in Omaha. He would take it to the wire office and have it delivered as soon as possible. Deputy Bundrick began another attempt at rolling a cigarette.

     The man stuck his shovel deep into the black soil. Sweat was dripping in torrents from his forehead. He wiped it off with his shirtsleeve and heaved the last of the dirt on the corpse, or what was left of it. The location of the shallow grave was as remote from known trails and homesteads as he thought possible.  It's not really deep enough, but it'll do, he thought, as he started to throw dead leaves and fallen tree branches over the grave. He stopped a second and closed his eyes.

     I prayed for him, I really did, he thought. You know that. I prayed and prayed and prayed. You wouldn't listen. He's just going right to hell then, isn't he? Yes, he is, I know. Right to hell.

     The man began to throw dead leaves again and hurried to finish the job. He didn't want to be out in the woods after dark. Too many "things" could happen. As the autumn sun started to set, the man pulled on his overcoat, threw his shovel over his shoulder, mounted his horse and started back to town. Looking back briefly at his handiwork, the man was now sure no one would find the body of Stuart DuChamp.

                                                       CHAPTER 9

     After procuring essential supplies from Orton's dry goods store, the Frenchman was busy cleaning and arranging furniture in his new rental home. Regarding the empty bookshelves, he longed for his library of books. He was going to have to wait for a steamboat coming up the river from New Orleans to populate the barren shelves. He hoped it would be soon. He needed them for reference and they, in some way, were a comfort to him. The answers to his frequent dilemmas were almost always held within the pages of the ancient leather-bound volumes.

     Poulet had already set his collection of tiny delicate French crystal containers in the rolltop desk. He was always conscientious and finicky when it came to their care. Not concerned so much with the containers, he was more concerned with what they held. It could take a long time to replace the precious contents should they ever be spilt or depleted. He took out his pocket watch and checked the time. Six-thirty. Thirty minutes until I escort a pretty young lady for the evening. 

     He went to his baggage and pulled out a fresh white linen shirt and tie. Dusting off his formal evening jacket, he caught a glimpse of himself in the looking glass on the wall. Need a haircut and my beard trimmed, he thought. 

     Going into the small kitchen, he pumped some cold spring water into the porcelain sink.  Unwrapping a fresh bar of lye soap, he lathered it up with a clean washcloth. After giving himself a quick scrub with the washcloth, he dried off and then splashed his face with rose water.

     Now finished dressing, he put on his woolen overcoat, locked his door and started for Chestnut Street.

     The walk was a short one. The houses along the way were lit with flickering candle light. The drapes on most of the large windows were drawn open, a clear indication of a small community. No one in New Orleans left their drapes open after sunset. It was just not done. Evidently, he thought, most people here don't care what their neighbors see.

     Poulet passed house after house of well-kept and manicured front lawns and gardens. 

The houses were gigantic and well-appointed. Blooming wisteria vines intertwined in a seemingly endless display of flower-choked trellises. The scent on the slight evening breeze reminded the Frenchman of rural plantations and antebellum mansions near New Orleans. 

     He wondered why so many of the families here seemed to be so wealthy. Elvira Bishop's flourishing business aside, he assumed the river and woods had been profitable for these other prominent citizens. He hoped they would be as profitable for him. 

     A few dogs barked in the distance as he approached the Gallagher House. Knocking on the front door, he was met with a middle aged woman with a stern demeanor. She didn't appear to be the friendly sort. "Yes?" she said curtly.

      "Yes, ma'am. I am here to escort Miss Emily."

     "Come in, then."

     Gesturing to a chair near the stairs, she said, "Wait here."

     The woman started up the stairs as Poulet sat on the uncomfortable straight-back chair. He hoped he didn't have to wait long and he didn't. A few minutes later, Emily descended the stairs. 

     Poulet stood up and his heart stopped. 

     Emily looked radiant in her green velvet off-the-shoulder dress and long white evening gloves. Her handsome face and sparkling blue eyes were framed by her black hair that swept up at the sides, and ended up on top with an attractive bun. Her oyster shell hair combs caught the candlelight and glowed  A small and simple cameo hung from her neck on a gold chain. The Frenchman sighed. 

     Emily extended her hand as Poulet grasped it and lifted it to his lips. He lightly kissed it, smiled and looked back at her. 

     "Je suis enchantè, Miss Emily. You are a refreshing vision to this man's tired eyes."

     "Oh," Emily said, a bit flustered. "Merci, Monsieur Poulet."

     "Shall we?" Poulet said, as he lent his arm for her hand. They stepped into the cool night air and walked the five blocks to the Mt. Zion social.

                                                          CHAPTER 10
     The Mt. Zion Christian Church was the first and so far, the only church in Big Cloud. For the Christian community, it was the hub of their social world. It sat at the top of the hill on the west side of town commanding a view of the city and river below.  A simple structure of white trimmed red brick and mortar, it looked to be one of the more stable buildings in town. The grounds were immaculately clean and tidy. A small bell tower with steeple and cross capped the top of the roof.

     Pastor Charles Tutwiler made the hellfire and brimstone of his sermons a highlight of the week. He would bark, shout and spit out scripture and damnation with the conviction and impact of a Christian Cicero.  His gravelly and booming voice could spew forth sparks and occasional platitudes that kept his captive audience enthralled. By the time Reverend Tutwiler had finished his Sunday sermon, the congregation was filled with the Spirit that would last a week long.

     He struggled to keep as many lambs in his flock as he knew how. His livelihood depended on it. Reverend Tutwiler always knew the right thing to say and how to say it. With the gift of a silver tongue, he was able to seduce his congregation into contributing more and more to his favorite charity-himself. His wife, Elizabeth, had been known to go on shopping binges in Kansas City which left the pastor in a state of constant debt. It was lucky for him that the town rented he and his wife a nice little parsonage for one dollar a year.

     The strains of a waltz drifted out onto the lawn as Poulet and Emily approached the church. The grounds were festooned with Chinese lanterns and crepe streamers that fluttered in the breeze. Young children screamed, ran, skipped and played with each other; sometimes tussling on the ground, much to the chagrin of their mothers. The crowd was filled with stiff and staid businessmen and clerks with their wives. There was no sign of a trapper or river man anywhere. This was a much buttoned-up gathering. The respectable families of Big Cloud made an appearance here, as was expected of them. The trappers and river men usually had their own socials at Dorland's Saloon, albeit, much more rambunctious ones.

     The six-piece band struck up another waltz as Poulet and Emily approached the dance floor. It was the first time Poulet had danced in years and he hoped he hadn't forgotten his waltz steps. He began to sweat and feel flushed.

     His first dance lessons at boarding school in Switzerland had been filled with anxiety. It wasn't enough that he'd become the butt of schoolyard jokes. He was picked on mercilessly for his slight stature and affliction; an affliction that became more pronounced on the dance floor. 

     The Frenchman and the waitress bowed to each other as he took her hand and led her onto the floor. Despite his anxiety and sweating palms, Poulet took her hand and lifted her arm, placed his other hand behind her dainty back and pulled her closer. Despite being an inch shorter than her already diminutive size, Poulet felt ten feet tall. 

     The two danced and kept time together like a precision balance wheel in an expensive watch. Poulet was relieved he hadn't forgotten his steps. He whirled her around, up and down and  back and forth on the dance floor. 

     Emily was laughing as the orchestra came to a stop. "Oh, please, stop a minute. I'm dizzy!"

     "We'll sit the next one out, but I warn you, I can dance until dawn, or until the band falls asleep, whichever comes first. These legs may look short and stuby, but they can carry a waltz for an eternity, especially with a lady such as you."

     Emily fumbled with her evening bag and pulled out her oriental fan and began to fan her face furiously. Poulet noticed a slight blush on her cheek.

     The waltzing couple made their way to the punchbowl. An attractive spread had been laid out by the women of the church. There were cucumber and roast beef sandwiches, asparagus with mayonnaise, pickled vegetables and assorted pies and cakes surrounding the cut glass punchbowl. Poulet was unsure of the contents of the punchbowl. He picked up a cup and before he could fill it, a pleasant young woman dipped into the bowl with a silver ladle and filled it for him. 

     "Thank you, madamoiselle," Poulet said, as he handed the cup to Emily and then picked one up for himself. The woman smiled and then filled his.

     "The punch is a special cinnamon and apple juice my grandmother used to make for special occasions.  I hope you like it," said the young woman.

     They both took a sip.

     "It is nectar of the gods, ma'am," Poulet said, as he looked over at Emily.

     Emily took a sip and smiled. Clearing her throat and turning to her escort, she said, "Forgive my manners, Antoine. This is Jessica DuChamp. Jessica, this is Antoine Poulet."

     "I'm pleased to make your acquaintance, ma'am," Poulet said, as he made a slight bow in her direction.

     "Jessica's husband, Stuart, is quite the trapper in these parts," Emily continued.

     "He is that, Emily," Mrs. DuChamp confirmed. "He is quite gifted in that regard."

     "How is Mr. DuChamp these days?" Emily asked, as Poulet tipped his cup.

     "As far as I know, he's fine. Thank you for asking."

     "As far as you know?" Emily asked.

     "Well, he didn't come home last night, so I assume he's busy with setting more traps. I'm sure he'll return when he's finished."

     "I hope he makes it home soon, Madam DuChamp," Poulet said. "If I were he, I wouldn't want to stay too long away from a wife as agreeable and attractive as you."

     Jessica DuChamp was visibly flattered but also flustered. She continued, "I'm sure he will return, Monsieur Poulet. Thank you so much for your concern."

     Poulet and Miss Meriwether picked up plates and placed a few sandwiches on each.  The Frenchman was hungry now, remembering his already paid-for dinner at Robidoux's. It was too late now. Besides, Emily's company was infinately more engaging than Amos Robidoux's.

     They found a bench under a large spreading sycamore tree and sat down. The orchestra was taking a much needed break. 

     As he seemed somewhat reserved, Emily felt the need to break the ice with the intriguing stranger. "Beautiful evening, isn't it, Antione?"

     "That it is, ma'am."

     "So, have you found Big Cloud to be friendly?"

     "Yes, I have. I've met a few citizens and so far, they all seem to be pleasant. You, Miss Emily, of course are the most pleasant I've met."

     Emily spread her oriental fan and waved it with a flourish. Despite it being late September, she was feeling warm from the attention she was receiving from Poulet. She had never been with a man as unique and as mannered as he, qualities that more than made up for his short stature and plainness.  Her experience with men consisted of a few dusty buggy rides with a local banker's son and a boat ride on the Missouri with a crude but loveable fisherman by the name of Mattox. "You continue to flatter me, Monsieur Poulet."

     "There was never one quite so worthy of flattery as you, Miss Meriwether."

     They continued to sip their punch. The orchestra had started another waltz as they both saw a woman approach them. She was heavyset with a more than ample bosom and walked with authority. Her blue dress was of silk and satin.  It made swishing sounds as she came near. The woman wore small chandelier earrings that sparkled from the nearby torch light. The earrings appeared to Poulet to be emeralds framed with diamonds; discrete, but emeralds and diamonds nonetheless. The woman seemed out of breath. With a broad smile, she extended her hand to Emily and said, "So nice to see you again, Miss Meriwether."

     "And you as well, Mrs. Tutwiler," Emily replied, as she and Poulet both stood up.

     Turning to Poulet, Emily then made introductions. 

     "Mrs. Tutwiler is the pastor's wife, Antoine." 

     "I see. You have a very nice church, Mrs. Tutwiler."

     "Oh, thank you. We try to keep it up but it's sometimes a chore. Can't attract new members without a nice church now, can we? You are Christian, are you not, Monsieur Poulet?"

     Poulet was sure this question was going to come up eventually in his travels. The question Mrs. Tutwiler had just asked had the effect of bitter bile rising to the tongue. Poulet could almost taste it. Even though he didn't consider himself a Christian, he did consider himself spiritual. His only exposure to Christian theology was at Catholic boarding school in Switzerland when he was ten. He'd seen enough of priests and nuns and their sadistic ways. He promised himself at that young age, he would never set foot in a Catholic church again as long as he lived, and he had kept his promise.  

     Aware of his crucial need of acceptance in the community, but against his better judgment he said, "Mais, oui, madam. I certainly am."

     "That is just wonderful Mr. Poulet!" Mrs. Tutwiler enthused.  

     Her smile quickly faded as she then asked in a somewhat condescending manner, "I suppose Catholic, with you being of the French persuasion?"

     She spit out the word "Catholic" like a piece of chicken gristle-an inconvenience but an annoyance nonetheless.

     "Certainmont, ma'am."

     "Well, sir, the nearest Catholic Church is down the river in St. Joseph. I’m afraid you’ll have to take the last steamer on Saturday evening to make it for, uh...Mass on Sunday morning.”

     Her smile returned as she said, "I do hope you can find the time to attend one of our Sunday morning services. My husband, the Revered Tutwiler, writes many a hearfelt and impressive sermon. When you attend one of his services, your soul will be refreshed for weeks."

     "I will certainly find the time to do just that, ma'am. I look forward to one of your   husband's sermons."

     Mrs. Tutwiler turned and surveyed the crowd.  She looked intently at a few men gathered near the punchbowl. Her smile had turned to a frown. She seemed distracted. Her smile returned as Emily asked, "Mrs. Tutwiler, those are such beautiful earrings. May I be so bold as to ask where you acquired them?"

     "Oh, thank you. They're just  baubles really. The Reverend purchased them for me when he was in Kansas City in July. He wanted to get me something that matched my eyes. The stones don't really match my eyes that well, but they are a beautiful deep green, aren't they?"

     "Yes, yes they are," Emily said.

     What Mrs. Tutwiler failed to mention, was that she had threatened her husband with denial of her wifely duties if he didn't buy them for her. She'd seen them advertised in the Kansas City Times and knew she had to have them. After sacrificing so much for her husband's ministry, she felt she was worthy of such an extravagant gift. The Reverend was on the next downriver steamboat to Kansas City.

     "Anyway, you both must come here this Wednesday evening. A Christian missionary will be giving a talk on his work with the negro heathens of Haiti. It should be inspiring.  It's so nice to hear that the Lord's word is being carried to all points of the globe, don't you think Mr. Poulet?"

     Poulet was quickly loosing interest in their conversation. His mind started to drift. He caught himself and blurted, "Oh, most certainly Mrs. Tutwiler."

     "Of course, he will be staying at the parsonage with us for a few days if you care to hear more from him. We support all missionary work and the community has been so generous in their contributions and outpourings of concern and interest."

     "I'm sure it will be a most informative evening. Missionary work is so important these days," Emily said, hoping Mrs. Tutwiler would find another soul to bore with her superficial and insincere chat.

     "Well, it's been so nice speaking with you Emily and you too, Mr. Poulet. Again, welcome to our fine city, and please, enjoy the rest of your evening!"

     "Thank you and good evening, ma'am," Poulet said, now feeling much relieved.

     Elizabeth Tutwiler gathered her dress and walked toward the punchbowl.

     "I know what you're thinking, Antoine," Emily said, as they both sat back down. "That she is, uh, unique?"

     "She is that, Miss Emily," Poulet replied. "She is that."

     The orchestra started another waltz. Poulet looked at Emily. They smiled fondly at each other and without saying a word, stood up and made their way to the dance floor.  They waltzed until they were dizzy.

     "I told you not to come here during the day! What if someone sees you? You know how people gossip in this town."

     "I couldn't stay away. I need your attention. I need your chest pressing against mine. I need you deep inside me."

     Against his better judgment, but not being able to resist her charms, the man took her to his bedroom. There, she laid back on his bed as he unbuttoned her bodice and then quickly ripped it aside revealing her bare breasts. He bent down and took one nipple in his mouth and began to suckle. The woman started to squirm on the feather bed and moaned as he undid his belt and pulled down his trousers. Pulling her skirt off , he felt dampness there and pressed his manhood against her dripping entrance. She opened her mouth as he opened his and he then pressed it hard against her lips. Their tongues met and intertwined, wrestling with each other in a passionate prelude. He entered her. She began to moan loudly as he looked down at her and covered her mouth with his hand. He continued to ride her until he spilt his seed. He then fell back, sweating profusely and gulping for air. 

     "You have to leave now," the man said, still out of breath.

     "When are you going to have the money?"

     "I don't know," he replied.

     "It better be soon. I can't take any more of this town. I want London, not Big Cloud."

     "You shall have London my dear, all in good time."

     The woman got up from the bed, dressed herself and was gone.

     The man looked at the ceiling wondering how soon his ship would come in.

     It better be soon, he thought.

                                                       CHAPTER 11

     “Hurry up, Charles!” Elizabeth Tutwiler barked at her husband. “We have a congregation to look after.”

     Fussing with his tie, the reverend said, “Yes, yes, I know. You don’t need to remind me of that. I’m quite capable of telling the time.”

     “We can’t afford to lose even one of our flock. Have you looked at this week’s ledger?”

     “Yes, I have.”

     “There’s not enough in the till to pay the church debt for this month. Your sermon today had better be good. How do you expect us to pay the bills? We can’t just keep writing IOUs. Everyone in town will be talking when they catch wind of it.”

     Tying the ribbon of her simple black bonnet with a terse flourish and pinching her cheeks, Elizabeth Tutwiler put on her best smile as she headed for the parsonage door. Turning back to the reverend, she said, “You’re just not good with money, not good at all! 

     “If you would just rein-in your spending, Elizabeth, we might be better off.”

     Turning spiteful now, the reverend's wife said, “We’ll never be better off because you can’t or won’t find some way to supplement our meager income. I never wanted for anything as a young girl. Daddy gave me whatever I wanted as should you. I, for the life of me, can‘t understand-”

     “We’re wasting time, Elizabeth,” the reverend said firmly. “The congregation is waiting.“

     The ring on Mrs. Tutwiler’s wedding finger sparkled as it caught the morning light.  The reverend noticed and continued, “And take off that diamond ring and put on your wedding band!”

     “Oh, it’s just a tiny diamond. No one will notice it!”

     “Isn’t that why you’re wearing it? So people will notice? We can not afford to have people seeing their money being squandered. Put it back in your jewelry box-that is if there’s room. You have enough jewelry to sink a battleship.”

     Mrs. Tutwiler yanked the diamond from her finger and threw it at her husband. “My finger look better now?”

     “Infinitely so, my dear. Let’s go, shall we?”

     The Tutwilers stepped out their door and walked to the rear entrance of Mt. Zion‘s Christian Church..  

     The church was packed this Sunday morning, and as usual, Reverend Tutwiler had their undivided attention. His sermon was laced with references to the Bible and human’s weaknesses for sin, and especially the sin of lust. The topic of sinful lust always managed to pull them in. He made his points with a firm and loud thump of his fist on the lectern.  Finding it to be an effective wakeup call for those few nodding off from an overindulgent Saturday night, the preacher used it to great effect.

     At the end of his sermon, he mentioned the interment of Ben Jordan. It was to take place at eleven the next morning at the Olive Branch Cemetery. The reverend encouraged his congregation to attend.

     The offering basket was flush with cash as Mrs. Tutwiler discretely placed the contents in a metal box to the side of the altar. 

     As the final notes of “What a Mighty Fortress is Our God,” hung in the air, the congregation moved out of the pews and toward the entrance. Leaving that day’s offering box in the trusted hands of the church organist, the Reverend and his wife exited the rear and walked to the front entrance to greet the departing Sunday morning crowd.

     His hand now cramping from the endless handshakes of worshipers, the reverend grasped the firm hand of Antoine Poulet.  “I don’t believe I know you, sir,” the reverend said to the Frenchman.

     “This is one of our new arrivals, Charles,” Mrs. Tutwiler interejected. “This is Monsieur Poulet. He’s French and from New Orleans, is that not correct Mr. Poulet?”

     “Yes, yes it is, ma’am.”

     “We met last evening at the social, Charles. I don’t know where you were at the time.”

     “Nice meeting you sir. I hope to see your face in the congregation again. Oh, and welcome to Big Cloud.”

     “Merci, reverend. And I’m sure you’re acquainted with Emily Meriwether?”

     “Oh yes, Miss Meriwether. So nice to see you again.”

     “You also, reverend.”

     The Frenchman, with Miss Meriwether on his arm, stepped down the steps and onto the lawn. Smiling and snuggling up closer, Emily turned to him and said, “That was such an inspiring sermon, was it not, Antoine?”

     “Yes. The sin of lust is very inspiring.”

     “Oh, Antoine. For shame! You know what I meant. You have such an irreverent sense of humor, but one that I enjoy immensely.”

      “What I mean to say is, it seems sin is quite a universal topic,” Poulet continued. 

     “If it weren’t for sin, we’d be perfect then, wouldn’t we?”

     “I think you are perfect, Emily,“ Poulet said. “Sinner or no sinner. Let me take you to breakfast.”

     The Frenchman and the waitress made their way down the street to Moore’s Restaurant, the only one open on Sunday morning and closing at twelve noon sharp. It was now almost eleven o’clock. They found a table and sat down. The waiter brought them hot coffee. The smell of frying bacon and potatoes permeated the dining area.

     “So what brought you to Big Cloud, Emily?” Poulet asked, as he snapped his napkin open and laid it on his lap.

     “A combination of things. I was at school in Kansas City and felt the need for some excitement, I guess. I came up on the Far West steamboat. I brought one bag with me as I really had nothing else but a few stiches of clothes. My father is still in Kansas City, but I don’t get to Kansas City much. I like the slower pace of Big Cloud. I had enough of the big city.”

     “And your mother?”

     “She died when I was three. I don’t remember much about her. My father’s sister came to live with us and Aunt Dora took good care of me when I was growing up. Daddy was mostly too busy with his dry goods stores to pay much attention to me.”

     While Emily was removing her gloves, the waiter brought the menu and handed it to Poulet. The Frenchman ordered cheese omelets and pork sausage for both of them. 

     Sipping the fresh hot coffee and then setting her cup down, Emily said, “You seem an enigma to me, Monsiuer Poulet. You seem so distant and quiet, but somehow, I think that’s only the surface. The only thing I know about you is that you arrived here two days ago from New Orleans.”

     “Well, Miss Meriwether, there is more to the story. I came here to escape the wretched atmosphere of New Orleans. The city seemed to be caving in on me. I was suffocating and needed some fresh air. I closed my business on Rue Bourbon and sold most of my belongings.  I hopped on the next steamboat heading north. I did stop briefly in St. Louis and Kansas City, but found that they too, were wretched in their own ways. When I got to St. Joseph, I decided I would stop and stay at the next stop on the river.  The next stop was Big Cloud.”

     “What kind of business did you have in New Orleans?”

     “Same type as I’ll have here. Healing with herbs. There are a lot of people that are smart enough to realize that everyday herbs growing along the side of the road are powerful substances. Herbs can make you well or ill.  I intend to make all my patient’s well.”

     “I wonder what Doc Foster would say to all this.”

     “He has his clientel and I’ll have mine. I see no conflict whatsoever.”

     “What would make people come to you instead of Doc Foster?”

     “I don’t think Doc Foster brews special tea for the lovelorn and spiteful.”

     “Lovelorn? Spiteful?”

     "Yes, I use, shall we say, a form of magic that lends itself to people's wills. Nothing dark or vicious, though. Some people need reinforcement of their personalities and confidence in order for them to get what they want. I provide some motivation to that end."

     Taken aback for a second, Emily then relaxed a bit and said, "So, are you some sort of wizard or witch doctor?"

     Poulet reared his head back and laughed uproariously. A few people in the dining room turned and stared. Excusing his outburst, he then continued, "I wouldn't call myself either of those. Let's just say I have an unconventional  innate understanding and insight into what makes people tick.  I seem to be able to see into their hearts and find their dreams and desires. I help them along on their paths with my herbs, oh, and some prayers, of course."

     Emily's eyes grew wider. "Can you see into the future?"

     "No, I cannot. I wouldn't want to have that gift. No one should know what tomorrow holds, it would spoil all the fun."

     "You said you were a doctor of sorts. Do you treat physical maladies?"

     "I treat whatever ails the patient, whether it be illness of the soul, or illness of the physical body. I am a healer."

     The waiter returned with their order and gently settled the plates on the table. The hot steam from the omelets and sausage rose and rose up to Poulet’s glasses, fogging them. He removed and then wiped them with his napkin. 

     As Poulet and Emily picked up their forks, Emily said, “You know, I never noticed how deep blue your eyes were until now. Your spectacles seem to have them hidden.”

     Poulet felt his cheeks blush as he smiled. “I had nothing to do with it, ma’am. My father and mother had everything to do with it.”

     “Yes, I know, but they are quite fetching.”

     “And what do you think they will fetch?”

     “Besides my attention? Probably no more than a few of dollars on the open eye market.”

     “And what if my eyes are closed? Will they fetch less or more?”

     They both laughed at each other and started their breakfasts. 

     Monsieur Poulet, whether he was aware of it or not, had just fallen in love.
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     Emily opened her eyes and looked around. She found herself on the floor again. Another blow across the face from her father had drained her energy. She didn't know how much longer she could take the physical abuse. No matter how hard she tried to please him, it was never enough. It didn't help that Aunt Dora looked the other way when her father came home drunk and decided to take out his frustrations on her. She resigned herself to the fact that she never would be the son he had always wanted. 

     Picking herself up, she went to the mirror and found a deepening black and blue mark on her left eye that was beginning to swell shut. Unable to now attend classes at the Kansas City School of Business, she went to her room and kneeled next to her bed and prayed her father would come home at least one night sober and give her the attention she craved from him. It was to be a futile and unanswered prayer.

                                                         CHAPTER 12
     “Lucien, I want to know where my husband is,” Jessica DuChamp demanded of Sheriff Dodd, "and I want you to find out now!”

     It was Sunday afternoon and Mrs. DuChamp was in a tizzy over her missing husband. He’d left Friday morning and still hadn't returned. Her strident urgency rattled the sheriff and deputy out of their still-measurable Saturday night stupors.

     “Well, Mrs. DuChamp, don’t you think maybe he just had a lot of traps to set?” Sheriff Dodd asked.

     “Not that many, sheriff. It’s just not like him to be away so long. I want you to form a search party and find him. He’s up in those hills somewhere!”

     Sheriff Dodd glanced at Deputy Bundrick. Bundrick was again trying to roll a cigarette, still without success. He didn’t seem to be paying much attention to the matter at hand.

     “We’ll get on it right away, ma’am. We’ll round up a few boys and take a look-see. Where’s he do most of his trapping?”

     “Up in the hills around the mouth of the Nemaha. This side. The south side.”

     “We’ll see what we can find, ma’am.”

     “With the exorbitant taxes we have to pay on pelts, I expect and demand the very least you do, is to spend a few honest hours searching for him.”

     “That we will, ma’am. I promise you.” 

     Mrs. DuChamp stormed out of the sheriff's office, slamming the door behind her.

     The deputy looked at the sheriff and said, "Maybe Stuart went down to St. Joe to one of them fancy sportin' houses.  Maybe he's been too drunk to come home yet. I hear some of them girls could keep a man occupied for quite a spell, if he had enough money, that is."

     "That's not likely, Dale. I think Stuart walks the straight and narrow when it comes to his marriage. He'd have too much to lose. No, that can't be it."

     Resigning himself to the fact his Sunday afternoon recovery from his Saturday night would be cut short, Dodd looked back at Bundrick. “Alright. Go round up a few men at Dorland’s, if they all ain’t drunk already.”

     “That might be a tall order, sheriff, this bein’ Sunday afternoon and all.”

     “Just go.”

     Deputy Bundrick knew when Sheriff Dodd was serious and when he was not. This time he was serious. The sheriff did not like another missing person in his town. People were nervous enough already with Ben Jordan's recent demise. The town's mood bordered on paranoia. He didn't need another trapper to go missing. The town might construe it as a dereliction of duty. He was planning on asking the town fathers for a raise. Another missing man on his watch would be bad timing. 

     It didn't help that Jessica DuChamp's father, Abraham Emerson, owned the sawmill and was president of the Springer and Emerson Bank, the only bank in town. With that much economic and political pull, Abe Emerson was a force to be reckoned with.  Even though Sheriff Dodd knew the banker didn't care much for his daughter's choice in husbands, he knew it was just a matter of time before he heard Jessica's father's two cents worth.

     Deputy Bundrick returned from Dorland's Saloon with four men on horseback, ready to comb the hills for any sign of the missing man. The voulunteers were all in various states of sobriety. Dodd decided he'd take anyone he could get, drunk or sober. 

     The search party lit out for the hills north of town and just south of the Nemaha. That remote area of woodland was thick and untamed. Searching on horseback was going to be a challenge since there were no roads, trails or even foot paths in the area. A man couldn't have made a living trapping if there had been.  The sheriff knew it would be slow going.

     The volunteers followed the few miles north on a dirt road that hugged the edge of the river. When they got to the mouth of the Nemaha where it flowed into the Missouri, the sheriff split up the men into pairs. They mounted the hills, horses kicking up mud in the steep climb. 

     Searching the woods for hours turned up nothing until about four-thirty. Sheriff Dodd reared his horse around abruptly when he heard a man holler, "Sheriff! Better get over here. You might wanna see this."

     Dodd guided his horse to the area where he'd heard the voice. It was getting harder to see anything in the diminishing daylight. One of the voulunteers, Joe Duncan, was standing near a pile of brush. As the sheriff dismounted, Duncan pointed at the pile of dead tree branches, leaves and bushes. 

     "What's this sheriff?"

     Shrugging his shoulders and dismounting, Dodd looked at the freshly turned soil under the brush. He and Duncan kicked the branches aside. A mound of dark earth was piled a bit higher than the surrounding earth. They both started kicking the soil around with their muddy boots. "You got a shovel, Duncan?"

     "Got a small entrenching tool, Lucien, if that'll help."

     "Anything would help. Go get it."

     Duncan went to his tethered horse and reached into his saddlebags.  He pulled out the small shovel and handed it to the sheriff.  Dodd began digging. Duncan got on his hands and knees and started to push soil aside with his hands. The other men had gathered around and watched the dirt fly in all directions. 

     Dodd's shovel hit something and he stopped. He bent down and brushed the soil aside. He was looking at a belt buckle. The belt buckle was a beaded one, one made by the local Ioway tribe. The beadwork was a background in white with the initials "SD" in black. He and Duncan started to brush as much dirt to the side as they could. They found buckskin clad legs below the buckle. Dodd, with trembling hands, dusted more dirt aside as he moved up the corpse.  As they revealed more of the body, silence feel over the search party. The man's chest cavity had been opened and the heart removed. Above the almost severed neck, a mangled head covered with maggots was attached only by a few threads of rotting tendon. The face was unrecognizable. 

     Deputy Bundrick turned away and threw up his lunch.

                                                            CHAPTER 13

     Monsieur Poulet arrived back at his new home after escorting Emily back to her room at Gallagher's. They'd had an interesting morning, what with church and their long chat over breakfast. Poulet felt as if he had known her for years. He hoped she felt the same way about him. He still had straightening up and cleaning to do.  The house was in decent shape but it would never be clean enough for the fastidious Frenchman. He spent most of the afternoon washing down the walls with vinegar and dusting and arranging  furniture. The precious crystal vials and jars lined up on the oak desk still seemed to hold court over the proceedings. They needed a new home. They would fit perfectly next to Poulet's altar. He'd set aside a spare room for it.

     He'd built the small but elaborate altar out of driftwood from the river. He'd tied it together with strings of birch bark while he prayed to Baron La Croix, a powerful spirit or "Loa" of the dead. 

     Poulet was considered a "bokor" or sorcerer of his craft. In exchange for money, he would do spiritual work for his clients, something other practitioners wouldn't think of attempting. He'd learned black magic and will and mind-control at the feet of the Great Mam'zelle Marie Laveau in New Orleans. Poulet had been her only apprentice for two years. Laveau considered Poulet to be exceptionally gifted in the Voodoo arts. After two years, she told him she could teach him no more. 

     Poulet eventually opened a small shop at Rue Bourbon and Iberville in New Orleans that he filled with artifacts, Voodoo objects, talismans and exotic and hard-to-find herbs. His business was brisk. He had a glut of clients coming to him regularly. Most were searching for love or power, a few others were searching for revenge. Poulet preferred the former. He wasn't comfortable with consulting a spurned lover, although they did pay more and were more frequent visitors. Poulet wasn't interested in the money. His wealthy and elderly father in Paris had set up a trust fund for him. He had no money worries, whatsoever. He would, however, have worries of another sort.

     The old woman shuffled to the well outside her log home. Lifting the bucket from the deep bowels of the earth, she spilled some of the precious water and marveled at the pristine quality. The water was cool and refreshing as it touched her lips and fell on her tongue. Dropping the bucket back down the well, she pulled it back up and then carried it into her house. The fresh water was needed for her prayers and chants. 

     Her prayers were prayers of desperation. The white man had taken her ancestral lands and depleted the food supply. The woods used to be abundant with animals; animals used for food, shelter and clothing. Now they were filled with white men taking more from the earth mother spirit than she could supply. The spirits of the wood, she knew, were angry and unsettled. The Ioway Tribe will cease to exist without my help, she thought to herself.  

     She went to her cupboard and again, took jars of herbs and placed them on the hearth. The old woman was now apprehensive about her prayers and how they were being answered by the Great Spirit. She knew she was a powerful medicine woman and capable of opening the jaws of hell and conjuring spirits, she just didn't know how to control them. 

                                                        CHAPTER 14
     Looking down at the bloodied corpse, Sheriff Dodd said, “I think maybe we've found the whereabouts of Stuart DuChamp, men. Any of you have a blanket or some canvas?” 

     "I got a small canvas puptent." one of the men said.

     "Go get it."

     The quandary facing the sheriff now was how to get the body back to town discretely and what he was going to tell DuChamp's wife. He certainly didn't want to add any more fodder to the already concerned population's growing hysteria. As long as no one else saw the body and the shape it was found in, he may be able to pass off DuChamp's demise as an accident. The sheriff knew this was not an accident. It was a willful murder on someone's part, and a gristly one at that. The striking similarities between DuChamp and Ben Jordan's corpses only presented more questions than answers.  There was a killer on the loose in his fair city and it was up to him to find out who that might be. He was not looking forward to the distasteful and drawn-out procedure of trying to find a guilty party. "Let's get him out of the ground and get him covered up. One of you boys have a wagon you can bring out here?" the sheriff asked.

     "I got a wagon, sheriff," Joe Duncan replied.

     "Help us get the body out and then ride back into town and get it. Bring it back out here and we'll put him in the back. Try to do it without stirrin' up any suspicion-and make it quick."

     The men helped Sheriff Dodd pull the body out of the grave and wrap it in the blanket and canvas. The stench was overwhelming. Deputy Bundrick tied a bandana around his nose and mouth but it didn't do much good to filter the malodorous air. He didn't have anything else in his stomach to lose now, but he gagged constantly as he helped the men wrap the corpse up. They secured the body with some rope and strapped it onto the saddle of the sheriff's horse. The sheriff would lead his mount and the search party back down the hill.  

     It was nearing sunset. The late afternoon sun was quickly disappearing behind the hill. Even in the middle of the day, the thick canopy of trees on the bluff blocked out most of the sunlight. 

     A cold wind blew up suddenly rustling the dead leaves around their feet. The men were almost ready to descend the hill.  The sheriff felt a chill in his limbs, the kind he got when  he heard a  lone wolf's distant howling in the dead of night. The brief blast of the chilly wind was followed just as quickly by an eerie stillness. There was an absence now of any sound. No crickets chirpped. No birds sang. The trees were motionless. The air became heavy and oppressive. Not a leaf stirred on any branch. The men all turned to each other. None said a word. The looks on their faces were ones of acute awareness of the unusual state of the surroundings.

     "Uh, let's get going, men," a nervous Sheriff Dodd said. "It'll be dark in a matter of minutes."

     Joe Duncan mounted his horse and spurring the red roan, left for town in a cloud of dust.

     With the sheriff leading his corpse-draped horse down the hill, the other four men followed.  At the bottom of the hill they found a thicket to help conceal them from the road. They waited for Duncan's wagon in the dark and lengthening shadows near the road. The sun was sinking faster than they had hoped. As the sun set and the men sat on their horses looking to the east across the river, the full moon began to rise. 

     The harvest moon was a huge ball of pale yellow that seemed almost close enough to touch. The moonbeams danced on the now glistening river current, making the muddy water sparkle under its light. 

     Where the hell is Duncan? the sheriff thought to himself. The idea of being in the dark, despite the full moon, was not a pleasant one. The brief blast of chill wind and then the dead silence up on the hill a few minutes before was disconcerting. The sheriff noticed a nervous discomfort in the men. None of the party were speaking. They all seemed to be listening anxiously for a buckboard coming down the road. The horses were unsettled and becoming skittish. Dodd decided it was just a natural human reaction.  There was, after all, a corpse draped over his horse.

     Deputy Bundrick cocked his ear in the direction of town. "I hear a wagon, sheriff," he whispered, as the men turned and squinted in the brightening moonlight.

     There was Joe Duncan's wagon, crawling down the road in their direction. It rattled as it hit holes and rocks on the  primitive road. The deputy walked out from the bushes into the road and flagged him down. 

     They laid the body gingerly into the back of the wagon. While making sure the body was covered up, the sheriff turned to Duncan and said, "Anyone see you comin' out here?"

     "Don't think so, Lucien. Most people are at home. It is Sunday night."

     "Let's hope they stay inside the rest of the night."

     "Where we gonna take him, sheriff?" one of the men asked.

    "Only one place we can take him-to Doc Foster's. Since the mortuary's right next door, that makes the most sense to me."

     "Think we oughta split up? Probably won't look good if we all ride into town together," Deputy Bundrick asked.

     "Good idea. You guys go ahead of us. Me and Joe here'll follow a few minutes behind you. Try to be as quiet as you can and don't make a fuss. We gotta keep this thing under our hats for tonight, anyway. Meet us behind doc's office."

     The Deputy and three men rode off down the road and back to town. The sheriff tied his horse to the back of the wagon and pulled his large frame up and onto the seat with Duncan. "Just take this slow, Joe, okay?"

     "Whatever you say, sheriff."  

     Snapping the leather reins, Duncan blew a short whistle and gave his horse a quick "git!"

     The moon had risen higher in the heavens. The light cast an eerie glow over the two men as the wagon clattered down the deserted road. Shadows of the river birch trees lay across the road like spidery fingers stretching out to the surrounding hills. The river, only a few feet to the side of the road, made it's silent but forceful and eternal flow to the Mississippi.

                                                       Rue Bourbon at Iberville

                                                    French Quarter

                                                     New Orleans

                                                     August, 1856

     "You can't leave me like this, Antoine!" the woman cried.

     "Ah, but I am, Leonora. You suffocate me. Your demands are beyond what I can deliver."

     "But, I thought we were to be married. I'll change if that's your wish. I will! Please don't go. Please, please reconsider."

     "After hearing of your dalliance with Henri I've made up my mind. I'm going west and there is nothing you can do to stop me."

     "Henri means nothing to me.  He was just a brief flirt. If you leave, I'll kill myself."

     "Go right ahead my dear. It would do us both a world of good." Poulet said, as he continued to pack his case without looking at her.

     The woman's demeanor changed from desperate pleading to outrage. She raised her hand and slapped Poulet hard across the face, knocking his glasses to the floor.  

     Changing her tactic, she then said, "Mademoiselle Laveau will keep you here. I'll go see her and have her cast a spell."

     "She won't help you, Leonora. She's my mentor and dear friend."

     "Then I'll find someone who will."

     "The force of Heaven itself could not keep me chained to the hems of your skirt. Leave me now so I can pack."

     Becoming indignant, the woman picked up an iron poker from the fireplace. She began to methodically swing it at Poulet's glass containers of herbs and potions. Glass after glass jar shattered and fell to the floor. 

     "Stop it, Leonora!" Poulet shouted at her.  He grabbed her arm and pulled the poker from her hand and tossed it aside.

     "That is quite enough of this outrageous behavior! You need to leave."

     "The forces of Heaven may not hold you here, but the forces of Hell just might!"

     "I doubt it. You have no control or sway over me, and neither does anyone else."

     "We'll see then, won't we? I would watch my every step if I were you."

     "Is that a threat?"

     "You can be sure of that Monsieur Poulet. If I can't have you, then no one else shall. I will see to that!"

     "Get out! Leave me in peace."

     "I will leave, but you will never know peace."

     The woman abruptly turned and walked to the door. As she opened the door of his shop, she turned and said, "I will be watching you."

     "You won't be able to see me as I shall be long gone by tomorrow."

     "You may leave me, but you will never find anyone that loves you as much as I."

     "I wouldn't want anyone to love me as much as you, if this is what you call love."

     The woman slammed the front door that shook the glass in its frame. Poulet started to scrape his precious and rare herbs from the floor. He finished packing, slept fitfully and the next morning, boarded the Star of the West  paddle-wheeler to points north and west.

                                                          CHAPTER 15
     The wagon that carried the freshly-exhumed body, lumbered along the road leading into town. The sheriff turned to Joe Duncan and said, "Pull the wagon behind Doc Foster's in the alley. It's dark enough back there. No one will see what we're doing."

     As they came into town, Duncan steered the horse into the alley behind the doctor's office. There was a light on inside. Deputy Bundrick and the other men were quietly standing by their hitched horses. 

     Sheriff Dodd jumped from the wagon and approached the doctor's back door. He rapped lightly on the door and it slowly creaked open. Looking slightly irritated, the doctor peeped through the crack in the door and asked the sheriff, "What is it, Lucien? I'm kinda busy right now."

     "Sorry to bother you, doc, but think you ought to take a look here."

     "What now? Do you realize it's Sunday evening and you all should be at home? What are you going to pester me with this time?"

     "Please, Frank. Just come over here a moment."

     Doc Foster stepped out of his office into the bright moonlit alley. He followed the sheriff to the back of the wagon. Dodd removed the blanket and tarp and said,  "We think it's Stuart DuChamp, doc."

     The doctor gasped. "Where...what...?"  Looking surprised and agitated, he continued, "Sweet Jesus, not another one!"

     "We ain't sure, but. it looks like we got a killer out there in the hills somewhere."

     "Killer? It must be that killer bear, sheriff. This man has clearly been attacked. Where did you find him?"

     "We found him up on a hill above the Nemaha in a shallow grave. Don't seem likely to me that a bear would bury their victims and cover them with brush and branches."

     "I, uh, guess not. Bring him next door and we'll put him on ice. Not much we can do now."

     Four of the search party lifted the corpse from the wagon and carried it to the back of the mortuary. Doc Foster unlocked the door and the men shuffled the body in and placed it in a large tin tub. The doctor went to a storage area and returned with a fifty-pound block of ice and heaved it unceremoniously on the torso and then covered it with a cotton canvas.

     He looked a the men standing around the body and said, "That's all we can do now. Why don't you fellows go home?"

     All the men turned and made for the door. The doctor grabbed Dodd's arm, leaned into him and whispered, "Why do you think it's Stuart DuChamp, Lucien?" 

     "Well, we ain't sure, doc, but the beaded belt buckle around the man's waist has the initials "SD" on it. Everyone knows how proud he was of that buckle. Too big and gaudy for me, but I guess it suited him. It is no doubt Stuart DuChamp's buckle and all I can think is that, it's probably him." 

     "I see," Doc Foster replied. "I'll investigate in the morning and see what we got here."

     "Let me know as soon as possible, Frank. I have a woman that's looking for a missing husband, and I'm the one in her gun sight."

     "Good night, sheriff. I'll get back to you first thing in the morning."

     The sheriff and his search party walked out of the mortuary and into the alley. 

     In a low voice, the sheriff reminded the men to keep their mouths shut about the situation, at least until he could sort things out a bit, and it was going to have to be soon.

     He wasn't yet sure what he was going to tell the now assumed newly-widowed Mrs. DuChamp. His mind was racing with thoughts of a variety of reasons for the poor man's demise. In the end, he decided to just tell her the truth; that they had found a body with her husband's belt buckle, but they weren't sure of the identity yet. 

     The sheriff and deputy walked down the alley to the jail and let themselves in the backdoor. Deputy Bundrick struck a match and lit a lamp and carried it into the dark front office. Setting it down on the desk, both he and the sheriff jumped. "Well, sheriff, where is my husband?" 

     An irritated and distraught Jessica DuChamp had been waiting in the dark room for the two to return from their search.

     "Oh, Mrs. DuChamp, you startled us," the sheriff nervously said.

     "I've been waiting here since late this afternoon. What have you found?"

     "Well, ma'am, uh, nothing concrete just yet."

     "What do you mean "concrete?"

     "Ma'am, we didn't find your husband but we did, unfortunately, find a body."

     "What body? Who's body?"

     "We're not sure yet, but, we found it in a shallow grave up in the hills above the Nemaha. The, uh, body and face was unrecognizable, but he was wearing a belt buckle that had the initials "SD" on it."

     A visibly shaken Jessica DuChamp stood up from her chair and looked at the sheriff. "Was it a...beaded...belt buckle?"

     "Um, yes, ma'am it was."

     She put her arm to her forhead and promptly passed out, knocking over her chair as she hit the floor.

     "Oh, Jesus. Get them smellin' salts in my desk, Dale!"

     "Yes, sir."

     The deputy went to the desk and found the small jar of the salts and handed them to Sheriff Dodd. He unscrewed the lid and placed the jar under Mrs. DuChamp's nose. She immediately came-to with a start and looked up at the sheriff and asked, "Where is my husband? Are you sure it's him you've found?"

     "We're not one-hundred percent sure, ma'am. The body is at the morgue. We have to wait on Doc Foster's decision."

     "When will that be?

     "Tomorrow morning, ma'am. We'll let you know just as soon as we find out. I'm sorry."

     "Can I see him?"

     "I don't think that would be advisable, ma'am. The, uh, body, as I said,  is not recognizable."

     Mrs. DuChamp starred up at the ceiling. The only feeling she had now was one of total numbness and shock. Gathering her wits, she asked, "Would you see me home, sheriff?"

     "Of course, ma'am."

     The sheriff and deputy helped Jessica DuChamp up from the floor.

     "I don't know what I'll do if it's my Stuart," she said, dusting herself off.

     "We'll just have to wait and see. I certainly hope it's not."

     The sheriff left Deputy Bundrick in charge of the jailhouse and escorted Mrs. DuChamp the three blocks up the hill to her home. He helped her in and she went to the couch and laid down. He asked if there was anything he could do.

     "No, I'll just have a cup of tea and go to bed. Thank you, sheriff."

     "My pleasure ma'am. I'll, uh, let you know tomorrow just as soon as we know anything. Is there something else I can do for you?"

     "No, thank you."

     "Good night, ma'am."

     "Good night, sheriff."

     Lucien Dodd stepped out of the DuChamp hilltop mansion and back into the moonlight. Pausing for a second to catch his breath, he surveyed the surrounding hills and the river running its course below. The moon continued to bathe everything in light, making it all seem as if he was in a bad dream, only he was quite awake. Not a man for sentimentality or showing any kind of emotion, he had always managed to keep a stoic face. Being the sheriff, it was required of him. This time it was different. Thinking of the unfortunate Stuart and Jessica DuChamp, he pulled out his handkerchief and began to weep.

                                              941 Rue Bourbon 

                                        Jean Lafitte's Blacksmith Bar
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     The burley and crude looking man with the lazy eye regarded Leonora Beaumont. The look was one of suspicion. Another man with threadbare trousers stood behind him and leered at her.  She sat down in the back of Jean Lafitte's Bar in a barely illuminated corner. 

     The lazy eye regarded her as the man curtly asked, "Did you bring the money, ma'am'selle?"

     Peeling the velvet cape hood back from her face, she bent forward, shook her head and then fluffed her long red hair.  She answered, "Of course I did, imbecile. I have it in twenty dollar gold eagles as you requested. "

     "Good. Let's see it."

     Both men pressed closer.

     Leonora reached into her large carpetbag and pulled out a canvas sack cinched at the top with drawstrings. She placed the two thousand dollars in gold coins on the ale-soaked table. She was almost relieved to be free of the burdensome weight. Her burden would be even lighter when the weight of Antoine Poulet had been removed from her shoulders.

     The men discretely opened and peered in the bag under the dim candle light.  There appeared to be one-hundred solid gold coins held within. 

     Leonora looked at the lazy-eyed man and said, "You have my money now, monsieur. I want...."

     "Tut-tut, ma'am. I only have half the money-as we agreed?"

     "Yes, yes, but I want proof upon final payment-as we agreed?"

     "Of course, ma'am. What kind of proof?"

     "I want his ring brought to me. The only one he owns. It was given to him by Marie Laveau. It's cast in eighteen carat gold with engraving on the inside. It's of a panther's head with ruby eyes and-"

     "Is this man, uh,  friends of Mam'zelle Marie Laveau?"

     "Yes, I suppose so.  So, what has that to do with the business at hand?"

     The lazy-eyed man's casual but business-like demeanor changed to one of concern. He turned to his  partner. The partner frowned back at him and shook his head.  The man turned back to Miss Beaumont.

     "Well, ma'am. I believe I'm really too busy now to pursue this agreement any further.  I have a few friends that may be able..."

     "Do you want this gold or not? I'll take it back to the bank if you don't!"

     "Well, ma'am, it's not the fee so much as the...."

     Cutting him off she said, "The what? The trinket he got from Marie Laveau? Is that what's bothering you? I'm sure I'll be able to find some man with the guts to take care of my request, and you sir, are obviously not he."

     Miss Beaumont snatched the canvas bag from the table and stood up to leave.

     "Uh, un moment s'il vous plait ma'am. Please sit back down. I think I have someone by the name of Trudeau that will take care of your problem.  He's my associate and a very dependable one. I'll have him follow and find your Monsieur Poulet. He is an astute businessman, I assure you."

     Sitting back down, Leonora Beaumont leaned forward and in a low whisper said, "As proof, I want more than just the ring. I want the finger it is attached to."

     The two men turned to each other. The lazy-eyed man then said, "That should not present a problem ma'am."

     "Good."

     Leonora opened her carpetbag again and pulled out two small framed daguerreotypes of Poulet and handed them to the man. After giving him a detailed description of the Frenchman, she stood to leave.

     "He left town on the Star of the West  two weeks ago heading north. According to his housekeeper, she's packing his reference books and they're to be shipped to him on the 

J. M. Converse  tomorrow.  I suggest your associate book passage on the boat and follow the books to a small town called Big Cloud, Kansas on the Missouri River. It shouldn't be hard for any competent man to find him somewhere in the area."

     "I'll have him on the boat tomorrow, ma'am."

     Standing up from the table, she pulled the hood back over her head and picked up her bag.

     "I expect you to contact me as soon as you find him. Do nothing until you check with me, is that understood?"

     "Completely, ma'am'selle."

     Leonora Beaumont gathered her cape and walked out of Jean Lafitte's Bar and into the bustling streets of New Orleans.

                                                        CHAPTER 16
     Emily Meriwether adjusted her black straw hat.  She'd put on the only black dress she owned, hoping it would be acceptable for the mourning crowd at Ben Jordan's interment. She didn't know Ben well, but he did always leave her a generous tip when he dined at McCauley's. 

     She looked at herself in the mirror and finding the visage agreeable, left Mrs. Gallagher's and walked down Chestnut Street and to Antoine Poulet's. 

     She marveled at how well she and Poulet got along and even more, how much she was intrigued with the short Frenchman. There wasn't another man she had ever met who had the intelligence, sense of humor and adventure as he. 

     Most men she knew in Big Cloud were only interested in one thing, and they all seemed so uneducated and crude. Antoine was different. His sparkling blue eyes lit up when he saw her and she noticed that. His manners were impeccable and his conversation stimulating. He was a gem among the unsophisticated male citizens of the small river town. She hoped his business would thrive and he would stay indefinately. After a few years of waiting tables, she was ready for some excitement and she hoped the new arrival would supply it.

     Arriving at Poulet’s home, she knocked lightly and he answered immediately. He lifted her hand, lightly kissed it and said, “So nice to see you again, Emily. I just wish the occasion was a more pleasant one.”

     “Yes, it’s not much fun attending a burial, even though I didn’t know Ben Jordan that well.”

     “Please. Have a seat.”

     Emily sat down on an overstuffed velvet chair and surveyed the room.

     “So, you did know him then?” Poulet asked.

     “He frequented McCauley’s. He was always pleasant and very generous. I did have a fondness for him. I guess he reminded me of my grandfather. Grandfathers always dote on the grandchildren you know, especially girls.”

     “Did he have a wife?”

     “Not that I know of. He seemed to be a bit of a loner. I do think he has a brother in Omaha, though.”

     “Well, we have an hour or so before we need to leave for the cemetery. Can I offer you some coffee?”

     “That would be wonderful, Antoine. I see the place is shaping up quite nicely.”

     “It is. It’s a lot of work. Elvira Bishop was good at keeping the place up, but left much to be desired in cleanliness. Excuse me while I put the coffee pot on.”

     Poulet made his way to the kitchen. He pumped fresh water into the blue porcelain coffee pot and set it on the small wood-fired stove. Opening the fire box door, he used a poker to stir the embers left over from breakfast. He threw in a small oak log and then closed it tightly. Filling the grinder with fresh coffee beans, he began to turn the crank. The loud grinding gave way to silence as the beans turned to dust. He dumped the freshly-ground beans in the pot and closed the lid. He walked back into the parlor where Emily was studying his collection of crystal jars and vials filled with mysterious contents.

     "What's in these jars, Antoine? Are they all herbs?"

     "Herbs and potions, powders and elixirs to soothe the soul and mend the body."

     "It's almost like a candy store. You have every color of the rainbow contained in these."

     "They are all quite powerful, but also quite rare. I've spoken to Jeb McKenna-"

     "The drug store owner?"

     "Yes. He has a supply of a few things I need, but some of them, well,  I'll have to comb the hills for a supply. Some herbs are not known to the common man as they are known to me."

     "I see."

     "Excuse me while I get our coffee. Cream or sugar?"

     "No. Just black please."

     Poulet went into the kitchen and after pouring them both cups of the steaming liquid, carried the cups into the parlor. He set them on an end table. They both sat in silence for a moment as they sipped the fresh brew.

     "Antoine," Emily asked, between sips, "how are you going to advertise your business?"

     "I have an advertisement ready for Mr. Gaudin at the newspaper to run for me. Since I really only know a few people here, I'll need to get my name out in the public."

     "That's a good start. I'm sure Mr. McCauley at the cafe will gladly post a handbill for you. I'll make sure it's displayed in a prominent place. That should help you some."

     "I would greatly appreciate that, Emily."

     "Could I see the advertisement?"

     "Oh, of course."

     Poulet went to the oak desk, opened a drawer and pulled out the hand-written advertisement. "Please forgive my handwriting.  It's up to Monsieur Gaudin to set the type and make it professional looking. Here it is."

     Emily took the piece of paper and read Poulet's ad:

MEDICINE, ELIXIRS AND POTIONS FOR AILMENTS OF THE BODY AND SOUL

                       MONSIEUR ANTOINE POULET OF NEW ORLEANS 

                   PROPRIETOR AND PRACTITIONER OF THE HEALING ARTS 

                                                 415 MAIN STREET

                                              BIG CLOUD, KANSAS

              CONSULTATIONS MONDAY THRU FRIDAY 8 A.M. TO 5 P.M.

     "What do you think?"

     "I think it will do nicely, Antoine."

     "I need to get this to the newspaper this morning. Care to join me? We can stop on the way to the cemetery."

     "Yes, it is getting time to leave. I think we'll have plenty of time to stop by the newspaper office."

     "Good. Shall we?"

     Poulet went to his closet and took out his suit jacket. He slipped it on and then grabbed his hat on the coat rack near the door. He and Emily left and walked down the hill to the Big Cloud Daily Journal office. After speaking with Mr. Gaudin and placing the ad, Poulet and Miss Emily walked to the Olive Branch Cemetery.

                                                       JACKSON SQUARE

                                                     PERE ANTOINE ALLEY

                                                          NEW ORLEANS

                                                               August 1856

     The lazy-eyed man found Jackson Square especially busy. The mild and humid  air off the nearby Mississippi engulfed the riverside park in an early morning haze. The air was heavy with sweltering dampness; not unusual for August in New Orleans. Steamboats, barges and fishing boats of all sorts blew their horns and whistles, adding to the early morning cacophony of commerce on the vital river.  The scent of fresh coffee floated on the breeze and caught the lazy-eyed man's attention.

     He bought a beignet and coffee au lait at the Cafe Du Monde stand and found a vacant bench under a magnolia tree. Setting down his breakfast, he pulled out his pocketwatch and checked the time. He should be here any minute now, he thought to himself. He'd done this many times in the past. Jackson Square was a congenial place for confidential meetings. Discretion was always called for, but in a bustling public place such as this, discretion was easy to come by.

     After a bite of the beignet, he watched a tall and lanky well-dressed handsome man with a gold-topped walking cane approach him.  The man sat down next to him and said, "Lovely morning, is it not, sir?"

     Looking straight ahead and not at his new morning visitor, the lazy-eyed man said, "Let's dispense with the pleasnatries Trudeau, and get down to business."

     After a coughing fit, Trudeau said, "I'm all for that, sir."

     The man reached into his vest and handed Trudeau a small leather bag. Looking inside, Trudeau found it contained the fifty gold eagles he had requested as a down payment for his services.   

     Handing Trudeau a piece of paper, the lazy-eyed man said, "Go to this address tomorrow morning at Rue Bourbon and Iberville.  Make sure Poulet's books are being taken to the J. M. Converse for departure tomorrow-and whatever you do, be discrete. When you see them being loaded on the boat, book passage."

     Trudeau nodded and stuffed the piece of paper into his front shirt pocket.

     "Remember, Trudeau, wire me when you find him and await my orders."

     "Certainly, sir."

     After handing Trudeau the small framed pictures of Poulet with his description, the lazy-eyed man finished his coffee.

     "Uh, by the way, sir," Trudeau asked,  "how will I know for certain that it's him?" 

     "Just follow the books."

                                                       CHAPTER 17

     Monday morning came too quickly for the sheriff. Doc Foster had just entered the jailhouse and had given Dodd the news. "What do you mean, you don't know?" Dodd asked, as he lit his pipe and puffed vigorously. 

     "Just that, sheriff," Doc Foster said. "I have no idea what caused this man's demise."

     "That's not good enough for my records. Can you even guess at something? And don't tell me it was a mother bear."

     "Well, I'll have to guess murder, but I have no idea how it was done. There are no telltale signs like bullet or knife wounds. The head was detached almost completely from the neck. It could have been a very sharp blade that did that.  I couldn't detect any rope wounds, so I don't think it was strangulation. And his face, well, hard to say what did that."

     "What about his chest?"

     "I don't know, Lucien.  From the looks of it, well,  it looked as if someone just scooped it out in one swift motion.  I don't know of any man capable of doing that without using a knife. I still think it could be an animal."

     "Just like Ben Jordan, then?"

     "Seems so, sheriff."

     "Are you certain of the identity of the body?"

     "Ninety-nine percent certain that it's Stuart DuChamp. He came into my office once complaining of back and stomach pain. I took a look at his back and then his belly.  I noticed there were a couple of long scars near his navel.  The ones on the body you brought in last night seemed to match up with what I recall seeing. I believe he mentioned that they'd been caused by a tussle with a bobcat."

     "So, you're certain then that it is the body of Stuart DuChamp?"

     "As certain as a man can be under the circumstances."

     "Thanks, Frank. I'll notify his wife of the findings. I'm sure you're well aware of her concern. I'll call on her this morning and break it to her as gently as possible."

     "Please convey my condolences, Lucien."

     "I will."

     "Oh, and doc, could you bring me the belt buckle to take to her?"

     "Certainly. I'll be right back."

     As the doctor left for the morgue, the sheriff got a queasy feeling in his stomach.  He pulled out a gray ledger from his desk and began to write. He entered the official cause of death of Stuart DuChamp as "death by the hand of man."  The sheriff was about to become a very busy constable. Now that a second trapper was found dead, he had at least one investigation now upon him. The whole idea didn't sit well with him, but it had to be done.  It was his job. He had never had to do much of any kind of investigation, other than to find out who had been stealing Emma Polk's chickens the year before. Serial murders, if that's what these were, were beyond his scope.

     Doc Foster returned with the blood-stained beaded belt buckle and handed it to Dodd. The sheriff stood up and took a deep breath. He left the jail and walked up the hill to visit Jessica DuChamp. He didn't know what he was going to say or how he was going to say it. He just knew it was his duty, and somehow, he would be able to do it.

     The man adjusted his cravat. His suit was clean and his shoes polished. He wasn't fond of funerals or other unpleasant social situations. He felt he needed to make an appearance at the interment this Monday morning. It was expected of him. Being a prominent member of the community, he was expected to attend social gatherings whether it be christenings or funerals. He stared, transfixed with his own image, in the mirror and heard an echo of the voice of his youth:

Yes, I am, mom. I'm a good boy today. Good boys go to Heaven. Bad boys go to hell. I'm going to Heaven! Shame on those who go to hell. Sister Theresa says the devil will poke them with his pitchfork and toss them in the fiery pit where they will burn in horrible pain with all the other bad boys. I'll polish my shoes and go to the funeral and say a lot of prayers. Prayers save souls. Yes, I'll pray and pray and pray, I promise.   

     He nervously adjusted his tie again and wondered how many more funerals he must suffer through to achieve his goals. He decided that it didn't matter whether it was one or two or two hundred.  Whatever it took to accomplish his ends was acceptable. He donned his black derby and left for the Olive Branch Cemetery.

                                                             CHAPTER 18
     It was too nice a day for a burial. The sun shone and the sky was filled with wisps of white clouds floating to and fro against the clear blue sky. The cool breeze blew the fallen leaves helter-skelter, wreaking havoc with the tidy and well-kept lawns of the well-to-do in Big Cloud. 

     The Olive Branch Cemetery was quickly filling with mourners. The freshly upturned black earth of Ben Jordan's grave site contrasted sharply with the deep green of the lush grass that was so well kept up by the men of the Mt. Zion Church. The cemetery was at the west end of town, nestled in a low valley surrounded by tree-topped hills.  It was a pleasant resting place for the deceased.

     As the mourners arrived through the gate and approached the grave, the officiating minister, the Reverend Tutwiler, shook their hands and whispered pleasantries and brief small talk.  It was almost eleven a.m. when Emily Meriwether arrived on the arm of Antoine Poulet. 

     Poulet didn't think much of funerals or burials.  Funerals were for the living, not the dead. If the deceased had led a good life, he might enjoy a peaceful slumber. If not, well, then he wasn't so sure. It seemed from what he'd heard about Ben Jordan, the man would sleep blissfully in eternity. 

     Ben Jordan's brother, Emile, had just arrived on the stage from Omaha. It was a wonder he made it at all considering he had had only a day to make the trip.  He sat at the foot of the grave on a black linen-draped chair, the only member of the immediate family at the seat of honor.  His stoic countenance reflected the reverence of the occasion.

     At precisely eleven o'clock, the Reverend Tutwiler cleared his throat and opened his Bible. Speaking to the assembled he began:

     "A reading of the gospel, 1 Corinthians 15:42-57."


     "So will it be with the resurrection of the dead. The body that is sown is perishable; it is raised imperishable; It is sown in dishonor, it is raised in glory; It is sown in weakness, it is raised in power; It is sown a natural body, it is raised a spiritual body.

     If there is a natural body, there is also a spiritual body. So it is written: "The first man Adam became a living being; the last Adam, a life-giving spirit. The spiritual did not come first, but the natural, and after that, the spiritual. The first man was of the dust of the earth, the second man from heaven. As was the earthly man, so are those who are of the earth; and as is the man from heaven, so also are those who are of heaven. And just as we have borne the likeness of the earthly man, so shall we bear the likeness of the man from heaven.

     I declare to you brothers, that flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God, nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable. Listen, I tell you a mystery: We will not all sleep, but we will all be changed - in a flash, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed. For the perishable must clothe itself with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality. When the perishable has been clothed with the imperishable, and the mortal with the immortality, then the saying that is written will come true: 

     Death has been swallowed up in victory.

     Where, O death, is your victory?

     Where, O death, is your sting?

     The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. But thanks be to God! He gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ."

     The reverend's words were a comfort to some, but it was obvious they were not so comforting to Ben's brother. He seemed distracted and preoccupied. Poulet noticed him staring intently at the top of the western hill above the cemetery.  Poulet turned his head in that direction and glanced up.  He could see a small figure standing next to a maple tree. He couldn't make out who it was. As soon as he saw the figure, it disappeared behind the tree and was then  gone. 

     The reverend continued with a short praise of Ben Jordan and his highly-regarded stature in the community.

     Having recited the Twenty-Third Psalm and joined by the mourners for the Lords' Prayer, Reverend Tutwiler silently closed his Bible and made a slight gesture to the deceased's brother. Emile stood up, bent over and picked up a fistful of dirt. He tossed it on the plain pine box already settled in the grave. 

     "Please join us for refreshments at Mt. Zion Christian Church immediately following the services," Reverend Tutwiler added.

     Emile Jordan expressed no emotion as the mourners filed by, shook his hand and whispered condolences. After a few pleasantries, Poulet and Miss Meriwether walked up the hill to the church. 

     The church grounds held a scant gathering of mourners. This day being Monday, most of the others decided to decline the invitation and return to work and chores.

     Mrs. Tutwiler stood near the coffee urn and poured for the attendees. She wore a diamond brooch on her chest. It stood out against the black of her dress and glittered in the noonday sunlight. Her husband approached her, took her arm and then they politely excused themselves.

     Dragging her by the arm and leading her to the back of the church, he whispered to her:

     "How many times do I have to tell you to not wear your jewelry during church functions? It reeks of your arrogance and your love of comforts of the flesh."

     "Then stop buying it for me. It's your fault. You buy it for me and then expect me not to display it?" 

     "I'm asking you to be more discrete about it. If you go to St. Joseph or Kansas City, then wear it by all means, just not here in town and at a funeral no less!"

     Mrs. Tutwiler frowned at her husband and turned and said, "Let go of me! I have mourners to attend to."

     She stalked off and back to her station at the coffee urn. Greeting Poulet and Miss Meriwether, she said, "He was such a nice man, wasn't he, Miss Meriwether?"

     "Yes, Mrs. Tutwiler, he was that. He took his lunch most days at the cafe. He was always very generous with his tips."

     "Isn't that just like one of God's favored? I'm sure he's in Heaven now and floating on a cloud without a care, don't you agree, Monsieur Poulet?"

     "Oh, yes, yes, ma'am. On a cloud, most definately."

     "You two are becoming quite the item in town these days," Mrs. Tutwiler continued.

     "Is that so, ma'am?" Poulet said. "We do have a fondness for each other. We find each other's company to be shall we say, pleasurable, isn't that correct, Emily?"

     "Oh, yes, certainmont. We've only known each other a few days, but we seem to have known each other for a lifetime."

     "Isn't that always the way of love, monsieur?"

     Poulet and Emily looked at each other and laughed.

     "Please excuse us ma'am," Poulet said, "But I don't think we're to the point of marriage just yet."

     Mrs. Tutwiler became flustered and blushed.

     "Well, I didn't mean to infer that...."

     "No apology is required, ma'am."

     "You are a gentleman among the uncouth and ill-mannered of Big Cloud, sir."

     "Thank you ma'am, but I suppose I can be ill-mannered at times myself."

     "Oh, I'm sure that's not true!" Mrs. Tutwiler exclaimed.

     "I can vouch for his manners, Mrs. Tutwiler. He is the epitome of a European gentleman," Emily said.

     "She sings my praises prematurely, I'm afraid."

     "Don't be so modest, Mr. Poulet," Mrs. Tutwiler said. "I can see the way she looks at you. You two are destined to be together."

     After more small talk, Poulet and Emily joined the mourners. They then overheard the predominant chat of the gathering.

     "I heard his heart was missing," a lady whispered.. "He wasn't recognizable."

     "I hear his head was a mangled mess," another one added.

     Emily was getting visibly upset, and said, "Antoine, let's say our required greetings and excuse ourselves.  I don't think I want to hear anymore of this kind of talk."

     "Nor do I, Emily."

     As they were about to leave, a man approached them.

     "Monsieur Poulet, I am Joe Duncan," the man said, as he tipped his hat to Miss Meriwether and extended his hand.

     "Pleased to meet you ,sir," Poulet said, as he shook the gentleman's hand. "Did you know the deceased well?"

     "Yes, very well. We trapped together occasionally and tipped a few at Dorland's Saloon."

     "It is such a shame he is no longer with us," Poulet said, "even though I didn't ever meet the man. I did see him when the sheriff brought him into town. A disheartening sight if ever I saw one."

     "If you think that was bad, you should have seen Stuart DuChamp."

     Lowering his voice, Joe Duncan leaned closer and said:

     "I shouldn't be telling you this, but we found him in a shallow grave yesterday afternoon. He was in the same shape as Ben when we found him."

     "Oh, merciful Heavens!" Emily gasped. "What happened to him? Was he also attacked by a bear?"

     "A bear? I don't think so ma'am," Joe Duncan said, as he finished his cup of coffee. "It was murder, plain and simple."

     "You mean to tell me these men were murdered?" Poulet asked.

     "How else could you explain it? There's no animal roaming these hills capable of such carnage on a human, despite what Doc Foster says."

     "Poor Jessica," Emily said. "She did mention at the social Saturday night that he hadn't returned home from setting his traps the night before."

     "Not many people knew he'd gone missing. The sheriff and a few of us found him yesterday after Mrs. DuChamp complained to the sheriff about his failure to return home in a timely manner."

     "I had no idea," Poulet said. "So this is a case of murder, then?"

     "I believe so, Monsieur Poulet."

     "I told you there was to be no evidence of a body. What is the problem with your methods?" the man evenly asked the old woman.  

     He stood up from the chair near the hearth and looked away from her. Grasping both seams of his long unbuttoned black leather overcoat, he pulled it wide open and stretched his arms up and out like a crucified Christ. Much as a bat ready for the night's flight, he continued to face the flickering fire. His long dancing shadow brushed against the old woman's face. 

     Without looking back at her he said, "After someone found Ben Jordan and then I finding DuChamp, I wonder if your conjuring is doing me any good at all. I had to bury DuChamp, you know, and then someone came along and dug him back up. After Jordan, I didn't trust you completely taking care of DuChamp-and I was right. The whole town will know about him in a matter of hours and this must not happen again. Your sorcery is not working to our advantage."

     "Sometimes the magic works and sometimes it doesn't," was all the old woman could say.

     The man snapped back around to her.  His malicious eyes burned into hers. 

     "That's not good enough! Be sure that it works this time. Mr. Duncan is next-there is to be no trace left of him.  I'm tired of cleaning up after you. I want no excuses!"

     Without waiting for a reply from her, the man walked to the door and turned. Looking back at her with a smirk, he said, "Just remember your granddaughter, old woman."

     He stepped out, slammed the rough wooden door and followed the trail back to town.

                                                               CHAPTER 19
     Sheriff Dodd reached the top of the hill and the DuChamp home. He hesitated a moment and took a deep breath. His years of being a peace officer had not prepared him much for conveying bad news, especially this kind. The sooner I do this, the sooner it'll be over, he thought to himself. He stepped up the front step and removed his hat. Before he could rap on the door, Jessica DuChamp opened it.

     "It was Stuart, wasn't it sheriff?" she asked, with no hint of emotion.

     "Uh, yes, ma'am. I'm so sorry."

     "Please come in, sheriff."

     Dodd walked into the DuChamp's anteroom and brushed his boots off on the woven hemp  mat. Black and white marble tile spread out all around him. His boots made a clacking sound they echoed off the plastered walls and the high ceiling. As he followed Jessica DuChamp, they walked into the parlor and onto an antique Persian carpet. The parlor was filled with expensive Louis XIV furnishings and antiques. The sheriff thought that Jessica's father, Abraham Emerson, had a lot to do with funding the decorating.

     A maid appeared from behind the swinging kitchen door, and asked, "Tea, ma'am?"

     Looking at the sheriff, Mrs. DuChamp asked, "Sheriff?"

     "Yes, yes. That would be fine. Thank you"

     "Two for tea, Mathilda. Please have a seat, Lucien."

     "Thank you."

     The maid scurried back into the kitchen.

     As the sheriff sat down, he said, "I brought you something ma'am," as he reached back, took the beaded belt buckle from his pocket and handed it to the widow.

     With shaking hands, she took the belt buckle and clutched it to her bosom. She bowed her head a moment and began to sob.

     "I, uh, haven't told anyone yet the identity of the body, ma'am. Oh, the men who helped me last night have an idea and they probably know, but I've sworn them to secrecy. No use getting the town all stirred up what with Ben Jordan and all."

     Looking back up and dabbing her eyes with a lace hankie, she said, "I agree, Lucien. What did Doc Foster say about my husband's demise?"

     "He thinks it was a man who took Stuart's life."

     "But why? Who would want to kill my husband?"

     "We don't know. We did find him in a shallow grave. Either someone found him and decided to do the Christian thing, or the man who did it decided to hide him under some brush. It could have been the same man who murdered Ben, although Doc Foster says a bear killed Ben.  I've pretty much ruled out an animal attack on your Stuart, even though that's what it looked like. The official cause of death according to Doc Foster was murder. After finding Stuart in the same condition as Ben, I'm wondering if Doc's got it all wrong, seein's how....""

     Dodd caught himself rambling matter-of-factly on about something that Mrs. DuChamp needn't know.  In a deeply contrite tone, Sheriff Dodd continued, "I'm sorry ma'am. Sometimes I talk too much when nothing should be said."

     "It's alright, Lucien. It's good to know a man who is so dedicated to his work. You are an asset to our town."

     The kitchen door opened and the maid returned with their tea. She set the silver service on the hand-carved mahogany table and poured them both a cup.

     Lifting her cup and stirring her spoon absentmindedly, Mrs. DuChamp stared out the front window to the city below. There was no visible emotion in her demeanor as she said,  "I suppose I need to speak to Doc Foster about final arrangements. I find it a distasteful task, but one that is required of me, I'm afraid. I've never buried a husband before."

     "Ma'am, I'll have the doctor up here to talk to you today. I'll go see him after he returns from Ben's burial."

     "That is today, is it not?  At eleven?"

     "Yes, ma'am."

     Looking at the grandfather clock in the parlor, the sheriff turned back to her.

     "It should be over by now. I'll see him as soon as I can and request him to visit you today. I'm sure it won't be a problem."

     "You've been very kind, sheriff."

     "Uh, one thing I wanted to ask you, ma'am."

     "Yes?"

     "Did you know of any enemies Stuart may have had?"

     "None that I'm aware of. You know what a likeable person he was."

     "Yes, he was that. Is there anything I can do for you; notify any of his family or friends?"

     "Thank you but I'll take care of that. He had no living relatives and, as you know, we had no children."

     "Yes, ma'am."

     The sheriff finished his tea and set his cup down. "Well, ma'am, if you'll excuse me, I'll be on my way. Please let me know if there's anything else I can do for you."

     "I certainly will, sheriff."


     "I do have one request though, ma'am."

     "Yes?"

     "I would appreciate it if you could keep this under your hat for at least a day. We don't need the town in hysterics."

     "I understand. It sounds as if we have a killer in our midst. Why would someone...? I hope you find out who did this to my husband and bring him to justice."

     "We will work diligently to that very end, ma'am."

     Dodd stood up and turned to leave.

     "Thank you again, sheriff," Jessica DuChamp said.

     "Yes, ma'am."

     Mrs. DuChamp saw him to the door.

     That wasn't so bad, Sheriff Dodd thought, as he donned his hat and walked back down the steep hill to his office.

     When he arrived at the jailhouse, he found an office full of irate and anxious Big Cloud citizens.

                                                      CHAPTER 20
     "What are you gonna do about this, sheriff? Our wives ain't safe and neither are we," a man from the crowd in Sheriff Dodd's office demanded.

     The normally quiet Big Cloud Jail was filled with concerned citizens. It was standing room only in the tiny office with a line of people spilling out into the street. Many were wearing black, just having arrived from Ben Jordan's burial. Their mood bordered on hysteria. It was bad enough that Ben Jordan had been buried that morning. Now, for some reason, the whole town knew about Stuart DuChamp.

     "Please relax, folks," Sheriff Dodd said.  "I'm doing all I can to investigate what's happened here.  It does take some time, though. Please be patient."

     "What kind of sick man could do such a thing? And twice, no less!" a woman asked.

     The sheriff grabbed Deputy Bundrick's arm, pulled him aside and whispered, "How the hell did these people find out about DuChamp?"

     "You know what a small town this is, sheriff. One of the search party men must have opened his mouth too soon."

     "It better not have been you, Bundrick."

     The deputy shook his head and Sheriff Dodd turned back to the crowd.  His frown lines deepened as he looked at the sea of distraught faces that had changed his peaceful Monday into a nightmare.

     "Folks, we don't know who is perpetrating these murders, if they are murders. We still haven't completely ruled out an animal attack."

     "Well, which is it, then?" a woman shouted from the back of the crowd. "Man or beast?"

     "The official cause of death for Ben Jordan was a bear attack.  The official cause of death for Stuart DuChamp was murder."

     "How come the bodies looked the same?" another of the crowd asked.  "I hear DuChamp's body looked just like Jordan's when he was found."

     The crowd filled the air with affirmative murmurs.

     "There was a similarity, but again, we don't yet know who or what was behind these men's deaths."

     "Who's gonna protect us when we're out baitin' our traps, sheriff?" a man asked.

     "As it stands now, you're all on your own. You know very well the deputy and I can't be everywhere at all times. Always carry a weapon with you but don't get too trigger-happy. We don't need an accident with one of you gettin' shot over nothin'. You all gotta just calm down. We ain't gonna get anywhere with you people bein' hysterical." 

     "How else we s'pposed to be, sheriff?  We just s'pposed to go on like nothin's happened?"

     "Just be more vigilant is all I can say for now.  If any of you know of any enemies of these two men, or hears anything suspicious about their deaths, let us know.  We're gonna work hard on figuring out what happened so we can avoid another incident of a missing man. That's all I know for now so please, folks, go about your business. My office is always open if you have anything to contribute to the investigation."

     With much grumbling, the temporarily placated crowd left the Big Cloud Jail. 

     The sheriff fell back in his leather chair with a thud and breathed a sigh of relief. He removed his hat, tossed it on his desk and then wiped his sweating brow with his handkerchief. He knew now what kind of pressure he would be under. Who the hell let the cat out of the bag? he asked himself. He turned to Deputy Bundrick who had just managed to roll a cigarette succesfully. The deputy struck a match and lit it.

     "How the hell did people find out about Stuart DuChamp, Bundrick?"

     Blowing smoke rings to the ceiling, the deputy said, "I don't know for sure who opened their mouth, but I bet it was Elizabeth Tutwiler.  You know what a big gossip she is."

     "Well, how did she find out then?"

     "Your guess is as good as mine, sheriff.  May have been one of the other men, though. Three of 'em went back to Dorland's after we dropped the body off last night. You know how they start yakin' and braggin' when they get some whiskey in their bellies."

     Nervously twirling the ends of his mustache, the sheriff said, "Guess it doesn't matter now. We gotta start to find out what's goin' on. You and me will  both be lookin' for new jobs if we don't come up with something-and very soon."

                                                KANSAS CITY, MISSOURI

                                                              1854

     After walking down the stairs of their stately home, Emily Meriwether set her bags down at her sides.  Her father was in his favorite chair and lost in the newspaper.

      She looked at her father and said, "I'm leaving."

     Dropping his newspaper to his lap, Richard Meriwether looked over his reading glasses at his only daughter. "What do you mean, you're leaving?"

     "Just that. I want to be on my own.  I want some freedom, but most of all I want respect and dignity."

     "What's wrong with being here at home? You're too young to be out on your own, a young and beautiful young woman as yourself. Some man will take advantage of you. You're being foolish, child.  Now go back upstairs and cease this ridiculous talk."

     "I'm used to being taken advantage of, aren't I papa? I'm also used to being taken for granted.  I'm leaving Kansas City on a steamer this afternoon at Westport. I don't know when I shall return-if ever."

     Emily's father dropped his newspaper, stood up, raised his hand and slapped her hard across the face. The rage in his eyes was the worst Emily had ever seen. "You will be leaving here over my dead body, young lady!"

     Wiping a tear from her eye, she said, "I can't wait that long, father."

     Emily Meriwether picked up her two bags and walking past her father, opened the front door.  

     "If you leave," her father said, "I'm cutting you off for good. You will no longer be welcomed here."

     Without turning around, she said, "I have never felt welcomed here, papa."

     She stepped out into the sunlight and at that second, she knew she'd made the right decision. She closed the door behind her and walked into her future.

                                                           CHAPTER 21

     Joe Duncan gently draped his traps on his pack mule. The thick leather ties creaked as he cinched them on tightly. The Newhouse traps were not cheap and he couldn't afford to lose even one. It had been an unusually unproductive summer. A lot of his traps were never tripped. He was used to being one of the top paid trappers in the area. Duncan had an acute sense of where the animals would be and when they would be there. He wondered if Ben Jordan and Stuart DuChamp had taken every living creature from the woods. 

     Joe's wife, Dorothy, opened the back door of their small but comfortable log home on the outskirts of town. Perched on top of a steep bluff, it commanded a panoramic view of the Missouri River below. 

     Vigorously drying a plate with her dishtowel, she looked nervously at Joe and said, "You be careful out there, Joseph. We don't need another widow around here."

     "I will, honey."

     "Will you be back tomorrow or the day after?"

     "All depends on how far back in the hills I have to go. Hope to be back tomorrow, though."

     Duncan continued to tie down his trapping gear as his wife approached him and planted a kiss on his cheek.

     "Please come back to me, Joe. I don't know what I'd do if..."

     "My dear," he said, smiling at her. "Nothing to worry about. I have my Colt revolver, Kentucky musket and my bowie knife. Don't think anyone will wanna tangle with me. I know these woods pretty damn well."

     Mrs. Duncan gave him a tight hug and walked back into the house as he mounted his horse.  

     He gave the horse a gentle nudge to the flank and started down the steep dirt trail from their home and onto the dusty river road. He was confident about the prospects of filled traps. Even though he was friends with both Jordan and DuChamp, the fact that there would be more game from his own traps was not lost on him.

     The damp early morning air along the river gave Duncan a chill. He pulled his beaver coat collar up tightly around his neck and watched his breath turn into clouds of transient mist. A thick fog drifted off the river current and spilled silently out onto the road. The sun had yet to rise enough in the east to burn through the haze. 

     Joe Duncan knew this ancient road well. The fog was just a minor inconvenience. His horse and mule walked along at a leisurely pace as he rounded a bend in the road and found a well-worn trail up into the surrounding hills. He would follow this trail for a few miles and then turn south to Blacksnake Creek and far from any living soul.

     The fallen wind-tossed leaves along the trail fluttered in a blur of red and orange. The sun eventually burned off the fog as he continued up the trail. The morning air was still crisp with the now fast-approaching fall. He passed stands of birch with their shimmering yellow leaves. It was early in the year to be trapping beaver, but with their dwindling numbers, the sooner he started, he thought, the better. 

     The summer before, he'd built a tiny pine log line cabin deep in the woods. With a small fireplace and room for one, it was cozy and warm enough for a night or two. It would serve as a central point for his trapping operation. He'd stashed a few provisions there for his infrequent overnight stays. Covered with a buffalo hide, an elevated bed frame of willow and birch sat on the hard-packed dirt floor. The bare earth could be cold to sleep on. The cabin was back far enough in a large copse of cottonwood trees that it was almost invisible, and that's the way he wanted it.

     After following Blacksnake Creek for a few miles, he found two beaver lodges on the banks; one not far from the other. He didn't see any activity, but he knew after years of trapping that this was just a given. After camouflaging his four traps with leaves and sticks, he rubbed castoleum on a few tree branches hanging over the traps.  The scent of the castoleum would lure the beaver to the trees and with any luck, they would step in the traps.

     He led his horse and mule away from the bank and far back among a stand of  trees. Making sure he was downwind from the lodges, he waited. He lay on his stomach with his brass spyglass and surveyed the bubbling creek.  Within a few minutes, he heard splashing. Beaver appeared and frolicked in the cold creek water. Unable to ignore the strong scent, they swam to the bank. Duncan watched as each beaver from the first lodge and then the two from the second lodge, stood on hindquarters and sniffed at the scented stick. Their step to the side sealed their fate and tripped his traps, almost all at the same time.  

     Leading his horse and mule to the creek, he collected the carcasses. He skinned them on the bank.  After throwing some rock salt on the blood-covered pelts, he tied them to the mule. He tethered both animals to a tree next to the tiny cabin.

     The wind had died down and dusk was setting in. He carried a few scraps of wood into the cabin. When he stepped back outside, the silence of the woods overwhelmed him. The unusual dead quiet reminded of him of Sunday afternoon when they'd found the body of Stuart DuChamp. The silence burned his ears. A cold breeze blew up and then died away abruptly. An uneasiness settled in his belly. He felt a twinge of his nerves as he went back in the cabin and closed the rough walnut plank door behind him. Securing it with an iron bolt on the latch, he laid down on the birch bed.

     His muscles ached from gutting the beaver. He congratulated himself on the fine day he'd been having. Four beaver pelts in one day was unheard of. Visions of gold pieces darted in and out of his daydreams. 

     He tossed some twigs and wood shavings in the small fireplace and  pulling out his flint and steel from his saddlebag, sparked the fire into life. The fire grew brighter and warmer as he threw more twigs on. He rubbed his hands together over the growing warmth. Yes, he thought, these woods are good to me.

     Throwing a few small logs on the fire, he lay back on the soft buffalo hide.  He pulled up the five-point Hudson Bay blanket to his nose and stared at the fire. The lively flames, more intense now, cast flashing light and shadows against the bare logs of his tiny cabin. The smoke drifted lazily up to the small opening in the roof. Pulling a pottery flask from his pack, he popped it open. The cork made a hollow "thunk."  Need to keep warm, he thought to himself, as he tipped the flask and took a long draught of the whiskey. He stuffed the cork back in the flask and set it by the bed. The hard work of the day was affecting him now. He felt the heaviness of sleep bear down on his eyelids and they closed; even without his permission.. His dreams, he knew, would be full of good things after such a successful day. He drifted off into a deep sleep.

     He awoke with a start. He'd heard his horse snort and whinny and the pack mule bray. His pleasant dreams now interrupted, he cracked his eyes open.  He wasn't sure if he was still dreaming or fully awake. Rubbing his eyes, he looked up from his bed.  Tiny dried leaves drifted down from the roof and landed on his face. Must be a fierce wind blowing up, he thought. The fire was almost out. One lone flame flickered on the dying embers. He didn't know how long he'd been asleep or if he still was, for that matter. 

     There was a loud THUMP against the side of the cabin that shook more tiny leaf fragments loose. What the hell? he thought, as he reached for his Colt revolver. The earth seemed to be vibrating with a low but distinct hum. The water cup near his bed skittered on the hard-packed earth and tipped over, spilling the contents. He heard another THUMP. This time he felt it deep in his guts.  The odd and intense vibration was enough to rattle his teeth and blur his vision. It shook the whole cabin as more leaves fell.  It felt as if he'd been sitting on a mortar canon. He put his hands over his ears but the low hum persisted. It seemed to vibrate every part of his being. Then, a sudden stop and complete silence.

     Taking his hands from his ears, he thought, Must be that damn  killer bear. It must be a big one. He checked his revolver and cocked it. 

     The silence was broken by a high-pitched kind of scream or whining howl, like a coyote caught in a trap. The forlorn and lonesome sound of pain and agony drilled into his brain.  It almost sounded human, but he'd never heard man or woman utter such a soul-shuddering sound. It engulfed the cabin and echoed off the walls, sounding much like someone's futile screams for help after falling into a deep well. Joe Duncan put his hands over his ears again. It was just as loud with his ears covered. 

     He felt another THUMP against the walls. This time it was louder and heavier. More leaves shook from the roof. He tightened his grip on the Colt and watched the barrel twitch back and forth as his hand shook uncontrollably.  I must be having a nightmare, he thought. Yes, that's it. A nightmare. 

     No matter how hard he tried, he wasn't able to wake himself. He threw a few sticks on the fire for light. The flame flared but there was nothing to see. He starred at the door with the Colt's bead as close to dead center as his shaking hand would allow. 

     Silence again. No sound of wind. It was unnerving to him. 

     He waited for another scream or howl, but didn't hear one. He continued to stare at the bolted door. He knew it wouldn't hold a bear if he really wanted in. The best Joe Duncan could do was pray he’d hit the beast dead-on. 

    The twigs in the fire popped and crackled and then sputtered out as a cold draft blew down from the opening in the roof. The draft carried with it a strong putrid smell of rotting flesh. Total blackness enveloped the cabin.   

     The sound of wheezing and labored breathing began quietly.  It was as if the walls had become lungs and pulsating living tissue. With each passing second, the volume gained in intensity. Even though he couldn't see much, he felt the walls of the cabin contract and expand with each perceived breath. The breathing quickly became a roar as Duncan dropped the Colt and covered his ears again. The all-consuming bellow only became louder and ear-shattering. His whole body began to shake and shudder.  He felt leaves fall in profusion from the roof and cover his head. The clamorous roar became deafening. He bent over and became nauseous. Just before he thought he would pass out, he reared his head back and screamed at the top of his lungs. 

     The breathing abruptly stopped. Then, again, an uneasy silence.

     As he picked up the revolver, his hands still shook and his stomach churned. His ears could only hear a high-pitched buzzing now, like a hive of irate bees. He was convinced he was about to die, and somehow, he knew a black bear would not be the cause. This was something else. This was something otherworldly. His dream world had collided with his waking world and his confusion dictated his erratic thoughts and actions. 

     He'd heard spirit lore from the Ioway Indians, but, he thought,  That's just bunk. It ain't real.  The ghost stories he'd heard as a child from his grandfather had always scared him, but he knew they weren't true. Nevertheless, when he lay down to sleep, he had the habit of making sure his whole body was covered and tucked in tightly with a blanket, especially his feet. He had a phobia about leaving exposed body parts uncovered. Exposed body parts invited the unknown and unseen of the night. He was convinced uncovered parts would make an attractive snack for a hungry ghost.

     He couldn't help but feel that some supernatural force was bearing down on him. He wasn't sure whether it was a heavenly force or one from hell, but decided it probably wasn't a friendly one. Joe Duncan was not a superstitious or spiritual man, but it was becoming more apparent to him that he may just have to re-evaluate his beliefs. 

     The silence was a welcomed respite, but carried with it the apprehension of another intrusion on his reality.

     Almost imperceptible at first, a light ticky-tack kind of scratching came from the door. It became more frequent and desperate, as if someone or something was dragging dead tree branches slowly across it. Someone wanted in. Duncan gripped his Colt even tighter.  The cold steel felt reassuring. The scratching sound continued for a few minutes and then died off. Duncan sat in the dark of his cabin and waited for the worst.

                                                 CHAPTER 22
     “I don’t know what to tell you, Monsieur Poulet, but I need something to, uh, ward off, well...bad things.”

     Jeb McKenna, the drug store owner, was the third person that day to knock on Poulet’s door and request a consultation. The ad in the Big Cloud Daily Journal had run only once.  He’d already been visited by two of Big Cloud’s citizens already.  Poulet thought they had come mostly for the sake of curiosity, but he’d given them elixirs for their arthritis pain and sent them on their way. It was nothing out of the ordinary. He was, after all, new in town. He expected the curious.

     Poulet then asked, “Bad things?”

     “Uh, well, the evil spirits. Spirits that live in the woods.”

     “Ah, so it’s spirits, then?”

     “Yes.”

     Antoine Poulet was not shocked by his new client’s beliefs.  He’d seen a lot in his time as a Voodoo practitioner, and this was not an unusual request. He had potions for keeping evil at bay, but he wasn’t sure of their effectiveness for this new client. The evil he was used to contained all manner of the Great Beast’s minions and demons, not something as seemingly benign as “wood” spirits.

     “Since I’m still unfamiliar with my surroundings yet, Jeb, what kind of spirits are we talking about?” Poulet asked.

     “As I said; evil ones.  Ones that live in the woods. Ones that can take a man’s life in the bat of an eye. They are demons-residents of Hades, as far as I’m concerned. I believe they’ve been reawakened somehow.”

     “Reawakened?”

     “They must be.  Otherwise, we wouldn’t be seeing men being mangled beyond recognition. For some reason, the woodland spirits are uneasy and displeased. Ben Jordan and Stuart DuChamp unfortunately, found that out.”

     “So, you don’t think it was a bear or a man that killed these two men?”

     “No, I don’t.”

     “So you think that the two trappers that died were killed by a spirit of the woods?”

     “I’m convinced of just that. There is just too much coincidence to think otherwise. Since you’re new to the area, let me ask you, sir. Are you familiar with any of the Ioway Indian tribe's legends?”

     “Non," the Frenchman replied. "I’m not, as of yet.”

     “According to them, there’s an evil spirit that lives on, well, you may not believe this but, uh, human flesh.”

     “I am a firm believer in the unbelievable, Mr. McKenna. I take seriously anything my client’s may say. I have no preconceived notions about anything that involves the supernatural.”

     Scratching his beard and deep in thought,  Poulet continued, “May I ask, why, if these spirits have been dormant, are they all of a sudden so active?”

     “I haven’t a clue. According to legend, they only come around when there is a threat to their survival.”

     “What do you think could be threatening their survival?”

     “I don’t really know, but I do know the extent of their lust for flesh.”

     McKenna unbuttoned his cuff, rolled up his sleeve and revealed the long scar Poulet had seen when he first went to McKenna’s drug store. He looked at Poulet and asked, “Is this proof enough?”

     “That was caused by an evil spirit?”

     “Yes, sir, I’m afraid to say.”

     McKenna lowered his voice and looked around the room as if someone was listening.

“Please don’t tell anyone or they’ll think I was loony. That’s why I try to keep it covered up so as not to invite questions. I’ll trust you to keep this quiet.”

     “Understood, Jeb. How did it happen?”

     “Well, I don’t know if you knew, but I used to fish a lot before I opened the drug store. This happened a few years back..”

     “Yes?”

     “I was fishing on the Missouri one late afternoon, just north of town.  I’d just put my lines out again and was waiting on the bank, just smoking and thinking. I knew I’d been out too long, but wanted to catch a few more catfish before I headed home. I don’t know how to explain it, but as I sat there it got real quiet all of a sudden. The breeze from the river stopped, like there was no air movement at all.  All I could hear was the flow of the river splashing against the rocks. Mosquitoes that usually bothered me all the time just disappeared. It seemed so very odd that it could be that quiet.”

     McKenna closed his eyes and seemed to fall into a trance. He looked to be lost in his thoughts.

     Poulet, now intrigued with his story, said, “Go ahead, Jeb.”

     McKenna snapped his head back and cleared his throat. “Sorry, Antoine.  I guess I get to feeling melancholy when I think about that day and I kinda loose track.....”

     “I understand. Please, go on.” 

     “Well, as I sat there, I felt the earth beneath me sort of start to, I guess you’d call it, vibrate or shift.  It was  kinda like what you feel if you’re standing near the tracks when a train goes by, like an earthquake maybe. There was this hum or buzzing of sorts. It got real loud and I dropped my pipe and put my hands over my ears but it wouldn’t go away. I felt a kind of wheezy breathing on the back of my neck and it smelled, well, like dead animals. I stood up and as I turned halfway around, I felt something cutting into my arm, like a real sharp knife, almost too sharp, like I couldn’t really feel it. I looked down and saw the blood gush and then the pain started. I fell forward and slipped on a rock and fell in the river. I floated downstream on a piece of deadwood and managed to grab a hold of a willow branch along the bank and pulled myself out. I guess I had enough sense to tie my arm up with my shirt to stop the bleeding.  I walked back to town, it wasn’t far, and went to Doc Foster’s and he sewed me up.”

     “Did you see who cut you?”

     Looking down at the floor, McKenna mumbled, “It was more of a ‘what’ than a ‘who.’”

     “What do you think it was?”

     McKenna took a deep breath and exhaled slowly and said, “The only way I can describe it is, well, it wasn’t a form, like a person. You gotta remember it was near sundown and the sun was in my eyes, but anyway....it was like a mirage, like a shimmering heat wave of some sort. It was blurry looking, that’s why I say it wasn’t a person. I saw it only for a split second before I fell into the river, so I really didn’t see much, but what I did see for that split second was not human. I could see through it.“

     “What do you mean, see through it?”

     “Just like I said, it was like one of those fun house mirrors you see on the boardwalk at Westport in Kansas City. Kind of a bent and distorted image but it was transparent.  I saw trees through it, and it seemed to have two faces and wings." 

     “Two faces?”

     “Yes, well if you could call them faces. It’s like one looked one way and the other looked the other way.“

     “So, it had a human face, uh, I mean, two human faces?”

     “Not human, sir. Not animal. The faces were like one of those masks the Ioway wear during their ceremonies. A grotesque rendition of, I guess, a spirit of the woods. But then, sometimes I think I really didn't see two faces or even one at all; that it was imaginary. I only saw it for a split second, so maybe it didn't have a face. But, the scar on my arm is not imaginary."

     "You mentioned wings?"

     "Yes. They looked like the wings of a bat, only, you could see through them."

     Poulet took his glasses off and wiped them with his handkerchief as he asked, “So, you think this thing was a wood spirit?”

     “Yes, Antoine. An evil and sinister demon.”

     “Did it have arms or legs?”

     “No, just the blurred transparent image that seemed to shimmer."

     “Did you see what cut you?”

     Letting out a sigh, McKenna continued. “Again, I was facing into the sun and maybe I just imagined it but, it was sort of like a talon, like a hawk talon or bobcat claw, or a scythe even, only you could see through it, too. But, it was mostly just a blur."

     Poulet sat back in his chair and took a deep breath.  He didn’t know what to make of McKenna’s story, but he was sure it was a true one.  He’d heard every kind of story in his lifetime and his Voodoo practice.  Able to tell the difference from a true story and a tall tale, McKenna’s story seemed plausible; for McKenna anyway.  Poulet put his glasses back on and looked back at the druggist. McKenna was looking at the floor and shaking.

     “Are you okay, Jeb?” Poulet asked.

     “I guess. I’ll be better in a few minutes.”

     “Take your time. Can I get you some coffee or something?“

     “Got anything stronger?”

     “I certainly do.  I have some exquisite forty year-old Napoleon brandy. Care for a snifter?”

     “Yes, thank you. Liquor is about the only thing that keeps my sanity intact these days.”

     The Frenchman went to the cabinet next to his desk and took out two crystal brandy snifters. Reaching back in, he produced the bottle of ancient and expensive brandy. He blew dust off the top and then uncorked it.  Pouring out two healthy doses, he handed one of the glasses to McKenna.

     McKenna took it with shaking hands and took a sip. He felt it burn as it went down. Calming down somewhat, he looked at Poulet and asked, “What do you think, Antoine?”

     “To be honest with you, I don’t know what to think.  I believe your story,  there’s no reason to doubt you.  I’ve had my fair share of visitations from spirits, and dark spirits at that.”

    The Frenchman took a sip of his brandy and looked intently at McKenna. “So, Jeb, have you seen this spirit again?”

     “No, but I know when it’s around.  I know it’s around from seeing Stuart DuChamp’s body, and from what I hear, Ben Jordan looked the same way. There’s no doubt in my mind that this, whatever it is, is preying on our small town’s trappers.”

     “Interesting. Most people I’ve talked to about these murders, or killings, of late, seem to think Doctor Foster has it figured out.  Whether it was a bear or a man, people are not resting easy at night. If it’s something else, as you say, then this sheds a whole different light on the subject.”

     The druggist took another long sip of the brandy. “So, Monsieur Poulet, I’m asking for some kind of protection. I don’t think a gun is gonna help me any.”

     “I don’t think so either.”

     Poulet took another sip of his brandy. McKenna could see that the Frenchman was lost in thought. Absentmindedly scratching his beard, Poulet asked, “Do you have something with you or at home, perhaps something of sentimental value? It doesn’t have to be irreplaceable or expensive. Something that you have fond memories of when you acquired it, preferably memories that would evoke the emotion of love?”

     McKenna thought a moment and then reached into his front trouser pocket. He pulled out  a rosary of well-worn ebony wood beads with a crucifix of silver. He handed the rosary to Poulet.

     “Why does this have meaning for you, Jeb?”

     “My mother gave it to me for my First Communion and I’ve had it ever since. I prayed the rosary every day at my mother’s bedside when she took sick twenty years ago. She passed away as we were reciting it one night. I was saying a Hail Mary as she breathed her last. I still miss her after all these years.”

     “I think we all miss our mothers when they’re gone. There is no replacement for that unconditional love.“

     Straightening himself in his chair, Poulet took another sip of brandy and then standing up said, “This will work fine, Jeb. I’ll have it for only a few minutes and when I return, I’ll hand it back to you to keep on your person at all times. Understood?”

     “Oui, monsieur.”

     “Help yourself to more brandy while I’m gone.”

     “Thanks. I might have to do that.”

     The Frenchman stood up and walked into another room of the house-the altar room. 

     He kneeled down on a rolled-up blanket on the floor. Lighting a match, he held the flame to two candles that each rested in a human skull. The skulls were covered with rivulets of long-ago melted wax. After lighting each, he blew the match out. He placed the rosary respectfully on the altar between the skulls and reached over and picked up a small framed painting.  It was one of Saint Patrick with his staff crushing the snake at his feet. He placed the painting behind the rosary and then took a small piece of incense and held it to the candle flame.  Rotating it caused the incense to start to smolder and burn.  Placing it in a brass incense box, he closed the perforated lid.  The smoke wafted up through the lid in wisps of potent-smelling frankincense. 

     The glass jar on the shelf above the altar contained the herb he needed.  He lifted it delicately and with reverence. Setting  it on the altar, he took a small silver spoon and  dipped into the fine red powder.  As he sprinkled the substance over the piece of incense, it instantly flared into a flame, popping and shooting tiny blue and yellow sparks over the altar. Then it was gone. He bowed his head and said a prayer to Baron La Croix.

     He opened another jar and found what he was looking for-a rattlesnake vertebrae.  He kept a few small green leather bags on hand for clients, and opening one, he placed the rosary inside along with the vertebrae and a small tuft of feather from an owl. Tightening the bag's strings, Poulet recited a Hail Mary, made the sign of the cross and walked back into the parlor. McKenna was pouring another snifter of brandy.

    "Here," Poulet said, handing the small pouch to McKenna. "This is your gris-gris."

     "My gris-gris? What is it?"

     "It's to protect you from evil. You could also call it your mojo. Besides your rosary, there's a rattlesnake vertebrae and a tail feather from an owl inside. Pray your rosary every night before you go to sleep and you'll have nothing but pleasant dreams. Keep it close at all times. No evil will be able to touch you now."

     McKenna put the gris-gris back in his front pocket, stood up to leave and said, "Please remember not to tell anyone about what we discussed here this morning."

     "It's only between the two of us, Jeb."

     "How much do I owe you?"

     "Not a penny. Consider it a gift."

     "Thanks you, Antoine. If there's anything I can ever do for you, please let me know."

     "Well," Poulet said, "I will be needing some herbs that you'll need to order for me."

     "Consider it done. Just drop your list by the store and I'll be more than happy to take care of it"

     Breathing a sigh of relief, McKenna stood up and said, "Good day, sir."

     "Good day, Jeb."

     Poulet showed the druggist to the door and then went back into his parlor. Falling back into a chair, he stared at his empty bookcase. He needed some information from his library and wished he had the pages at his fingertips now. There was research to do, but he'd have to wait another week before he'd be able to do that.

                                      CHAPTER 23
     As Joe Duncan slowly opened his eyes, he found his cabin walls bathed in early morning light. A welcoming sunbeam fell from the opening in the roof and seemed to dance on his small fireplace.  The fireplace was all spent white ash. He looked down and found his hand still clutching the Colt revolver. Did I just dream all that happened last night? he thought to himself.

     Collecting his thoughts, he sat up and set the revolver down and reached for the pottery jug. He needed a wake-up and took a long pull on the Kentucky bourbon. His hands were still and steady, unlike the night before. Picking up and cocking the Colt, he unbolted the latch on the door and slowly swung it open.  He squinted as more morning light flooded into the cabin. Crawling out the door, he stood up and looked around. Nothing had changed. His horse and mule were still tethered and grazing on some grass. The beaver pelts were still tied to the mule. He walked the perimeter of the cabin and found nothing unusual.  No tracks of any kind. The ground around him seemed undisturbed. He tried to tell himself it had only been a dream, but he knew deep in his being, it had been all too real.

     A slight breeze was blowing off the bluff above him. Getting hungry now, he went back inside the cabin and got a tin of biscuits. He decided against building another fire for breakfast. It was time to leave and he felt he couldn't leave soon enough. Securing the door of the line cabin, he saddled his horse and hitched the mule. Mounting the red roan, he started the long trip back to his home without looking back. 

                                               RUE BOURBON at IBERVILLE

                                                              NEW ORLEANS

                                                                 August, 1856

     Trudeau found the address of Poulet's now abandoned residence and office. Peering inside, he could see a Creole woman stacking wooden crates one on top of the other. He put on a smile and rapped on the door with his walking cane. 

     As she cracked the door open, the woman asked,  "May I help you, sir?"

     "Yes, uh, I'm looking for Antoine Poulet?"

     "He is gone, sir. He no longer lives here."

     "I see. Do you happen to know his present whereabouts?" 

     Sounding more charming by the second, he then added,  "Please excuse me, ma’am. I am an old friend of his from Paris, uh, Trudeau is the name, ma'am.  I was hoping to surprise him.  We haven't seen each other in five or six years."

     "He moved up to Kansas. I don't think he's coming back."

    "That is unfortunate, ma'am."

     Looking past the woman's shoulder, he surveyed the piles of stacked crates. "It looks as if he hasn't completely moved out yet."

     "Almost. I have to ship all this to the man today. If you'll excuse me, sir? I have to have these ready within the next hour."

     "Oh, certainly.  I understand. I so regret taking your precious time."

     As she started to close the door, Trudeau asked, "Uh, ma'am? What was the name of that city in Kansas again?"

     "Big Cloud."

     "Ah, yes. Big Cloud. Merci, mamoiselle.”

     The Creole woman closed the door and went back to packing books.  

     Trudeau crossed the street and down the block to Aleix's Coffee House and sat at an outside table facing Poulet’s old residence. He ordered a cold absinthe and waited.

                                                   CHAPTER 24
     Sheriff Dodd was beside himself. Two dead men and an unknown motive. He was becoming more skeptical of Doc Foster's findings. Not that he didn't trust Foster, it just seemed there was more to the story than just a black bear or someone with bloodlust. His mind was overloaded with "why's." It just didn't make sense. It was more than just killing. Having no experience in these matters, he wondered if he should call in the Kansas State Marshal's office for help. In the end, he decided against it. He and his deputy would try to sort it out despite their lack of experience in these matters.

     His deep thoughts were interrupted by the door opening. Jessica DuChamp's father, Abraham Emerson, walked into the jail in his expensive suit and pulled up a chair in front of the sheriff. His demeanor was not one of casual conversation. Without even a "hello" he asked, "Who killed Stuart?"

     Sitting up and taking notice, the sheriff said, "Well, Mr. Emerson, we are working on that at this very minute."

     "Doesn't look like you're working very hard."

     "It's a complicated chain of events, sir. There's more to it than just assuming it was an animal attack or a killer in our midst's."

     "You realize, sheriff, that my daughter is distraught and depressed about losing her husband? No! She is more than that. She is beside herself-and so is my wife. I cannot stand to feel this never-ending bleeding wound of my daughter's heart."

     "Uh, Mr. Emerson....."

     "Yes, yes, I know, it wasn't a big secret that I didn't care for Stuart, but he made my daughter happy, and that's all I ever wanted for her."

     "I realize that," the sheriff said, "and I think everyone else in town does, too. Believe me, Mr. Emerson, I will use all tools at my disposal to pursue justice; whatever that may entail and I will be diligent. I may not have a lot to do most of time, but believe me, I have a lot to do now. Please be patient."

     Abraham Emerson relaxed, but his face didn't show it.

     Looking earnestly at Emerson, Dodd said, "We will get to the bottom of this, Mr. Emerson. The best you can do now, for me and the community, is to let me do my job."

    "I want results, Dodd. I want results not tomorrow, but today."

     "Unfortunately, I can't supply you with any results today. Maybe tomorrow."

     "Today's almost over, sheriff, and tomorrow never arrives. Remember that."

     Emerson stood up and abruptly kicked over his chair. He left and slammed the jailhouse door behind him. 

                                     ALEIX'S COFFEE HOUSE

                                                    RUE BOURBON

                                                  FRENCH QUARTER

                                                     NEW ORLEANS

     Trudeau lit a fresh cigar. His third absinthe had just been placed in front of him by the bartender. The cold crystal glass dripped with condensed perspiration as he tipped it to his mouth. The taste gave him great pleasure. He liked the effect of the strong liquor. 

     Unbuckling the strap on his travel bag, he reached in and felt for his clay pipe and the small jar of black tar opium. They were safely there and ready for the next time he would chase the dragon, as his Chinese friends would say. Chasing the dragon had become a favorite pastime for him; that, and absinthe consumption. He felt the weight of the jar again. It gave him a secure feeling. His calculations told him he had enough for fifteen to sixteen days away from the opium dens he frequented in New Orleans.  Although he knew there would be plenty of places to replenish his supply in St. Louis and Kansas City, he wasn't so sure about Big Cloud, Kansas. He hoped he didn't run out, or his tuberculosis cough would return with a vengeance.

     Looking across and down the street, he noticed two men in a horse-drawn wagon pull up in front of Poulet's old residence. The placard on the side of the wagon in bright red and yellow lettering read "J.M. Converse Steamship Company."

     He watched  patiently as the driver and other man jumped from the wagon and knocked on the door of Poulet's old office. The Creole woman was still there and let them in. In a few minutes, both men were carrying crates out and loading them on the wagon. It took them  ten minutes to load them all.  Trudeau counted eighteen large crates stacked in the back of the steamboat company's transport. As the men finished their task, he quickly downed his absinthe and left a silver dollar on the table. Picking up his cane and traveling bag, he followed the wagon to the dock where the steamboat was docked. He went to the ticket station and bought a one-way ticket to Big Cloud, Kansas.

                                                    CHAPTER 25
     After seeing another new client after Jeb McKenna,  Poulet decided to walk to McCauley's Cafe for lunch.  

     He locked his door, walked out on Main Street and looked up. Squinting at the cloud filled sky above, he could smell autumn coming. It was like no other smell. It was the same smell as in Paris-the smell of decaying leaves carpeting the ground under wet and bare trees, and a chill and crispness to the air. New Orleans just didn't have the same scents and change of seasons.  

     Poulet was not missing New Orleans and especially Leonora Beaumont. He was pleased with his new home and social life. Emily Meriwether made his life much fuller and exciting. He felt blessed to have met such a fine woman. 

     The Frenchman walked down Main Street and into McCauley's Cafe. The cafe was busy with the lunch trade. Emily saw him enter and their eyes met.  She gave Poulet a big smile as she continued to serve patrons. Poulet found an unoccupied table and sat down. Another waitress came by and handed him a menu. 

     While Poulet scanned the daily specials, he felt a nearby presence. He looked up. It was Sheriff Dodd. Removing his hat, the sheriff asked Poulet, "Mind if I join you?"

     "Oh, of course not sheriff. Please, have a seat."

     The sheriff sat down and the waitress brought another menu.

     "I  am Sheriff Lucien Dodd, Monsieur Poulet."

     "I gathered that, sheriff. How did you know my name?"

     "New people in town don't go unnoticed, and especially by yours truly."

     The sheriff smiled at the Frenchman and added, "You see, I have to make it my business to know what's going on around here. I also have new faces I need to remember. I check with Amos Robidoux and the hotel owner about any new people traveling through town or settling down here."

     "I see, sheriff. That would seem to be the prudent thing to do."

     Shifting and getting comfortable in his chair the sheriff said, "So, Mr. Poulet, I hear you're a doctor?"

     "Of sorts, sheriff. I am not in any sort of competition with Doctor Foster, though."

     The waitress came by, took their orders and poured them coffee.

     Blowing the steam from his coffee, the sheriff then asked Poulet, "Exactly what kind of doctor are you, then?"

     "I use herbs as remedies. Natural herbs and prayer for the afflicted."

     "What are your patients afflicted with, may I ask."

     "All sorts of maladies from the head to the toe. Also, some matters of the heart and soul."

     "So, you're a preacher then, too?"

     "Not at all. I am sir, above all else, a healer."

     Sipping on his coffee again and not looking up, the sheriff asked, "Can you heal broken hearts?"

     With a slight chuckle, Poulet replied, "If the patient is motivated enough then, yes, I believe I can."

     "There's one around here that could use your services."

     "And who would that be, sheriff?"

     "Stuart DuChamp's wife, Jessica."

     "Oh yes, I heard."

     "It's tragic, really tragic, Mr. Poulet. Mr. DuChamp's body was, well...."

     "I heard, sheriff. It all seems so very gruesome."

     Dodd looked down and nudged the handle of his coffee cup. He seemed nervous.  He swiveled the cup around and around in the saucer with his thumb, almost playing with it.

     "I cannot understand how a man can do something so horrific to another man. It baffles me, Monsieur Poulet."

     "I thought it was a black bear that did the damage, sheriff."

     "Don't count on it, sir. There's more to it than that. If you want to know the truth, I believe it was a man that took both lives of Jordan and DuChamp."

     "Who would do such a thing?"

     "We don't know, but we intend to find out."

     "Have you any leads, sheriff?"

     "No. Neither Jordan nor DuChamp had any enemies as far as we know. They were both well respected in the community."

     The waitress brought their lunch and both men picked up forks. After taking a bite of his baked chicken, Poulet asked, "Sheriff, may I ask, if these men did indeed have no enemies, why would someone want to kill them?"

     "That is something I have to find out. I know most of the people around these parts, 'course, that doesn't mean anything. You can't tell a killer from just lookin' at him."

     "True."

     Changing the subject and becoming more congenial, the sheriff said, "I hear you rented the house at the end of Main Street from Elvira bishop."

     "That I did, sheriff. It's my residence and office. Why don't you come by sometime for a visit and consultation?"

     Cutting into his steak, the sheriff replied, "Don't need a doctor for anything. Just need someone to tell me what the hell is going on around here."

     "Well, my door is always open, Sheriff Dodd. Feel free to drop by anytime."

     "Thank you."

     Dodd continued, "You haven't happened to have seen any strange behavior of anyone, have you?"

     "No, but then I've been here less than a week."

     "Haven't seen anything suspicious?"

     "Sheriff, remember, I'm from New Orleans and since I am so new here, I wouldn't know what suspicious looked like."

     Finishing his last bite of steak, the sheriff said, "You make a good point, monsieur."

     Laying fifty cents on the table, the sheriff stood up to leave.

     "Let me know if you hear or see anything uh, out of the ordinary, Mr. Poulet."

     "I will certainly do that."

     "Nice meeting you."

     "And you also, sheriff."

     "Good day."

     Tipping his hat, the sheriff turned and left McCauley's.

     Poulet hadn't finished his lunch yet.  He wasn't in any hurry. Emily was still busy with other patrons. She was supposed to be off at one o'clock and it was a few minutes before one.

     One o'clock came. Emily took her apron off and hung it on a hanger behind the counter and joined Poulet at his table.

     With a bright smile, she asked him, "How was your lunch, Monsieur Poulet?"

     "Exceptional, Miss Meriwether.  Please give my compliments to the chef."

     "I will. Mr. McCauley is the chef. He used to be a cook in the Army, so he's used to cooking for quite a few people."

     She continued, "I see you had lunch with Sheriff Dodd."

     "Yes, he seems to be a nice gentleman. I think he was fishing for some answers about the recent killings."

     "Why would you have any answers?"

     "I wouldn't and don't. I told him since I was new here, I didn't know the community and inhabitants yet, so he was asking the wrong person."

     "What did he say?"

     "He was very nice about it, but asked me to keep him abreast of any suspicious behavior."

     "I wonder if he suspects you."

     "I didn't get that impression. Remember, I’d just arrived in town when they brought Ben Jordan in. It would have been extremely hard for me to jump a steamboat a day or two before and kill a man I didn't know, get back on the boat and arrive here after I killed him. No, I don't think he suspects me of anything, but he was asking a lot of questions, but mostly just small talk.”

     "I think that's just his job, Antoine. I know he's receiving enormous pressure to find the person responsible for these murders.  He has to start somewhere with his investigation, and since you're new to town, maybe he thought he’d start with you. I think he just wanted to get to know you."

     Poulet was thinking of his conversation with Jeb McKenna. The sheriff maybe looking for the wrong person, if it was a person, he thought to himself. He decided not to say anything to Emily as Jeb McKenna had requested. "Yes, I do think he did just want to get to know me a bit."

     Changing the subject, Poulet asked, "What are your plans for this afternoon?"

     "No plans. I was just going to go back to Mrs. Gallagher's and rest and then maybe sit in her garden and read."

     "How would you like to take a walk with me? It's such a beautiful fall day."

     "I'd love that," she said, with a brightening smile. "Where are we going?"

     "Just along the river and maybe into the hills a bit.  I'm looking for some herbs for my medicines. I  need to find them soon, though.  Winter's on the way, and soon, they'll just wither away."

     "That sounds like a pleasant afternoon adventure. It’s been ages since I’ve walked along the river. Let me go home and freshen up and then I'll meet you at the dock in say, a half- hour or so?"

     "I look forward to it Miss Meriwether."

     "As do I, Mr. Poulet."

     They both got up from the table and left McCauley's. Emily walked to Chestnut Street. Poulet walked home and put a Closed sign on his front door.

                                   CHAPTER  26
     Joe Duncan was unsaddling his horse when his wife, Dorothy, appeared. She ran to him in tears and hugged him.

     "Oh, Joe, you're home!  I missed you. I prayed the whole time you were gone that you’d be delivered back to me safely. And here you are. Praise the Lord!"

     "Not to worry, dear. I have four fine beaver pelts for my labors."

     "You stayed at the cabin last night?"

     "Yes. I thought about staying another day, but changed my mind. I thought it was time to come home. I did have four pelts already."

     "Well, when you get done out here, come in the house.  I have some beef stew I just made.  It'll do me good to see you eat. You're too skinny as it is."

     "Thanks. I'll be right in."

     Duncan wasn’t sure whether he should tell his wife about the night before.  He decided there was no use in getting her upset, and she was prone to being upset about any little thing. He knew he’d need to be back out trapping again the next week, so he felt the less said, the better. 

     He was still baffled with what happened the night before. He knew it had been real. After having only a few sips of whiskey from the jug, he figured he hadn't been drunk. The perplexing thing to him, was not so much the feel of the experience, but the sound of it. He could still hear the howling and breathing and scratching. Not seeing what was going on all around him had left him at a disadvantage. Seeing what was confronting him would have been easier to deal with. He felt a shiver spread from his back to his neck as he unloaded the last of his trapping gear. Leading the horse and mule to the barn, he put them in their stalls and fed them some oats.

     Done eating lunch with his wife, Duncan decided to go into town. His troubled mind needed to find some answers to what happened to him the night before, and he needed a sympathetic ear. The sheriff wouldn't be able to help him and neither would Doc Foster, not that he seriously considered speaking to either one of them.  He remembered Antoine Poulet from Ben Jordan's funeral and had heard he was a doctor of sorts, but didn't know what kind.  He decided to do some investigating.

     After telling his wife he was going into town for a few supplies, he saddled the red roan and left their hilltop home. 

     It was a beautiful day despite the slight chill.  Dappled sunlight played on the road to town.  All felt right with the world. As he rounded the bend into town, he saw two figures strolling hand-in-hand along the road.  As he got closer, he recognized Antoine Poulet and Emily Meriwether.

     Halting his horse, he dismounted and removed his hat.

     "Beautiful afternoon, is it not, Mr. Poulet? Good day, Miss Meriwether. So nice to see you both."

     "Good day, Mr. Duncan," Emily replied.

     "What brings you out on this glorious afternoon, Monsieur Poulet?" Duncan asked.

     "We're gathering herbs for my practice before they all die with the coming frosts. There are some interesting herbs and plants here that I thought I would never see in these parts."

     “I hope you find what you need, sir.”

     “As do I, Mr. Duncan.”

     "Uh, Monsieur Poulet, to be honest, I was just on my way into town to speak with you concerning a health matter. May I ask what type of doctoring you do? Are you like Doc Foster, or different?"

     "Well, Mr. Duncan..."

     "Joe."

     "Uh, Joe. My practice entails all forms of herbal remedies for the healing of the body or soul."

     "Healing of the soul?"

     "Yes, you could say I'm an unorthodox medical doctor that helps with maladies that affect everyone at one time or another. Sometime there is no known conventional medical cure, and I offer the unconventional."

     "Actually, sir, I believe I do have a malady of the soul.“

     After clearing his throat, Duncan continued in a low whisper, “I have a story which you may or may not be interested in hearing. It may be hard for you to believe, but I feel you may be able to help me in this matter.”

     “Go on.”

     “I believe the killings of late had nothing to do with the hand of man."

     "Is that so? You're not the first one to tell me that."

     "No? You think it was a bear?"

     "Well, I have never actually seen a man's body that has been mauled by a bear, so I can't say with any accuracy that I would know what that looks like. However, I agree with you and a few others that these killings were not caused by an animal."

     Duncan looked embarrassed for a second and then nodded to Emily. "Excuse me, Miss Meriwether. I hope this talk is not upsetting to you."

     Emily answered, "Oh, heavens, no, Mr. Duncan. I'm just as interested as everyone else in what this evil is that's going on around us. I think we’d all sleep better at night knowing at least something. Not knowing anything can cause more distress. Do you still think it was murder by another man?"

     Joe Duncan looked around at the surrounding hills and then down at his dust-covered boots. He said, "Now, well, I'm not so sure."

     Poulet felt a twinge of hollowness in the pit of his stomach. It sounded as if Duncan may have had a story like Jeb McKenna’s.  He was almost afraid to ask, but did anyway. "Why do you say that, Joe?" 

     "I'd really rather not say in front of the lady. It involves a discussion of a male sort.”

     “I understand.  Would you like to come see me tomorrow?  I’d like to hear your story.”

     “Would it be an inconvenience if I could speak with you later today?”

     “Not at all, sir. We should be done collecting herbs in a few hours. Could you come by, say, around five p.m.?”

     “Yes. Five it is. I have a few supplies to pick up in town so that would be fine.”

     Joe Duncan mounted his horse, tipped his hat and continued his trip into town.

     The hand-in-hand couple continued their stroll along the river. Poulet’s herb basket was still empty. 

     Emily turned to Poulet and asked, “Antoine, he seemed very nervous, don’t you think?        I don’t know him well, but you can tell when a man has something on his mind.”

     “Yes, he does have something on his mind.  I guess I shall find out later today.”

     Changing the subject, he said, “Let’s hunt for some dandelion roots and elder berries. We may run across some marigolds and that would be special. Don’t want to go home empty handed.”

     They came to a well-used footpath that meandered far up into the hills. It looked like a perfect route for finding local plants. Poulet realized he'd probably have to order most of his supplies from Jeb McKenna. It was going to be difficult to find many surviving species this late in the year.  He did congratulate himself on inviting Emily along. Even if they found nothing, the afternoon would not have been a complete waste.

     They walked along the trail in the bright sunlight, still holding hands and chatting about nothing important. As they turned a corner near a thick stand of cottonwoods, they saw a hunched-over figure digging in the ground with a shovel. It was an old Indian woman. She saw them approach and then turned away quickly and disappeared back into the deep woods.

     “Do you know who that was, Emily?”

     “I think it was Nidawi, the old medicine woman.”

     “I saw her in the drug store the first day I was here when they brought Ben Jordan in.  She bought some herbs and then left.  It didn’t sound as if Jeb was too happy with her presence.”

     “She is a strange one. She must be a hundred years old.  The children around here say she is a sorcerer or a witch.  I wouldn’t know, but she is very reclusive.  Not many people know anything about her.”

     Poulet’s mind raced. “Let’s go see what she was pulling from the ground.”

     They both walked to where the old woman had been.  Looking down at the ground and around, Poulet saw she’d been digging up roots of the belladonna plants. He knew from experience how potent and possibly fatal the plant was if ingested. They could cause hallucinations and had been used for years in Voodoo and satanic ceremonies.  Ingestion of the plant could induce trances and bring the person closer to the spirit world; or closer to death. It was a very dangerous substance. He had some at home in a jar he’d had for years, but hardly ever used it. 

     “What is it, Antoine?” Emily asked.

     “Belladonna. It’s also known as Deadly Nightshade. It’s not good for much of anything except making people sick and crazy  Some use it for ceremonies that require communes with the spirits of the dead. It can kill you.”

     “Why would she be gathering this, then?”

     “Anyone who gathers this and knows how to use it has a firm grounding in the spiritual arts. It doesn’t have much medicinal value. I wonder if she knows how to use it, or even if she knows how powerful it is.”

     “Maybe you could talk to her, Antoine.”

     “I don’t think so. She doesn’t seem to be the sociable type. I may have to speak with someone that knows a bit about her. I’d like to talk to her, but I don’t want to ruffle any feathers, especially hers. If she‘s harvesting this plant, I assume she probably has been doing so for years.”

     Scratching his beard, he said, “I wonder what she uses it for.”

     “Maybe Sheriff Dodd or Doc Foster know something about it.”

     “I doubt it, but I’ll speak with them. They may tell me to mind my own business, so I’ll take their word on it.”

     “I’m not sure how much information they would give you, but maybe the tribal council would have some answers.”

     Poulet looked deep into Emily’s eyes and said, “Well, I’m not going to worry about an old lady on this fine day, not when I have a very beautiful young lady on my arm.”

     Poulet noticed how very fetching Emily was this day. The sunlight played on her smile- a smile that could melt the January ice on the river. Her delicate features were framed by her long glossy black hair that she’d let down for their walk.  The wind caught her perfume and carried it to his nostrils. It was heady and feminine. 

     He moved closer to her. Closing his eyes, she then closed hers and their lips embraced in a dance of passionate yearning. 

     The courting had begun.

                                                             CHAPTER 27
     After hitching his horse to the post, Joe Duncan entered Dorland’s Saloon.  He had some time to kill before his appointment with Monsieur Poulet. A shot or two of whiskey was on his “to do” list along with the few supplies he needed from the dry goods store. The saloon was  populated by a few men in the back corner playing poker and a few at the bar in a heated discussion.

     “Whiskey, please,” Duncan said, as he put down a silver dollar on the bar.

     The bartender reached up behind the bar, grabbed a bottle of whiskey and set it down in front of Duncan. Setting a shot glass down next to the bottle, the bartender turned to speak to another patron. Duncan picked up the bottle and filled the glass. He tipped the glass back and emptied its contents in one swallow. He poured another and emptied it.

     “Say, Duncan,” one of the men at the end of the bar said. “You been out trappin’ lately?”

     Turning to the man and smiling, Duncan said, “Just got back this morning, as a matter of fact.”

     “You run across any killer bears?”

     The three men at the bar and the bartender exploded with laughter. They laughed uproariously until they turned blue.

     “It ain’t funny, boys,” Duncan said, as his friendly smile faded.

     “Aw, come on,” one of them said, trying to suppress more laughter. “There ain’t no killer bear out there. You know it and I know it. Just some other jealous trapper wantin’ it all to himself.”

     Duncan glared at the men, and said, “That very well may be. Until someone finds out who it is, I’d be very careful walking home tonight. You just never know now, do you?”

     The men's cackling laughter turned to vanishing smiles and then frowns as they turned away and went back to nursing their beers. Their conversation turned quiet and private.

     Duncan pulled out his pocket watch and found five o’clock a few minutes away. He’d have to stock up on his supplies later or the next day. He wanted to hear what Antoine Poulet had to say about his experience. He tipped one more shot of whiskey and left Dorland's.

     As he unhitched his horse, Duncan saw Doc Foster walking across the street in his direction. Foster looked anxious.

     “Well, if it isn’t Joe Duncan. I heard you were out trapping. Come home early?”

     “Yes, Doc. I got four good pelts. I had an unusually pleasant day.” 

     Duncan didn’t mention his unusually unpleasant night.

     “Keep on your toes when you’re out there. You gotta watch your back these days.”

     “How well I know, Doc.”

     “So, you goin’ out again soon?”

     “Probably this weekend or next week.”

     “Maybe Sunday?”

     “Maybe.”

     “Well, whatever day it is, good luck.”

     “Thanks, Doc.”

     Doc Foster tipped his hat and sauntered into Dorland’s. Duncan mounted his horse and rode the four blocks to Poulet’s home. He hitched his horse and rapped at the door. 

     Poulet answered the door and ushered in his visitor.

     Duncan removed his hat and sat down in a chair next to Poulet.

     “So, Monsieur Duncan.  What is the story you wanted to tell me?”

     The trapper told the Frenchman about the night before. He told the story without any emotion. Poulet nodded as he finished the story and then asked him, “You didn’t see anything then?”

     “Not a thing, sir. Only the smell and sounds and the thud against the cabin.”

     “Have you told anyone else about this?”

     “No. Not at all.”

     “Good. I think it’s best you don’t. I will say, however, that you’re not the only one that has had an unsettling encounter with something not human and not animal.”

     "I'm not?"

     "No."

     “So, you think what I heard and felt wasn’t human or animal?”

     “That’s exactly what I think.”

     “So what is it then?”

     “I’m not sure, but I’m working on it.”

     Shifting in his chair, Poulet regarded the trapper and asked him, “Are you familiar with any of the local Ioway Indian myths or legends?”

     “Some, but not many. I can tell you who knows a lot about that and that’s Reverend Tutwiler.”

     “Reverend Tutwiler?  Why would he know?”

     “He spent a few years in the area as a missionary before they  built the church for him. I’ve heard him mention some legends of the local tribe, but I can’t remember what exactly it was.”

     “I will have to have a talk with the good reverend.  In the mean time, do you have something of sentimental value on your person?”

     Thinking for a moment, Joe Duncan reached into a pocket and found a Spanish gold doubloon from the 1600s. He handed it to Poulet and said, “It’s my good luck piece.”

    After taking the gold piece, Poulet left the room for a few minutes and then returned. He handed a small green leather pouch to Duncan.

     “What’s this?” the trapper asked.

     “It’s your gris-gris; your amulet to ward off evil. From what it sounds like, you need it.”

     “You mean, evil, as in last night’s experience?”

     “That was evil you experienced and nothing less.” 

     “This little bag will protect me?”

     “It is said that no harm should come to you if you keep it close at all times. What I put in there along with your doubloon was a few herbs and a small bone along with a prayer for protection. I can’t guarantee that it will keep evil and harm away, because that depends on the strength of the magic of the person, or spirit, perhaps, that is trying to do you harm.”

     Duncan looked perplexed as he lifted the small bag closer to his eyes. He took a quick look inside, then cinched the ties taut and shoved it in his coat pocket.

     “Should I keep going out to trap?”

     “That, sir, is something you’ll have to decide for yourself.”

     “Well, I suppose I could wait awhile, but the lease payment on my trapping permit is going to expire if I don’t have the county’s tax money next week.”

     “If I were you, I’d find a way to pay the tax without having to go out and trap, at least for a short while, anyway.”

     Duncan stood up and shook Poulet’s hand.

     “Thank you, monsieur.”

T     he trapper dug around in his pocket and fished out a silver dollar and handed it to Poulet.  The Frenchman shook his head and handed it back.

     “Please, I don’t charge for initial consultations and let’s pray you have very few more.”

    “I hope not either.  Thank you.”

     The trapper mounted his horse. Poulet caught the sound of pounding hooves disappearing east toward the center of town. He made a mental note to call on the Reverend Tutwiler, even though the reverend was not his idea of exciting company.

     The Frenchman sat down and lit his meerschaum pipe. His mind was overloaded with information he wasn’t sure how to interpret or use.   Lost in thought, he watched the lazy clouds of tobacco smoke float around the room in the diminishing sunlight. His eye caught a glint from his gold ring on his right hand. He studied it as he often did when he was thinking. Turning it just so, a sunbeam struck one of the panther’s ruby eyes.  The red sparkle was reassuring to him.  He knew Mam’zelle Laveau was watching out for him.

     Deciding that if what the two men had been telling him was true, he'd be having some work to do.

                                                    CHAPTER 28
     As Poulet arrived at the front door of the parsonage, the sound coming from inside was unsettling. It sounded to him as if the reverend and his wife were arguing. He decided to come back later and turned to leave. It was a good excuse not to have to deal with another dose of Christianity. After deciding that there was more at stake than just his anxiety about men of the cloth, he turned around and rapped loudly on the door. The loud talk coming from inside, ceased.

     "Oh, Monsieur Poulet," Mrs. Tutwiler said, as she opened the front door. "What a pleasant surprise! Please come in."

     "Thank you, ma'am."

     Poulet removed his hat and looked down and checked his boots for mud. They were clean. He didn't know why, but the clean boots made him feel a little closer to God and his soul less blemished. He smiled to himself when he realized he wasn't entering the chapel for mass with a nun at the door to inspect his shoes and hands for dirt.

     "What can I help you with today, sir?" Mrs. Tutwiler asked.

     "I wondered if your husband might be about.  I need to speak with him a short while about a private matter."

     "He is here. Please have a seat and I'll go fetch him. Care for tea or coffee?"

     "Don't go to any trouble, ma'am."

     "Oh, it's no trouble. I keep tea brewing most of the day-our busy social calendars here at the parsonage demand it."

     "I hope I'm not interrupting anything or intruding upon your busy schedule."

     "Not in the least.  Members of our flock are always dropping by, and, uh, others as yourself."

    Mrs. Tutwiler's somewhat veiled sarcastic use of the word "others" was not lost on Poulet.

     "Let me go get my husband and I'll be back directly with tea."

     "Thank you, ma'am."

     Elizabeth Tutwiler turned and walked away and into another room of the house. Poulet heard whispering and muted talk coming from the hall.

     The Frenchman looked around the room.  It was a pleasant parlor done with tasteful wallpaper and modest furniture.  A few portraits hung in plain wood frames from the walls. The carpet was threadbare but attractive.  He noticed a cabinet in the corner filled with expensive looking crystal; glasses and plates and two elegant champagne flutes. The cabinet's contents drew a distinct contrast to the surrounding decor. Presiding over the whole room was a tasteful painting of Jesus over the mantle of the fireplace. The portrait took him back to his unpleasant days at Catholic boarding school in Geneva. He looked away as Reverend Tutwiler entered the room and extended his hand.

      "Mr. Poulet. So nice to see you."

     The Frenchman stood up and shook the reverend's hand. They both sat down and as Mrs. Tutwiler brought in tea, the reverend asked, "What can I do for you today?"

     "Well, I was curious about the local Ioway Indian Tribe.  I was told you know quite a bit about them."

     "Yes, I do. What would you like to know?"

     "Do you know of any legends concerning spirits of the wood, specifically malevolent ones?"

     Mrs. Tutwiler's hand started to shake. The cup she was holding started to rattle in her hand. She dropped it spilling the hot liquid on the service tray and table. "Oh, clumsy me! I'm so sorry!  Please forgive me."

     "Nothing to forgive, ma'am," Poulet said, as the reverend frowned at his wife.

     She rushed to the kitchen and returned with a towel and cleaned up the puddle of tea. She poured again and this time filled the cup. Apologizing again, she left the room.

     "You were saying, reverend?"

     "There are all sorts of stories and legends of the tribe.  Of course, they are all grounded in superstition and their heathen beliefs in spirits."

     The reverend took a sip of his tea. "They have their own religion you know. I have tried to bring the word of God to them and some of them converted, but most continue in their backward thinking and cling to their traditions. Perhaps someday, they will all be baptized and saved from eternal hellfire and damnation."

     Hoping to avoid any sermonizing from the preacher, Poulet said, "Uh, yes, sir. About the spirits?"

     "Oh, yes. There are a lot of legends and stories of spirits, usually animals of the woods, but as far as spirits of the woods there is but one I know of called Itopa'hi."

     "Itopa'hi?"

     "Yes.  He's said to be an evil man-eating spirit or ogre with two faces and spikes on his elbows.  The parents of misbehaving children threaten to invoke his spirit if the children do not behave. He's also called Sharp-Elbows."

     At that second, the Frenchman's heart sank. His mouth went dry and he felt anxiety start to sink in. He felt his blood lose its warmth.  The years of his experience with spirits could cause the same reaction, but he didn't remember any of them being as pronounced as this. He took a sip of tea and set the cup down on the table and said, "Reverend, I know you are aware of the killings around here of late."

     "Yes. I just met with the widow DuChamp this morning about arrangements for her husband's funeral tomorrow.  It's such a sad state of affairs. I hope Sheriff Dodd gets to the bottom of this. The town is very agitated about the events.  I've had to counsel a few of my congregation that I feel were a little overly concerned with the deaths. Mr. Poulet, what do you think of these murders?" 

     Before letting Poulet respond, the reverend then asked, "You do think it was a man as most of us do and not an irate bear?"

     Clearing his throat and weighing the consequences of his reply, he decided to give the reverend his honest opinion. "Reverend, I have come to the conclusion that it was neither man nor animal."

     Setting his teacup down, the reverend frowned and asked Poulet, "Well, monsieur, if you don't think it was a man or animal, just what do you think?"

     "I think we are dealing with something that is not animal vegetable or mineral.  I think we might be dealing with what you just described to me as an evil woodland spirit. Sir, after your description, I believe we are dealing with what you call Itopa'hi."

     Poulet stared at Reverend Tutwiler  The look on the reverend's face changed from one of  concern to one of implausibility.

     "Monsieur Poulet. You realize that what I've told you about this spirit is just legend and myth and has no rooting in reality whatsoever?"

     "It may have no rooting in reality, but its spiritually rooted branches have thrived and spread, Poulet replied.  "It has entangled hearts, minds and souls of the people who live here." 

     "You realize what you're saying is totally preposterous, don't you?"

     "No more preposterous than the idea of the devil walking among us."

     The reverend seemed to become irritated.  He sat upright in his chair and took a deep breath. "Well, monsieur, we know from the Bible that the word of God is true and that yes, the devil can and sometimes does walk among us. The Bible says nothing about an old Ioway Indian myth."

     "Do you agree that the devil has minions to do his bidding?"

     "Well, yes, I suppose so."

     "Then, sir, how can you discount the idea of an evil spirit or creature that intends to do harm to all that come his way? Could this spirit not be that of a representative of the devil?"

    "I suppose it's possible, but highly unlikely. The devil that walks among us is found not in the woods, but in the sinful hearts of men."

    "But, in the sinful heart of man, is it not possible for him to bring forth evil in the form of a spirit?"

     Becoming flustered at this interrogation, the reverend said, "Monsieur Poulet. What I told you about Itopa'hi is fiction. It is not true. There is no such thing as Itopa'hi. The only truth is God, and that's the only truth I know."

     "You do know that the two men killed were mutilated?"

     "Yes, yes. It's absolutely dreadful."

     "What kind of a sinful heart could be capable of such a grotesque and gruesome crime against humanity?"

     "Someone who doesn't have a heart or soul."

     Becoming genuinely curious, Poulet asked, "Does the devil have a heart and soul, reverend?"

     "The devil never had a soul. He has no heart."

     "Isn't it possible to just entertain the thought of something other than man or beast that is preying on our fellow citizens?"

     Looking seriously at Poulet, the reverend became less agitated and a barely-concealed smirk became his smile. "Monsieur Poulet. I understand you are a master of the occult and Voodoo and even Satanism. Is that correct?"

     The Frenchman reared his head back and laughed. Still trying to suppress his laughter, he continued, "I'm sorry reverend. Please forgive me. I forget what a very small town this is. I am an herbalist and doctor, in an unconventional sense. Yes, I practice Voodoo, but that has nothing to do with Satan. I believe you have been misinformed."

     "My apologies, sir."

     "No need for apologies."

     Turning dead serious, Poulet said, "Reverend, what I am trying to do here is find the cause for these murders. It may not be any of my business but I have heard things from reliable sources that indicate an evil spirit has been awakened. The powers that be in this town seem to cling to the notion of a man or bear. I, sir, am almost certain of the cause of the demise of these two men. I have heard the voice of one who has encountered this spirit and swears by its existence. It would only make sense then, that I should pursue this alternative thinking. If anyone has experience in alternative thinking, it is myself, sir."

     "I'm sure we'd all like to get to the bottom of these murders...or mauling. I think you best let Sheriff Dodd do his job. That's what he gets paid for."

     "Uh, yes."

     Finishing the last sip of his tea, Poulet stood up and said, "Thank you, reverend for your information. It has been a great help."

     The reverend also stood up and said, "Anytime. My door is always open."

     Both men shook hands and the Frenchman left the parsonage. After closing the door, the reverend's wife came into the parlor.

     "What did you tell him, Charles?"

     "I told him about the myth of the wood spirit Itopa'hi. He, for some reason, thinks the recent killings were by an evil spirit. Imagine! I think that man has a wild imagination."

     "Yes," she said nervously, "he certainly does. Evil spirit! What was he thinking? He is such a strange little man."

     Elizabeth Tutwiler picked up the tea service and returned to the kitchen.

     The reverend sat down and opened his Bible. He was supposed to be working on Sunday's sermon, but couldn't concentrate after listening to Poulet. The notion of something other than man being involved in the two men's deaths seemed far-fetched and ludicrous. Shaking his head to clear his thinking, he tried again to concentrate on scripture but could not. His mind drifted to the not-so-distant past and his missionary days with the Ioway. 

     He recalled a death in the tribe that was officially attributed to an accident.  One of the Ioway's young men had been out chopping wood and hadn't returned.  After a search party found him, they brought him to the chief's lodge. The reverend didn't see the body, but a rumor started to circulate that it had been an evil spirit that had taken the young brave's life. The official cause was accidental, but everyone in the tribe suspected otherwise. 

     The tribe had blamed Nidawi, the medicine woman. Nidawi's daughter had married the brave and after two years of marriage, they had failed to produce a child. The medicine woman had blamed him for the failure. Most of the tribe knew of her displeasure but didn't dare speak to her.  She could be a formidable enemy as a few of the tribe members had found out. The chief asked Nidawi to move away from the reservation and she had, despite much protest and a hearing with the council. The people of the Ioway Tribe rested easier knowing the old woman was far away from them and free from her influence; but they had been wrong.

     "He knows!"

     "What are you talking about?"

     "He knows about what you're doing."

     "That little Frenchman can't possibly know a damn thing."

     The man continued his paperwork on his desk and tried not to pay attention to the woman.

     "I think you'd better be more careful," she said.

     Becoming irritated, he threw his pen down, and looked at her sternly. "I'm careful enough. Nobody knows and nobody will. This is a situation that guarantees success. Those leases will be mine in a matter of a few months.  We'll sell to the American Fur Trading Company and then we can leave this dusty old backwater town and live in London. That is what you want, is it not?"

     "Yes. Whatever it takes to get out of here is fine by me."

     The woman stepped in front of the man and unbuttoned her dress top revealing her breasts. She let them fall on his shoulders. He nuzzled his face in her chest.  He found her nipples with his mouth and licked and chewed them until they were erect. 

     The man pulled back abruptly. "You have to leave.  It's too dangerous in the daytime. People walk in my door at all hours. Put yourself together and go."

     "But my husband will be gone all day. He's in St. Joseph."

     "I'm not concerned about him right now. I am concerned with anyone that happens to see you're here. Now, please leave."

     The woman buttoned up her dress and left through the back door.

     As she stepped into the alley, she caught a glimpse of Antoine Poulet walking her way. She quickly turned and not acknowledging him, walked away.

                                                   CHAPTER 29
     The Stuart DuChamp funeral was an impressive one. The church was filled with freshly cut flowers shipped upriver from St. Joseph.  The pews were pinned with black silk bows. The organist pumped out solemn hymns for the mourners. It seemed every candlestick the church owned was stuffed with white tapers who's flickering flames seemed to stretch to Heaven. The body of the deceased rested in an expensive mahogany casket covered with white roses. 

     It seemed as if most of the town had turned out. Every pew was filled.  The congregation waited patiently for Reverend Tutwiler. 

     The whispering among the mourners came to a stop when Elvira Bishop walked in and took one of the last seats in the back, next to Poulet and Emily Meriwether. Madam Bishop was dressed conservatively in black, as were most of the other mourners. With the renewed whisperings, she smiled and kept her head erect. Sitting next to her father, Jessica DuChamp turned back to her from the front pew and smiled. Elvira returned the smile.  Jessica wondered if she and her husband had been more than just friends, but decided it really didn't matter anymore.

     The organist started another hymn as the church choir made their entrance. Clad in blue and white robes, the choir of twelve sang like angelic songbirds  As they were about to finish, the reverend stood up from his chair on the side of the altar and walked to the pulpit. The organist held the last note for a few seconds and then it echoed and faded into the church rafters. 

     Opening his Bible, the silver-tongued Reverend Tutwiler, read verses that were a profound comfort to most there. DuChamp's friends, one after the other, took turns in relating stories of their friendships with him and singing his praises. It was indeed  a good sendoff for one of Big Cloud's prominent citizens.

     The service ended and the gathered left the church; some for the cemetery, others back to work or home. Poulet and Emily had decided not to attend the interment at The Olive Branch Cemetery, instead they had plans for a picnic lunch by the river.

     "Oh, Monsieur Poulet," Elvira Bishop said, as she approached both he and Emily. "I need to talk to you concerning a private matter."

     "Yes?"

     "Can we talk at your home? I don't want anyone to overhear our conversation."

     "Well, Emily and I were on our way to a picnic, but if it's important....."

     "I believe it is. It concerns the fear that's gripping this town."

     Turning to Emily, Poulet asked, "Is is okay to postpone the picnic for a few minutes, Emily?"

     "Of course," she replied. 

     The three of them walked back down Main Street to Poulet's house. He unlocked the door and ushered them both in.

    Both Emily and Miss Bishop made themselves comfortable in Poulet's parlor. 

    "Can I offer you anything to drink, Miss Bishop?" Poulet asked, as he removed his hat and coat.

     "No thank you. Even though I am your landlady, please call me Elvira."

     "Yes, I will do that, Elvira."

     "I have some confidential information that may be valuable to you. I don't want to speak with Sheriff Dodd or anyone else about it-yet. Rumor has it that you're doing some perhaps "unconventional" investigations of your own concerning the murders around here."

     "Word travels fast, does it not?"

     "In this small town? Yes."

     "What is it that you want to say, ma'am?"

     "Is it okay to speak with Miss Meriwether present?"

     "I can come back, Antoine," Emily said, as she stood up to leave.

     "No need, Emily." 

     Looking back at Elvira Bishop, Poulet said, "I trust Emily completely. If you would, I'd like to hear what you have to say."

     "I normally don't take much that is said in my house to heart, but what one of my girls told me was quite upsetting."

     "Yes?"

     "One of my clients, who shall remain nameless, told one of my girls that he knew how Ben Jordan and Stuart DuChamp died. This client was very drunk when he showed up at my door, so maybe it's just the words of a drunk and not ones to be taken seriously, but I thought I should tell you anyway. You're about the only one I can trust, even though I don't know you well. Some of my clients have been to visit you and they all seem to think you're an honorable man and capable of confidentiality. Of course, some have said since you're new in town, you might be under suspicion, but I don't feel that way."

     "I thank you for that, Elvira," Poulet said. "I've realized it takes a while to gain a community's trust, so I've expected that.  As far as my clients are concerned, it's my obligation to remain quiet, ma'am. My consultations with clients are all confidential. No one need know what I discuss with them."

     The Frenchman became aware that the people he had seen lately had ties with Elvira Bishop in one form or the other. Poulet looked at Madam Bishop and asked, "Did this client say anything else?"

     "Well, according to my girl, a man told her that within a few months, there wouldn't be many trappers left and that someone was going to be very rich when the trapping permits and land leases were awarded to this man. I guess he didn't say how or why, or even who. Most of my girls don't talk about their client's drunken ramblings, but in the state of things here in town these days, well, I think we must take steps to remain vigilant."


     "I won't ask you who this man was, but you realize that what's going on around here is a criminal matter. It's not just petty theft."

     "Yes, I know."

     She continued, "This man comes around once a week or so in the late evening so as not to be seen entering my home. He's a very prominent citizen, so as far as I'm concerned, at this point, my clients deserve anonymity."

     "I totally agree, Elvira. It is a bit disturbing to hear about this, though. I wonder what this man knows. It sounds like he may know more than the rest of us."

     "Maybe he does or maybe he doesn't. It may just have been drunken talk, but you may find some value in it."

     "I'm not a constable or solicitor, just a man that is concerned with the strange happenings of late. If I can help this community, then I will. America has been good to me. I owe her a debt of gratitude."

     "Well, monsieur," Madam Bishop said, as she stood up to leave.  "I'll be on my way. Is the house to your liking?"

     "Very much so. It feels like home even though I've only been here a short while."

     "I can tell you're taking care of my house. It's nice to have a tenant that is so conscientious."

     "The door is always open for you, Elvira."

     "Thank you. Good day, sir-and Miss Meriwether."

     Elvira Bishop left Poulet's and started her long and strenuous walk up the hill to her home. 

     Emily looked at the Frenchman. "What do you think of that, Antoine?"

     "I'm not sure. It is strange and perturbing. I wonder who it was that visited Elvira's."

     "Do you think it's of importance?"

     "Mai ouis, certainmont. Most men that tell the world they know a lot usually know very little, but  men who actually do know a lot usually reveal very little. Let's hope it's a case of the former and not the latter."

     "What was she saying about leases and permits?"

     "I'd like to find out. Do you know where I may find that information?"

     "Probably the county recorder's office in Troy."

     "Care to travel to Troy tomorrow?"

     "That sounds interesting, but I have to work. Have to keep the bellies around here fed, including mine, you know!"

     "How well I know."

     "Perhaps the day after tomorrow?"

     "That sounds splendid, young lady. Now, what about our picnic? It's seems to be past due."

     Poulet went to the kitchen and picked up the wicker basket that he'd stocked with sliced ham, cheese, bread, some grapes and a bottle of red French wine. They locked the house and walked down Main Street to the dock and then north up the river road to find a secluded spot for their lunch.

                          J. M. CONVERSE  STEAMBOAT

                        THE DOCK AT BIG CLOUD, KANSAS

                                               October 1, 1856

     Trudeau removed his tall beaver hat and held it up to the sun to shade his vision. He squinted at his first sight of Big Cloud. The boat had made good timing from St. Louis.  Trudeau wished it had been a longer trip so he'd have a chance to recoup his gambling loses. He found the gamblers on the boat to be better at cheating than he. 

     He reached into his coat pocket and produced a small silver flask, uncorked it and took a long swallow of absinthe. Licking his lips, he looked down at the dock from the upper tier of the boat.  Most of his fellow travelers had met their relatives and were leaving. In a few minutes, the dock hands would be bringing up the cargo. He turned and walked down the steps of the boat and then out onto the dock. He knew what the boxes of Poulet's books looked like.  He would wait patiently while he waited for the Frenchman to show up and claim his cargo. As soon as he identified him, he would follow him to wherever he lived and then wire the lazy-eyed man.  
                                                PART II

     The mantle of a Kansas autumn had cloaked the bluffs and hills surrounding Big Cloud. Early October had brought frost, fog, and with it, more chill to the air. The now almost-naked tree branches seemed to reach up and scratch at the sky. The gray clouds had been threatening storms for days, but in the end, released only rain showers.

     It started raining on the second of the month and continued unabated for three days. The rain seemed to drop from the heavens in torrents.  The swollen Missouri River had risen a few more inches, but not to a threatening level.  It was just the way the river was; ebbing and flowing with the lack or abundance of moisture. 

     Most of the streets in Big Cloud were dirt; dirt that had been transformed into rivers of thick black mud. Moving wagons on the streets through town became a challenge and dangerous. Women weren't seen in town for a few days. The mud-covered wood plank sidewalks threatened to graze the hems of their long dresses.

     Farmers in the vicinity had given up working the harvest fields and congregated at Dorland's Saloon. They sat and watched the rain and drank, gambled and smoked. There wasn't much else to do except talk, and the talk eventually always turned to questions about the dead trappers. The wild stories seemed to gain in credibility as the level in the whiskey bottles dropped and the gloomy days passed.

     There were any number of stories. The most popular circulating concerned an escapee from the insane asylum in St. Joseph, a Mr. Hurst.

     John Hurst had married the woman of his dreams.  He was inclined to drink and their home was the site of constant arguments and conflict. Sheriff Dodd had arrested  Hurst on charges of spousal abuse.  When he was released from the Big Cloud Jail, he attempted to visit and reconcile with his wife to no avail.  Hurst finally had the sheriff accompany him to his home, where under the sheriff's watchful eye, he hugged his wife in a loving embrace. While in the throes of the embrace, he reached into his pocket, pulled out a straight razor and severed her carotid arteries. 

     Mr. Hurst was sent to Topeka for trial, condemned to hang, escaped, was rearrested and then ended up in an insane asylum. According to some of the patrons of Dorland's, he'd escaped the asylum, hopped on a paddle-wheeler and landed in Big Cloud. He lived like an animal somewhere in the hills and killed and mutilated trappers for the sheer thrill of it. The patrons of Dorland's had never seen the insane killer or even knew of his whereabouts, but they became convinced that it was a valid explanation. The more speculation, the more implausible the stories became. 

     The dismal overcast and rain of three days finally dissipated and a clear blue sky arrived on the fifth of October.

                                               THE DOCK AT BIG CLOUD 

                                                      OCTOBER 1, 1856

     Trudeau sat on a river piling and watched the cargo from the J.M Converse being brought up from the hold.  The skies threatened rain and he needed to find lodging for however long he was to be in Big Cloud. He hoped it would be a short time. He liked to take care of business as quickly and efficiently as possible. Reaching into his pocket, he brought out the small flask of absinthe.  Taking a long pull, he screwed the cap back on and felt the fire flow from his tongue to his waiting stomach. He noticed he'd have to get a refill soon at the nearest saloon. The liquor helped to sooth his nerves and his occasional trembling.  He hadn't chased the dragon since that morning in his stateroom. As soon as he found a room, it would be time for another relaxing evening of perfectly blissful ethereal numbness.

     He watched the crane as it deposited Poulet's boxes on the dock. A few deckhands moved the boxes to a corner of the dock to make room for more cargo.

     A short man walking with a slight limp with black hair and beard approached one of the deckhands. He handed a slip of paper to one of them and then motioned to a wagon that was backed up to the dock. Two men from the wagon jumped up on the dock and picked up the boxes and stacked them in the wagon. After the last box was loaded, the short man sat down on the rear of the wagon and it began its trek up Main Street to the top of the hill.

     Trudeau had studied the photos of Poulet. That is the man, he thought.  He picked up his bag and followed the wagon for a few blocks until he saw it stop at a non-descript house at the end of Main Street. Sitting on a park bench in the small city park, he twirled his walking cane and took furtive glances up the street to Poulet's. 

     After unloading all the boxes, the two men left in the now-empty wagon.  

     Trudeau looked back down the street and saw a sign on a large white clapboard building that said, "Robidoux's Boarding House." He picked up his bag and walked into Robidoux's and rented a room.

     After settling into room 215, he opened his bag with trembling hands and took out the opium jar and pipe. He removed the lid from the jar, took a pinch, rolled it into a small round ball and plopped it in the pipe.  Taking a lit taper, he moved the flame to the ball of black tar and watched it bubble and release thick smoke as the flame grew closer. He watched the pungent gray smoke being drawn up through the pipe stem and into his yearning lungs. As he inhaled, he felt it caress his lung tissue in soothing velvety waves of numbing euphoria.

     Trudeau lay back on his bed after a few bowls of opium and felt the effects of his habit settle deep into his bones. He had no pain, cares or worries. He felt himself float off to a land of  unearthly pleasure; a place where he felt safe and loved and cocooned in the warmth of well being. Falling into a deep narcotic slumber, he found himself in a utopian dream world that existed only in his own mind. The dreamland would dissolve when he awoke and faced cold hard reality.

                                                             CHAPTER 30
     "So, what d'ya find out?"

     "He's been out of town for three months, and I'm sure it's true. Nobody's seen him around."

     "You real sure about that?" Sheriff Dodd asked Deputy Bundrick.

     "Well, you know how his wife's always threatenin' him with the fryin' pan?  He finally got the iron to the bone and according to her, he took off for Atchison a month ago.

     "Good for her. I wouldn't want to live with that son-of-a-bitch, either."

     Shifting in his office chair, the sheriff leaned back and stared at the pressed tin ceiling. Trying to locate local ne'r-do-wells and criminals wasn't a hard thing to do in the sheriff's jurisdiction. All sorts of people escaped to Big Cloud to avoid scrutiny whether from the law, family or business partners. The sheriff  knew most of them, but a few could have slipped by. Either that, or they were just new in town and everyone knew it, like Antoine Poulet. 

     It's not Poulet, I'm sure of that, he thought.  Faces and names began to parade past his mind's eye; some recent and some years past. 

     For a small town sheriff, Dodd was a competent and intelligent law man. Raised in the area, he knew every creek, river, hill and valley of northeast Kansas. He knew most of the families, too: names of kids, grandkids, cousins and spouses. Most were all law-abiding citizens but a few had strayed, like John Hurst.

     "I'd better have a talk with Emerson," the sheriff said. "He ain't gonna be happy, but as far as suspects go, I think we've run out of 'em."

     "You haven't found out where Joshua Lock is hiding out these days, have you?" Deputy Bundrick asked.

     "No, but it's just a matter of time before he shows up again. He needs his whisky. He'll show up any day now, and when he does, I'll have a nice long talk with him."

     "You know what he's gonna say, sheriff.  He's gonna say we're harassing him, just because he was at the penitentiary in Leavenworth for a few years."

     "I know, but anyone who's capable of murder, even though it was technically manslaughter, could be capable of killing again." 

     "So, what do we do now?" the deputy asked.

     "Sit tight and keep our ears and eyes open."

     Remembering to keep the local big wig informed, he continued, "If I don't go to the bank and talk to Emerson, he'll be back over here and cause another ruckus. I don't want that."

     "What about the obvious, sheriff? Any Ioway Indian has an excuse to get rid of a few trappers, don't they? Why don't you have a talk with Chief Nanchaninga?"

     "Nanchaninga wouldn't give me the time of day. That would just be a dead end."

     "Well, maybe you don't have to talk to him. Maybe we should talk to someone else, like maybe a tribal member who knows a lot of what's goin' on there."

     "Why would any of 'em cooperate with us? They'd just as soon see all of us out of the way, and I suppose you can't blame them."

     "You know old Indian Luke, the one that lives near Iowa Point?"

     "Yeah. So?" 

     "He's in town at least once a day. Maybe we should talk to him next time he shows up."

     "I don't think we'll get very far with him. He's crazier than a shithouse rat, but I guess it's worth trying."

     The sheriff stood up from his desk and stretched. Picking up his hat from the hook on the wall, he turned to Deputy Bundrick and said, "I'll be back."

    The sheriff left the jail and crossed the street to the Springer & Emerson Bank. Deputy Bundrick watched him leave and then left by the rear entrance of the jail, unhitched his horse and mounted.  

     Bundrick was going to have a talk with Indian Luke.  He headed west out of town on the main road and found himself at the reservation border in a matter of minutes. Bringing his horse to a stop in front of the reservation's trading post, he looked at the small gathering of Indians and trappers.

     "Any of you seen Luke?" Bundrick asked.

     The crowd was mute. They began wandering off and gave Bundrick a look of serious apathy, as if the deputy had just asked them if any had seen the Messiah lately.

     Bundrick dismounted, tied his horse to the post and walked into the trading post. There were a few trappers and Indian women milling about. He asked his question again.  They too, remained silent. Bundrick decided these people had no respect for the law. 

     Getting nowhere, the deputy went back outside and as he was unhitching, caught the sight of Indian Luke walking away from the post. Bundrick hopped on his horse and followed the old Indian to a trail head. Indian Luke turned back and looked up at the deputy.

     "What do you want?" Luke asked.

     "Just some information."

     Bundrick dismounted and walked over to Luke. "You know about these trapper murders. You got any idea of who did it?"

     Looking down at the ground, the old Indian said, "It was not a person, deputy."

     Scoffing at Luke's answer, the deputy continued. "Well, old man, then what is it, exactly?"

     "You know nothing of our native faith and heritage. You are a typical white man who cares about nothing but himself."

     Bundrick ignored Luke's comment. "I heard you the other day when they brought Ben Jordan in. You said something about spirits. What kinda spirit are you talkin' about?"

     "You wouldn't understand."

     "Look, old man, I'm trying to help the community here and that includes you. I'll listen to anything you have to say no matter how far-fetched."

     Letting his guard down a bit, Indian Luke motioned the deputy over and they both sat down on a large boulder.

     "You white people need to know what will and will not harm you. There is more to be felt than just an arrow to the heart or a bullet to the head. You think if you cannot see it and feel it, it is not real. You live among us and strip our lands of its fruit for your coffers so you can be comfortable and well-fed. Perhaps your rape of our lands is beginning to end."

     "Then how is this to end?"

     "It will end when Itopa'hi finishes off the last of you."

     Thinking the old man a bit crazy, Bundrick decided to listen to more of what the man had to say, even if it was something that just could not be believed. 

     "Itopa'hi? Who's that?" Bundrick asked.

     "Itopa'hi is a spirit of the woods.  He is the nightmare you woke up from last night. He keeps the balance. You would not understand. The spirit can cause great harm and can only be conjured by a powerful shaman.  Once Itopa'hi is released, there will be no end to your suffering."

     Bundrick scratched his chin and squinted through the bright afternoon sunlight. He knew the old Indian was crazy, but maybe it was a lead into something of value. He turned to Luke again. "How do we find Itopa'hi, Luke?"

     "You do not find Itopa'hi.  Itopa'hi finds you."

     "If I was to look for him, would he be found in the woods?"

     "If he is there, you may never know it. He is a mysterious and evil spirit. He lost favor with the Great Spirit. The Great Spirit banished him to earth. I guess you could say he is the devil according to your Christian religions. He roams the earth and finds living men to devour. He has an affection for brains and hearts; the heart and soul of a man. Weren't the dead men missing their heads and hearts?"

     Bundrick shuddered at what the old Indian had just said. The bodies were indeed missing both. Clearing his dry throat, Bundrick answered, "Yes. Why should we think it's a spirit and not a man?"

     Turning away from the deputy, Luke said, "You can think what you want."

     "If I were to believe you, how would I try to really find Itopa'hi?"

     Indian Luke looked at Bundrick with a crooked grin and said, "Set an animal trap and wait. Evil is patient."

     The deputy suddenly felt the reality of his conversation with Luke and began to feel nauseous. Looking around at the thick woods, he could almost see Itopa'hi lurking behind a tree, and waiting for him. Mounting his horse, he wandered back to town. He wasn't sure about talking to Sheriff Dodd about his encounter with Indian Luke; it might be a invite to unemployment. Deciding he would have to take that chance, Bundrick arrived behind the jailhouse and hitched his horse. He walked in and found the sheriff with a pencil in his hand, doodling on a piece of paper. 

                                                 CHAPTER 31
     "Where you been, Bundrick?" the sheriff asked, as he continued to doodle on the paper.

     "Been up to the reservation.  I talked to Indian Luke."

     "About what?"

     "What else-the murders."

     "What'd he say?"

     "You won't believe it.  I don't think I do either, but he scared the shit out of me."

     The sheriff removed his glasses, leaned back in his chair and said, "How's that?"

     "He says there's an evil spirit that killed them. Can you believe that?"

     "I'd believe almost anything at this point."

     The deputy pulled up a chair, started to roll a cigarette and continued. "There is a spirit called Itopa'hi that stalks the woods and get this; he eats men for breakfast, lunch and dinner. Can you believe it?"

     "I think old Luke needs to quit drinkin'."

     "He was sober as a judge, sheriff."

     "Sober or not, that's all horse shit."

     "Maybe or maybe not."

     "You don't actually believe him, do you Bundrick?"

     "I don't know what to believe anymore."

     "Well, truth be told, me neither. Right now I'm at a loss. This may be something that never gets solved. Maybe whoever has committed these heinous crimes left for Nebraska. It's been pretty quiet the last couple of weeks."

     The deputy rolled his burning cigarette back and forth between his fingers and studied the idle smoke that drifted to the ceiling. The sheriff started to doodle again as they both sat in silence.

     "Old Luke says this 'thing' was conjured by a shaman," Bundrick added. "The only shaman I know of is that old lady, Nidawi."

     "Maybe I should go have a talk with her."

     "Good luck, sheriff. She's as slippery as a river eel." Bundrick then asked, "What did you tell Emerson?"

     "I told him the same thing I told him a few days ago; that we had no suspects and were still working on it."

     "What did he say?"

     "He was fairly calm when he said that you and I would be looking for new jobs soon."

     "So, he hasn't simmered down any then?"

     "Not in the least. At least we were in his office at the bank, so he had to keep some kind of professional decorum."

     "Good thing you went to see him instead of the other way around."

     Looking distracted, the sheriff said, "I guess." 

     Sheriff Dodd stood up from his desk and said, "I'm off for a cup of coffee, deputy. Hold the fort down."

     Tired of discussing the murders, the sheriff left the jail and crossed the street to McCauley's for a cup of coffee.  He needed to think things over. It had gotten to the point where his thinking was causing him headaches; headaches he couldn't get rid of.  With still too many unanswered questions, he wished he could close the case. 

     He walked into McCauley's and found a table. A smiling Emily came by and poured a cup of coffee for him. The sheriff sat and brooded while he got lost in the wisps of steam rising from his cup.

     "You realize I can take your granddaughter anytime I want. You know what I can do to her. You know what men like to do to girls. You do want to continue to see her, don't you?"

     The old Indian woman looked away from the man. With her arms crossed and head down,  she rocked back and forth in her willow chair, seemingly lost in thought. She looked down and studied the hard-packed earth of her cabin. She'd been feeling frail, lately. Her evenings had been much too busy. She knew she was becoming melancholy over worrying about her granddaughter's safety and wondered if that was affecting her gift of conjuring magic.

     Looking down at the woman and tapping his black-booted foot, the man asked, "Well, Nidawi?" 

     "It will be what it is to be," she replied.

     Calmly regarding her, the man said in a patient voice, "Take care of Joe Duncan and do it now. He survived the last encounter, but he won't this time, will he?"

     "No. No, sir," she mumbled. "Just leave my granddaughter alone, please."

     Nidawi continued staring at the floor and rocking back and forth.

     "That's entirely up to you," the man said, as he turned away from her and left the cabin.

     Nidawi pulled herself up from the chair and went to her cabinet. Like so many times before, she gathered a few jars of mysterious looking powder. Moving ever slower with each passing day, she shuffled to her hearth and pulled her willow chair up close. She laid some kindling on the embers and the fire flared up in a matter of seconds. Sprinkling some of the powder on the fire, she chanted ancient Ioway conjuring rights; rights handed down from medicine men and women from the beginning of time.  

     She picked up a wicker basket next to her bed and placed it near the hearth. The faint rattling sound from inside began slowly and then increased in volume as she removed the basket lid.  She thrust her hand deep into the basket and pulled out a young timber rattler. She pinched it firmly behind its triangular shaped head. Its wide mouth was partially open. The tips of its fangs glistened with venom and its wildly-roaming forked tongue searched for scents. The rattler was not afraid of showing a willingness to strike. Its body protested with violent squirming and thrashing, threatening release from the old woman's crippled hands. She placed its open mouth over a shot glass and milked the poison glands on either side of its head. A thick yellowish liquid ran from its fangs and dribbled into the glass.  After a few minutes, she stopped. She dropped the snake back into the basket and replaced the lid. Taking a small spoon, she dipped into a jar and took a small bit of powdered Deadly Nightshade root and added it to the venom. After stirring the mixture thoroughly, she then poured it carefully into a small vial and plugged it with a cork. She placed the vial in her buffalo hide purse. 

     A distant rumbling of thunder in the west threatened rain. Rain would be an effective cloak to cover the chores she needed to complete. 

     A look of peaceful contentment crossed her face. She hadn't been content for years.  If Itopa'hi couldn't help her, she decided she'd have to take things into her own hands.

                                                   CHAPTER 32
     Emily Meriwether stood at the Overland Stage stop on Main Street. The stage was ten minutes late; not an unusual occurrence. The air was still damp and heavy from the rain. The eight o'clock morning chill nipped at her fingertips. She opened her valise and pulled out her gloves.  Pulling them on, she looked up and noticed Antoine Poulet walking down the street toward her. She smiled and her eyes sparkled at the sight of him. "Good morning, Antoine," she said.

     "And bon jour to you too, my dear," Poulet responded.

     "I think I have everything I need."

     "Plenty of paper and a few pencils?"

    "Yes, I'm prepared for whatever the county recorder's office has in store for me."

     "I hate to have you go on an errand for me on your day off."

     "It's not an inconvenience at all. I'd like to find out about these trapping leases myself. Besides, it gives me a good excuse to get out of town and do some shopping."

     "The recorder's office should have all the information we require. Check the ledgers thoroughly."

     At the top of Main Street, they saw the Kansas Overland Stagecoach make its way through the still-drying mud on Main Street.  With a loud "Whoa!" from the driver, the stagecoach came to a halt at the stage office.

     "Wish me luck, Antoine."

     Poulet reached over, took her hand and kissed it. Looking up over his glasses at her, he said, "You know you have my good luck with you always."

     The stage driver called for all to board the coach for Troy. It was a two hour journey, but the roads were fairly decent. Emily stepped up with the help of the driver. Three other people boarded and she found a seat next to a window. Looking out at Poulet, she said, "See you tonight, Antoine."

     "Five o'clock, is that right?"

     "Yes, if it's on time, that is!"

     The driver climbed up and took the reins. With a loud snap of the leather reins, the four horses snorted and the coach started off for Troy. Emily waved goodbye to Poulet and craned her neck out the window beside her.  Looking back, she watched as his figure grew smaller and smaller in the increasing distance.

     The stage made the trip in a little over two hours despite one unplanned stop. As it came to a stop at the station in Troy, Emily looked out the window.  She'd been here only once a few years before after she'd first moved to Big Cloud. It looked the same as she remembered it. A long row of neat and well-kept storefronts lined the clean and tidy brick-paved main street.  It made the muddy streets of small town Big Cloud look primitive. She picked up her valise and stepped out of the coach with the driver's help. The shiny red brick street felt substantial, but alien under her feet. She asked the station master for directions to the Doniphan County Recorder's office and was then on her way down the tree-lined street.

     The storefronts along the main street all had something in their windows that caught Emily's eye. She lingered in front of a few, but remembering she was on a mission for information, decided to put shopping off until her research was finished. The recorder's office was just ahead and on the other side of the street. Waiting for a few wagons to pass, she crossed the street and entered the office.

     "I'd like to look at the information on trapping leases for the county," she said, to a proper looking clerk with a bow tie.  

     He looked up from his writing and smiled. "What do you need to know, ma'am?"

     "I need to see a list of  who owns the trapping leases for the county."

     "No offense intended, ma'am, but what would a nice looking young lady as yourself need to know?"

     "That's a private matter, sir. Why should it make any difference if I am a 'young lady' as you say?"

     "Oh, it doesn't.  It's just that we don't get many women in here. Most don't want to be bothered with the technicalities of land leases, so you ma'am, are an exception."

     "I am an exception and I'm not 'most women,' sir. Now, where are the ledgers concerning this?"

     "Just a second, miss."

     The clerk walked to a bookshelf stuffed with legal looking books and documents. He reached up and brought down a large gray ledger.  The gold imprint on the cover said, "Doniphan County" and below that "Trapping Leases."

     Emily took the heavy book to a desk and chair by the front window. She dropped the book on the desk and watched dust particles scatter into the air.  She pulled the paper and newly-sharpened pencils from her valise and laid them down on the table. 

     Opening the ledger, she found  a map of the county on the front page. The map was divided into little rectangles and squares with numbers on each. She thumbed through the contents and in the back, found the list of current lease owners.  She saw Ben Jordan's name listed as lessee of two large numbered sections on the map. His name had a line scratched through it.  In a box to the right it said,  "current lease owned by Big Cloud Trading Company." Emily had never heard of the Big Cloud Trading Company.

     Scanning more of the entries, she came across one for Stuart DuChamp.  It also had a line through it.  In the box to the right, it also said Big Cloud Trading Company.

     Standing up from the desk, she walked over to the bow-tied clerk and asked, "Where can I find information concerning companies doing business in the county?"

     "What did you need to know?"

     "I need to know what the Big Cloud Trading Company is."

     "What I have here won't do you much good, but give me a minute and let me see."

     The clerk walked to the back of the office and disappeared behind a curtain.  In a few minutes he reappeared holding another large leather bound ledger. "This should tell you a little bit about companies doing business in our county."

     "Thank you," Emily said, as she took the ledger and walked back to the table and sat down.

     She opened the record book and flipped through the pages. It looked as if the entries would be alphabetical, but found that wasn't always the case. Searching through page after page, she finally found a listing for the Big Cloud Trading Company.  The only information besides the name was a post office box address in Topeka. Finding the listing lacking in much information, she went back to the clerk.

     "I found the listing I was looking for, but there's not much here. Most of the others list the names of the board of directors, but the entry here does not."

      "The county is only required to list the name of the company and the address. Other information is not required other than that."

     "Where would I find names of the owners of the company?"

     "You might want to write the hall of records in Topeka, or the company at the address listed. If the company is incorporated in the state, the name of the owner and names on the board must be recorded there. The county doesn't have strict guidelines concerning that."

     "So, I need to contact Topeka, then?"

     "I would say that's your best bet, ma'am."

     Emily's heart sank. She wouldn't be able to tell Poulet much about anything other than the Topeka address of the company . That wasn't going to be enough. 

     She went to the desk, picked up both ledgers and took them back to the clerk and dropped them on the counter. "Thank you for your help."

     "You're welcome, ma'am.  Anything else I can help you with?"

     "Actually, there is. Do you have copies of county laws and such?"

     "Laws?  If you mean legal information concerning city charters and county, well I..."

     "I need to know why some names were struck from the lease records and replaced with the Big Cloud Trading Company as the new lessee."

     "We update the files when we get information from the county attorney's office. I do remember changing those lease names since it was so recent. You may want to go talk to the county attorney. He may be able to help you."

     "Where's his office?"

     "It's a block down the street next to the drug store. Can't miss it."

     "Thanks so much for your help."

     "You're welcome, ma'am."

     Emily picked up her bag and found her way to the county attorney's office. 
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     Trudeau picked up a paper and pencil and wrote a wire to the lazy-eyed man in New Orleans.  It simply said:

                                      Man with books found. Request instruction.

     Trudeau handed it to the office clerk and watched him tap out the messsage in Morse code. It would be a day or so to hear back from New Orleans.

     Crossing the streeet to Dorland's Saloon, Trudeau cursed the rain as the street mud splattered and caked his immaculate and polished Spanish leather riding boots. 

     His coughing had gotten worse. He'd found red streaks on his handkerchief from his mucous. It seemed no matter how much opium he smoked, it was never enough to alleviate his consumption symptoms. He entered Dorland's Saloon.

     The saloon was full of refugees from the rain. Trudeau counted three poker games in progress as he went to the bar and ordered absinthe. Scanning the crowd, he found a game that was just folding and sauntered over.  Sitting down at the table, he found three willing partners for a friendly game. 

     After cleaning out the other three men, Trudeau found the friendly game quickly becoming unfriendly. He collected his winnings and went back to the bar. The bartender filled his flask with absinthe and after paying the man, he crossed the street to Robidoux's and went to his room.

     He put a pinch of opium in his pipe, lit it, and was carried off to a temporary dreamland.

                                                    CHAPTER 33

     Walking into the county attorney's office, Emily found it to be neat and seemingly tidy with row upon row of legal books lining the wall-to-wall bookcases. The air smelled of old leather and cigar smoke. Behind the secretary's desk was a large oak door with a prominent "Private" sign. Looking up from her desk covered with legal papers, the secretary looked up at Emily and asked, "May I help you?" 

     "Yes, I certainly hope so. I need some information regarding trapping leases for the county. Can you help me?"

     Showing no emotion, the secretary continued to shuffle the papers on her desk and asked, "What did you need to know?"

     "Well, I need to know about a certain Big Cloud Trading Company.  I just left the county recorders office and didn't find much information."

     "You gotta go to Topeka, honey," she stated flatly.

     "I'd like to avoid that if possible.  I was hoping that maybe I could find some information here."

     "What's the name of the company again?"

     "The Big Cloud Trading Company."

     "Oh, yes. I do recall sending a few updates to the recorders office. We're instructed to do that when we hear of any changes of lease ownership."

     "I noticed that the names of a few deceased lessees had been scratched out and replaced with the Big Cloud Trading Company. May I ask why a company would take over a trapping lease?"

     "I'm not sure, but probably has something to do with arrangements made with the county by parties of interest."

     "Do you have any information about county trapping leases?"

     "It's all in one of those books on the shelves."

     "I'd really appreciate it if you could lead me in the right direction."

     The secretary stood up from behind her desk and went to a bookcase. Adjusting her reading glasses,  she ran her fingertips over the spines of the books and ledgers, back and forth, row upon row. She found what she was looking for and pulled out a law book.  On the spine it read, "Doniphan County Trapping Lease Bylaws and Directives." She handed it to Emily.

     "You might find something in here.  All I know is that if I get a death notice for one of the lessees, I have to let the county recorders office know so they can correct their records. I know nothing else other than what's entered in this book."

     "May I take a few minutes to look through this?"

     "Of course. There's a table over there you can use."

     Emily picked up the heavy volume and placed it on the table and sat down. She started to thumb through the pages of county laws; a seemingly endless list of detailed information, mostly written in indecipherable legalese. Since there was no index, she took one page at a time. Finding the section concerning "abandonment" and "death of lessee," she read through most of the numbered and annotated paragraphs until something at the bottom caught her eye. A short paragraph in finer print read:

Upon default of lease payments or the demise of the lessee, the lease shall be awarded exclusively to the Big Cloud Trading Company so long as the yearly tax payment is made to the county by the above mentioned company.

     There was no other information on the trading company in question.

     Emily closed the book and carried it to the secretary. Knowing Poulet would be interested, she'd copied the paragraph on her paper and stuffed it in her bag. 

     As she handed the book back to the secretary, she asked her, "Do you know where I can find more information on companies doing business in the State of Kansas?"

     "You'd have to go to Topeka. The hall of records would have as much current information as is available."

     "So, it is a matter of public record, then?"

     "Anyone can request the information. You can wire or write them, but don't expect an answer for quite awhile. There's only one man taking care of all of that, so it does take some patience."

     "Well, thank you for your help."

     Emily left the county attorney's office and walked back down the street.  She had four hours before the stage for Big Cloud was to leave Troy. Smelling freshly-brewed coffee, she followed the scent to a sidewalk cafe, sat down and ordered a cup. Her mind was racing with questions about the Big Cloud Trading Company. The lack of details was frustrating. She wondered if anyone in Big Cloud had ever heard of the company. 

     After a lunch of roast beef, she walked across the street to a fashion shop for women.  As she walked in, she saw a familiar figure in front of the mirror trying on an expensive looking ball gown.

     "Mrs. Tutwiler?"

     The woman, trying on the new dress, turned from the mirror and looking somewhat embarrassed, stuttered, "Why, y...y...yes, Miss Meriwether! What a surprise! What are you doing in Troy?"

     "Some research and shopping."

     "You too, then? I need a new dress for next month's social, so I came down on the stage yesterday."

     Twirling around in the fashionable gown, she said, "What do you think?"

     "It's very handsome, you might even say fetching, Mrs. Tutwiler."

     "Oh call me Elizabeth, please."

     She paused a second and then said, "You don't think it too fancy for a church social?"

     Emily, thinking precisely that, took the diplomatic approach and said, "Not at all, ma'am."

     "Good."

     Smiling at the clerk, Mrs. Tutwiler said, "Box it up. I'll take it."

     "You still want the other two dresses and the hats, ma'am?" the clerk asked.

     "Of course, silly woman! I laid them on the counter did I not?"

     Emily noticed large diamond earrings dangling from Mrs. Tutwiler's ears.  She'd never seen them before. They sparkled whenever her head turned in the bright sunlit shop, dazzling any eye that fell in their reflective path. 

     Mrs. Tutwiler went to the counter while Emily looked at the hats and wished she had the money for a new one. She couldn't help but overhear bits and pieces of the clerk and Mrs. Tutwiler's conversation.

     "Please send the bill to the Mt. Zion Church in Big Cloud," Mrs. Tutwiler told the clerk.

     "Will you excuse me for a moment, ma'am?" the clerk asked.

     The clerk walked to the rear of the shop, opened a door and closed it behind her.  In a few minutes, she returned to the counter and the reverend's wife.

     In a whispering voice, but intelligible to Emily, the clerk said, "I'm sorry, ma'am. We won't be able to charge these to your account. Your charges for the last three months are in arrears. I'm sure you understand our position."

     "Oh, dear child. You must be mistaken," Mrs. Tutwiler boomed.  "There must be some misunderstanding. I've had a charge account here for two years and we have always..."

     "I'm sorry ma'am. If you'd like to pay in cash, that would be perfectly..."

     "Never mind," Mrs. Tutwiler said tersely. "I shall take this up with my husband.  He is the pastor of Mt. Zion Christian Church in Big Cloud. We may have to take our business elsewhere."

     "I'm sorry, ma'am."

     Elizabeth Tutwiler left the shop in a huff and slammed the door behind her. Emily looked out the front window and watched the reverend's wife furiously stomp down the sidewalk. She crossed the street to the small sidewalk cafe where Emily had just had lunch.

     "May I help you ma'am?" the clerk asked Emily.

     "I'm just looking, but thank you."

     "We have all the latest styles in season," the clerk added.

     "I see that. It's all very nice. Maybe next time. Thank you."

     Emily left the shop and deciding she had nothing better to do, crossed the red brick street and went back to the cafe. Elizabeth Tutwiler was sitting at a table with a deep frown on her face. As Emily walked in, she brightened up.

     "Miss Meriwether. How rude of me to leave and not say goodbye.  I had a misunderstanding with that shop clerk."

     "I see."

     Changing the subject, Emily said, "Are you leaving for Big Cloud today?"

     "Yes. On the three o'clock stage. It better be on time. I've had enough of this town."

     "I'm leaving at three also. It will be nice to have such a familiar travel companion, even for the short time of the trip."

     "Yes, yes. It will."

     Elizabeth Tutwiler, looking distracted, was lost in her thoughts. She and Emily both ordered tea and sat in the cool outside air, waiting for the stagecoach. There was an uncomfortable lull in the conversation after pleasantries were exchanged. Mrs. Tutwiler shifted constantly in her chair and fidgeted with her teaspoon, tapping it on her saucer. She looked at Emily and asked, "You said you were doing research here. What kind of research?"

     "Oh, just reading up on county laws and such."

     "Laws regarding what, may I ask?"

     "Well, about land and trapping."

     Taken a bit aback, Mrs. Tutwiler said, "Land and trapping? What on earth would a nice young lady like you need to know about that?"

     "I thought it would be interesting to know about such things."

     "Interesting? You find such research interesting?"

     "Oh, yes. I may want to become a lawyer some day."

     Laughing hysterically, Mrs. Tutwiler said,

     "Oh, forgive me, child! You don't want to bother that pretty little head of yours about such things. You'll find a nice man to marry and forget all about it. And, I suppose that man may be Monsieur Poulet, is that not correct?"

     "Maybe. I'm not ready to settle down just yet, though, thank you."

     "So. Did you find what you were looking for?"

     "I think so, but I need to write Topeka for the rest."

     "The rest? The rest of what?"

     "Well, maybe you know. Have you ever heard of the Big Cloud Trading Company?"

     Mrs. Tutwiler's smile vanished and the color drained from her face. She picked up her spoon and started nervously tapping it again. She looked away from Emily as she said, "Uh, no..no, I don't believe I have."

     Emily decided to change the subject and said, "The dress shop is very nice, isn't it?"

     Ignoring her remark, Mrs. Tutwiler said, "What is it about this company that so intrigues you?"

     "Evidently, they are the new lessees of the Jordan and DuChamp trapping leases."

     "Is that so? I would think their wives or next of kin would inherit them."

     "You would think so, but that is not the case."

     "Well, I'm sure whomever owns them now will have many years of profitable trapping. Can't just leave the hills full of those critters now, can we?"

     "No, ma'am. I guess not."

     Emily hoped this was the last of the conversation regarding her investigations.  As they finished their tea, they saw the stagecoach round the street and arrive at the station. After hitching fresh horses to the stage, the driver helped them both board the coach. They started the two hour return trip to Big Cloud.

                                                CHAPTER 34
     The stage from Troy came to a stop at five-fourteen. As Emily stepped out, Poulet helped her down. Mrs. Tutwiler also stepped out and after exchanging brief small talk with Poulet, began her walk to the parsonage.

     Emily took Poulet's arm and they started walking up the hill to his house at the end of Main Street.

     "How was your trip?" Poulet asked.

     "It was eye-opening."

     "Oh? In what way?"

     "I have some interesting information. I don't have it all yet, but I should within a week or so."

     Reaching the Frenchman's front door, Poulet unlocked it and let them both in.

     "Have a seat and let's hear more," Poulet said, as he went to the kitchen to brew some tea.

     Emily tossed her hat on the couch and fell back into an overstuffed chair with a sigh. The soft seat felt good after the hard and jarring coach ride back from Troy.

     "I found out what happens to the leases, but not much else, yet."

     Peering around the corner of the kitchen, Poulet asked, "What happens to them?"

     "I have it written down here." 

     Emily opened her bag and pulled out the piece of paper scribbled with a copy of the entry in the bylaws from the ledger at the county attorney's office. 

     Poulet came out of the kitchen and sat down beside her on the arm of the chair. He read what she had copied and said, "Who is this Big Cloud Trading Company?"

     "I don't know. I think that's what we need to find out, don't you?  There was no listing of names of any of the members of the board of directors."

     "The county attorney's office doesn't have that listed anywhere?"

     "No. I was told I needed to write to the hall of records in Topeka for that specific information."

     Poulet then said, "We'll do just that, then. Anything else?"

     "Well, as you noticed Mrs. Tutwiler rode back from Troy with me."

     "Yes. What was she doing in Troy?"

    "Shopping for clothes, but she came back empty handed. I ran into her in a small dress shop."

     "I'm surprised she didn't find anything to buy."

     "Oh, she did. She, evidently, couldn't afford to pay for the three dresses and two hats she had picked out. As I was trying on hats, I overheard her speak with the sales clerk."

    "And...?"

     "It sounded like the shop wasn't going to extend her any credit. I heard the clerk say her account was three months in arrears. She left the shop in a huff and without a thing."

     "Interesting. You would think if anyone had an understanding of budgeting money, it would be a preacher's wife."

     "You would think so. I had no idea the Tutwilers were in such bad financial straits."

     "Judging from the expensive jewelry the reverend's wife wears, I can understand."

     "When I ran into her in the shop, she had on a pair of diamond earrings. She took them off just before we arrived back in town.  I guess they were bothering her for some reason."

     "As well they should."

     "You don't think the Tutwilers have anything to do with the Big Cloud Trading Company, do you?"

     "I hope not. I don't know them well, but I don't think they would risk their reputation in the community to gain some monetary reward."

     "You're probably right, Antoine."

     "Whomever this company is, they may be behind the reason for these killings. If all the leases go to them, they would certainly have an interest in gaining as many as they could."

     "I'm going to stop at the telegraph office tomorrow and send a telegram to Topeka. Maybe we'll find something of interest."

     "I hope so.  Otherwise, it's a dead end."

     The Frenchman went to the kitchen and brought out the tea. They both sat, sipping thoughtfully. Emily's mind was spinning with unanswered questions.

    Poulet looked lovingly at her and said, "Penny for your thoughts."

     "I don't know about all this, Antoine. I feel like I'm intruding on other people's business."

     "And that you are, ma'am! The more intruding the better. We're dealing with crimes here, not idle gossip, even if it is true. Gossip may not get us anywhere, but better to listen to it than not. There may be a few kernals of truth amongst the hubris."

      Poulet set his cup down and looked into Emily's eyes. Her eyes twinkled making her mischievous smile even more delightful. He had never been so captivated by a woman as he was with her. To him, she was his alter ego, her Juliet to his Romeo. It all seemed so right that he was falling in love with her. His life had been empty even before leaving New Orleans, but her charms had lifted his spirits. He felt almost alive again. 

     "I can see the sunset in your eyes, Miss Meriwether."

     "Is it a beautiful sunset?"

     "It couldn't be more beautiful."

     Poulet put his hand on her chin and lifted it to his lips. She closed her eyes as his lips parted and his tongue darted into her mouth. He placed his hand on her thigh and drew closer to her. His other hand found one of her breasts and he slowly and gently rubbed and squeezed.  The passion was becoming overwhelming. Poulet hadn't been with a woman in over six months. 

     A loud knock at the door startled them both. 

     Trudeau sat on the city park bench and watched the locals go about their business.  The dismal and uncouth locals were a thorn in his side. They were all card cheats and dull-witted. He'd won about as much money at poker at Dorland's as he could get away with without getting a new suit of hot tar and feathers. 

     He twirled his cane absentmindedly and whistled a Stephen Foster tune, wishing he was back in the Crescent City. It would be all sunshine and roses when he returned after his assignment. He could see himself in every bar in town with every kind of woman he could sweet talk into his bed, or, if that didn't work, anyone he could buy.  In his line of work, it was either feast or famine. He considered himself to be in the famine cycle, but he was certain that his fortune would soon change.

     He closed his eyes and went over his plan. A smile came to his face when he thought of the struggling little man flailing and begging for his life.  He could feel his own heart racing and pounding in his chest as he squeezed the last breath out of Antoine Poulet. The thought of smooth and polished steel wire in his hands excited him. He could feel the supple kid gloves hug his hands as he twisted the life from the unfortunate little man.

      The scent of death for him was an intoxicating aphrodisiac. There was a special kind of smell death emitted; it was exhilarating and refreshing; it opened the pores and let out the bad stuff and let in the good. The odor always made his penis twitch. As far as he was concerned, it signaled the end of someone's suffering. He  considered himself  an executioner of the "been done wrong" school of excuses. Everyone had their woeful story and their price. He was obliged to fulfill his agreements, and although he always cheated at cards, his agreements were always consummated.

     His clientele read like the Who's Who of New Orleans society. Plantation owners, politicians, bankers, gamblers, convicts, cheating husbands and wives populated his list of past business contacts. As long as the pay was good and on time, he had no problem in taking care of whatever the client required.

     His eye was trained on the end of Main Street. His contract agreement with the lazy-eyed man was in need of validation. He'd been in Big Cloud for over a week and was ready to leave; he found the town backward and too provincial. The sooner he left, he thought, the better. 

     Trudeau's plans were ready to fall into place.  He'd gone over the garroting in his mind a hundred times. It would be easy.  Poulet was short and crippled. There would be no effective resistance from him.

                                                              CHAPTER 35

     Poulet answered his door and was surprised to see the Reverend Tutwiler.  "Good evening, reverend. I'm surprised to see you here after our last conversation.  Come in. Have a seat."

     Noticing Emily, the reverend said, "Maybe I should come back later."

     "Nonsense," Emily said, as she went to the door.  "I was just leaving. I'll see you tomorrow, Antoine."

     "Yes, you will. Good night, Emily."

     Emily left the two men and walked home to Chestnut Street.

     The reverend walked in, removed his hat and found a chair.  He set his hat on a table and getting comfortable, asked Poulet, "I'll be direct, Monsieur Poulet. I can't stop thinking about our conversation. I've gone over it in my mind again and again. Although I am a man of the cloth and hold the Bible as my ultimate and only reference, it seems there are exceptions to what I can and cannot explain with scripture. These murders weigh heavily on me, as I'm sure they weigh on the rest of the populace of our fair town.  I can't help but think that what you have said concerning Itopa'hi is, well, perhaps the truth-and I emphasize the word perhaps.  I'm hoping I'm wrong with this assesment, but the way this town is now, I think maybe someone should explore other possibilities, as you, sir, seem to be doing."

     Poulet removed his wire-rimmed glasses and wiped them with a handkerchief.  He seemed to be letting  the reverend's statements sink in. There was a palpable silence between the two until Poulet said, "Do you know any more details about this woodland spirit that you haven't told me?"

     "I was told by a medicine man of the Ioway, and this was a few years ago, that the spirits of the wood were unsettled and restless. As you know, the Ioway tribe make their living from the land, mostly from trapping.  We white people have taken over their living and have left the tribe destitute and reliant on the government's largesse. It is a shame this has happened, but we do need to "tame the West," as it were. I'm just afraid too much taming has led to the destruction of a way of life for these people. I can't help but think that maybe God is swinging the sword of retribution against us, or the devil has a hand in all this."

     "The devil has his hands in almost everything, reverend."

     "And God in whatever's left, I suppose."

     Poulet got up from his chair and went to the kitchen. He pumped two glasses of cool spring water for he and the reverend. Returning to the parlor, he set the glasses down on the table between them.  He then asked, "Do you know of an old medicine woman named Nidawi?"

     "I seem to remember that name. She's a shaman, correct?"

     "From what I hear, yes, but my source may be unreliable. She, evidently, has powers that can threaten someone's well-being ."

     "I'd like to think my well-being is not dependent on an old Indian woman."

     "Nor I, reverend. The fact of the matter is that something is killing these trappers and it's not a 'someone' but a 'something.'"

     The reverend took a sip of water and shook his head slightly. "I still find it hard to believe that this superstitious Indian lore has something to do with these killings. I suppose anything is possible, though. Lazarus was risen from the dead. Perhaps there is something out there that is unexplainable. Maybe it's beyond our scope of understanding."

     Standing up and looking out his window at the hills, Poulet said, "There is something out there in those hills, reverend; something that all men fear when they close their eyes at night; and it is primal. It's not so much the idea of meeting the Grim Reaper that they worry about, but the context in which he appears." 

     Poulet sat back down and lighting a cigar, said, "A man can get used to the fact he is slowly dying because of overdrinking or the pox or any number of other maladies. Or, he may meet with an accident that is swift and sure."

     Poulet took a second and puffed on his cigar. He continued, "Those dying in their sleep have the greatest of luxuries. We were not all meant to die in great luxury.  Some of us were meant to meet our untimely demise by facing down evil and feeling the final excruciating pain before oblivion. In my experience, reverend, spitting at the devil doesn't take a lot of practice-just a lot of patience."

     Poulet let go an audible sigh, turned to the reverend and in all sincerity asked, "Care to take a walk in the hills tonight? Perhaps a stroll in a trapping area?"

     "It wouldn't be just a stroll, Monsieur Poulet, it would be more like a trek. May I ask, just what do you intend to find out?"

     "We may find a few answers to our questions-or not."

     Poulet turned away from the reverend and said half-jokingly, "Perhaps we should invite the devil along to be our guide. I'm sure he'd probably know where to look."

     Reverend Tutwiler frowned, shifted nervously in his chair and took a long sip of water and then said, "If you insist on chasing the devil, monsieur, he just may end up chasing you."

     "I am more than aware of that, reverend, but I'm willing to take my chances."

     "Very well, then. A foray into the forest may be a good idea. When?"

     "Tonight. We'll walk into the hills and whatever happens, happens. I may be lacking in common sense concerning this, but there is no common in what we are dealing with."

     Getting up from his chair, the reverend donned his hat and at the door, turned to Poulet and said, "I'll bring my musket and derringer for protection."

     "If this something is anything like I imagine it to be, guns will do us no good."

     "So, we're to go into the woods with no protection?"

     "Bring your guns and I shall bring my personal arsenal."

     "Your personal arsenal?"

     "I'm sure you probably don't approve or understand sir, but I have talismans that will keep evil at bay."

     "Talismans?"

     "There are some problems a rifle can't solve."

     Opening the door for his guest, the Frenchman said, "Come by tonight at eight, and could you bring a spare mount?"

     "I'll have a horse for each of us. Won't get very far very fast without one."

     The reverend tipped his hat and left. 

     Poulet fell back in his chair.  He'd never considered enlisting the help of a reverend before. It had always been anathema to him.  After the events that were affecting his new hometown, he thought he could live with that.

     Going to his altar room, Poulet fell on his knees and meditated on his decision to stalk the woods that evening. Apprehensive about what may happen, he felt his magic was strong. He burned incense while he prayed. Pulling his mojo from his vest pocket, he laid it on the altar and then opened it. After tucking a few small objects inside, he placed it back in his vest pocket and made the sign of the cross. There, he thought, I hope my magic is strong enough for whatever awaits me.

     Trudeau walked into the telegraph office to check for messages.  The clerk handed him a sealed envelope.  He opened it and read:

Proceed with fulfillment of agreement. Wire when terminated. Remember panther ring. 

     It was signed by the lazy-eyed man.

     Trudeau folded up the paper, stuffed it in his vest pocket and went back to his solitary room at Robidoux's. 

     Opening his suitcase, he pulled out a black leather box. Upon opening, he found the well-used braided wire and gloves. He pulled them out and smiling to himself, slipped the soft and supple kid leather gloves on. He ran his fingers back and forth over the wire. It was smooth, cold and slick. It had seen many encounters in its day. The custom made handles on each end were of intricately carved ivory in the form of angels. He thought that to be an ironic motif. 

     Trudeau was a master at the art of garroting. He disliked blood. It would be too easy to use a gun or a knife, but guns were loud and knives were invariably messy. Strangulation was neat, clean and tidy. He was well-practiced in the art.

     He replaced the instrument back in its box, laid down on the bed and started to make plans.

                                                     CHAPTER 36

     Elizabeth Tutwiler had fixed her husband a supper of chicken noodle soup and biscuits. Sitting down at the table, the reverend bluntly said, "I'm going out into the woods tonight, Elizabeth.  I won't be back until tomorrow morning."

     "Ugh! Whatever for, Charles?"

     "Maybe some insight into the murders of late."

     "Oh, they'll find the killer sooner or later without your help. You shouldn't worry about these things."

     "I'm going with Antoine Poulet."

     She stopped ladling the soup for a second and with a chuckle, looked at her husband. "That little man? That Satan-worshiping foreigner?"

     "Yes."

     "Well, on second thought," she said,  "maybe it would be good for you to get out in the woods. Will you be staying all night?"

     "I don't know. It depends on what we do or do not find out."

     "Well, if you need to stay out all night, then by all means you must do so. I'll be fine here. Stay two days, if you wish.  I'm just as interested in what's going on as you are, my dear."

     The reverend finished his soup and changed his clothes. He went to the barn of the parsonage and saddled his two horses. After mounting one, he grabbed the reins of the other and led it behind him down into town and  Poulet's.

     Mrs. Tutwiler watched out the window as his silhouette faded into the distance.  She waited fifteen minutes and then went to the closet and threw on her overcoat. She pulled the hood up over her head and left the parsonage for town.

    The old woman picked up her buffalo hide purse and making sure the vial of venom and Deadly Nightshade was inside, closed the door to her cabin.  It would be a long walk to Joe Duncan's house. 

     She walked down the trail and into Big Cloud. Walking to the bottom of Main Street near the river, she turned south on the river road.  It was only a few miles to Blacksnake Creek. The road was dusty and busy with coaches, horses and wagons. She took her time, hugging the inside of the road and shuffling along. She came to a little-used trail running up to the top of the bluff where Joe Duncan's cabin stood. She knew the trail well.  She knew every trail within ten miles and knew them intimately. 

     As she came to the top of the bluff, she watched the Duncan cabin from behind a tree for any activity and finding none, padded through the wood to the rear of the barn. She bent down and slipped through a small gate into the barn and found Joe Duncan's canteen hanging from one of the saddle horns. The horses snorted, and acting skittish, turned away from her. She took the canteen from the saddle, opened her purse and slowly poured in the vial of venom-soaked belladonna.  Replacing the canteen, she slipped back out the rear gate and back down the trail.

                                                    CHAPTER 37
     The clock struck eight as Poulet went the door.  It was the Reverend Tutwiler as expected. The Frenchman hadn't been sure that he would even show up for their walk in the woods, but there he was, wearing buckskin and boots, looking prepared for the thickets and underbrush of the hills. His musket was strapped to his shoulder. He was holding a lantern. "I'm not so sure about all of this, Monsieur Poulet," the reverend said,  "but, I am here."

     "Yes, you are, and I'm pleased.  I wasn't looking forward to walking in the dark without a companion."

     Poulet was also dressed in leather and boots. After pulling on his woolen coat and picking up his hand-tooled saddlebag, he and the reverend walked out of the little house on Main Street and mounted their horses. 

     Only a bare sliver of a moon cast a silvery light overhead, but the stars were bright.  They twinkled and sparkled like early morning dew on a spider web. The temperature had already dropped drastically since sundown. It was going to be a chilly ride through the hills.

     "Any ideas on where we should start, reverend?"

     "Well, I hear there's a trapper by the name of Osgood that used to trap just northwest of here near Roy's Branch Creek."

     "Let's go, then."

      The two men made their way on horseback up an ancient Indian trail that lead deeper into the bowels of the hills. The trail looked as if it hadn't been used in years. Undergrowth had proliferated and it hindered their progress. With no final destination, it was only a ride through the dark woods. 

     They'd ridden about two miles, and as they turned into a switchback, in the tree-filtered light, Poulet could make out moss-covered headstones jutting up from the ground. They seemed ancient and neglected. The lifeless plots were choked with brush and weeds.  A wrought iron fence ringed the perimeter and a front gate stood askew on one of its corners, detached from its top hinge and open, as if to be beckoning one in for a tour. A few scattered long dead maple and elm trees displayed their bare branches and gnarled trunks. The withered branches seemed to be stretching their fingers to Heaven itself, as if  pleading for the interred souls. 

     Bringing their horses to a halt, the two men dismounted. They looked up at the tin sign hanging from the top of the gate. Swinging and squeaking on rusty hinges, in script letters it read:

     HALF BREED CEMETERY

     "What is this place, reverend?"

     "It's where half-Indian and half-white people are put to rest. The Indians don't want them and neither do we. This is their graveyard. It's been this way for years."

     Poulet scratched at his beard and shook his head. "Isn't this kind of ridiculous? Do you think when we die we really care about where we are buried?"

     "You may not, sir, but the citizens of Big Cloud certainly do. They care very much. Half-breeds belong here."

     Poulet decided to ignore the reverend's comments. He needed allies now, not adversaries.

     They mounted their horses and just a few hundred yards down the trail from the cemetery gate, they came upon a clearing with an old fire pit ringed with limestone. The black soot covering the stone showed it to be a well-used campfire.  

     "Looks like a lovely picnic spot, does it not, reverend?"

     "I wouldn't want to picnic here, even in the middle of the day. That cemetery is too close for my taste."

     "Maybe we'll catch a ghost or two," Poulet chuckled.

     The reverend didn't respond.

     They dismounted, tethered their horses and the preacher lit the lantern.

     The flickering lantern light cast a yellowish soft glow on their surroundings. The light stopped two trees deep into the woods-beyond that was only darkness and the unknown. They gathered a few dead branches and built a fire in the limestone pit. After sputtering at first because of dampness, the fire finally sparked into a bright flame. 

     Poulet went to his horse and got his saddle bag and set it near the fire. He pulled out a coffee pot and a small bag of ground coffee beans from a small sack  Filling the enamel pot with water from his canteen, he set it on a rock next to the fire.

     The woods were filled with sounds of coyotes, hoot-owls and rustling leaves tossed about by the wind.  The reverend put more damp wood near the fire to dry it before being thrown in. Both men sat in silence as they watched the flames lick the side of the coffee pot.

     "I surely could use some coffee, Monsieur Poulet. The chill out here can sink into a man's bones very quickly. Thank you for bringing some."

     "Hot coffee always seems to make things seem better than they really are."

     "What do you mean?"

     "Just that some simple pleasures can make the difference when one is in a, shall we say, challenging position."

     Turning away from Poulet and looking into the fire, the reverend said, "I see no challenges, sir."

     "Nor I, reverend-yet."

     Since they'd left town, dark clouds had drifted in from the west. The starlight  struggled to punch through the darkness without success. The sliver of a moon still hung high in the eastern sky, escaping the mantle of the dense clouds and darkness. The rumble of thunder rattled the earth beneath their feet as they watched the coffee pot..

      The reverend took his pipe from his coat and packed it with tobacco. Pulling a flaming twig from the fire, he set it to the bowl and drew hard. The thick smoke drifted off and disappeared into the wind. 

     The two men sat quietly and listened to the sounds of the woods and the distant thunder. The coffee pot rattled as it began to boil.  Poulet produced two tin cups from from his saddlebag and set them on the limestone hearth. Filling both, he handed one of the cups to the reverend.

     Blowing over the steaming cup, the preacher said, "I don't know why I am out here on this bleak evening. What exactly are we looking for Mr. Poulet?"

     With a smile, Poulet said, "We are looking for the devil, reverend."

     "If that is the case, sir, I'd rather not look."

     A gust of wind blew up and extinguished the flames of the fire, leaving only glowing blue embers. Poulet looked down and said, "Just as well. The fire was wreaking havoc with my night vision."

     "Well, I suppose if we're out here, we might as well be able to see something."

     Despite the gathering clouds adding to the darkness, Poulet scanned the woods and caught the slight glimmer of a flickering light. "What is that?" he asked.

      The reverend stood up and then got on his haunches next to Poulet. He squinted trying to find the light through the trees.

     "See it, reverend?"

     "Yes. Yes, I do."

     "We need to get a closer look."

     Both men waded through fifty yards of thick underbrush that tore at their legs. The wet leaves carpeting the ground muffled their footsteps as they made their way to the light. 

     Getting nearer, they stopped, and crouching down on their knees, pulled branches aside and saw the light was from a small window in a log cabin.  Wisps of blue-gray smoke rose and drifted from its chimney. A few scattered animal pelts were tacked to the wall.

     "I wonder who lives here," the reverend whispered. "This place seems to be far off the trail.  We must be at least three miles from town."

     "I don't see anyone in the window, do you?"

     "No, nothing. Maybe we should go back to the horses. Maybe it's time we..."

     The absolute silence struck like a mule kick to the gut. It seemed as if the wind had been knocked out of them. The woods became dead quiet: no wind, no owls, no crickets, no coyotes, no rustling leaves. The air became unbearably heavy and thick. Silence cloaked the two men like a suffocating cocoon. As their breathing became labored, they looked at each other and tried to speak, but couldn't. They both began to pray.

                                             CHAPTER 38

     The shock of air deprivation affected both men the same-panic; like being thrown into a deep lake with a boulder chained to one's leg. The preacher's bulging eyeballs were wild with terror. Gasping for air the reverend hoarsely mouthed, "I can't breath."

     Trying to speak but not being able to, Poulet mouthed back. "Slow down."

     The oppressive scarcity of oxygen was overbearing.  Every heartbeat threatened to burst their constricted ribcages. Poulet had resigned himself to death. Like waking up in a sealed coffin six feet under, his phobic fear of  suffocation had become a reality. 

     A sudden blast of freezing wind slammed through the underbrush, inflating their empty lungs. Both men began to gulp for air and hyperventilate. There was still a silence now, but there was air in their lungs. Wheezing and coughing, they looked at each other and then relaxed a bit. As they caught their breath, Poulet heard something and motioned to the preacher.

     They cocked their ears to an almost imperceptible distant crying, echoing off the bluff. It cut through the cold night air with heart-pounding clarity.  It was not the cry of an animal or a man, but something distinctly alien. The sound was one of great pain and sorrow. Both men looked at each other.

     "What was that?" the reverend whispered.

     "I was hoping you could tell me," Poulet replied.

     The distant howling cry became a low guttural roar that seemed to sweep down off the bluff and blanket the valley.  It became more urgent and immediate. The earth below the men's knees began to tremble. The roar became so loud they had to cover their ears. They fell over onto their stomachs and buried their faces in the vibrating ground. Reverend Tutwiler pushed himself up and vomited to his side. Poulet felt his own stomach churning. Then as quickly as it came, the silence and shaking earth left. 

     A bright light began to filter through the underbrush where they were hiding. Its lambent beams became more intense in the direction of the cabin. 

     As they squinted through the branches at the cabin, their vision sharpened into hyper-clarity.  Poulet had never seen things in such pristine focus. Feeling dizzy and disoriented, they watched as a small buoyant orb of radiant light floated lazily down from a treetop to the front of the cabin. A second later, another danced and bounced through the trees and to the cabin.  Then another, and another.  Dozens of orbs waltzed about each other in a glowing display of  playful innocence. They formed a pattern and a large wall of shimmering light appeared before the two men like the undulating wave of a  desert mirage.  It towered over and seemed to envelope the tiny cabin.  It was blindingly bright and peculiar, but most of all, transparent. 

     The reverend took the musket off his shoulder and cocked it. The smooth hand-worn walnut stock felt comforting. He found nothing to put in his sight, but gripped the gun tighter and raised it to his eye anyway.

     The luminance from the light began to dim and dissipate.  They watched it drift to the ground like a falling wind-blown curtain. It dissolved and then transformed into wide bands of circular light that shimmered in waves in the darkness. Waves of pulsating light surrounded the cabin and seemed to be chasing each other around it. The air became more and more saturated with the putrid smell of rotting flesh, making both men nauseous. As beautiful as the light was, its odor was heavy and permeated the small clearing. Poulet wondered how a thing of such delicate beauty could emit the foulness and stench of a common slaughterhouse.

     After a few seconds respite, the earth began to shake again. The reverend clutched his musket tighter, but then dropped it as the roar of uneartly pain began to assault them. Covering their ears, both men watched in awe as the fallen light beams lifted from the ground, melded together, intertwined and rose to a point above the cabin.  

     The tiny point of penetrating unearthly light blinked white-hot against the night's blackness. It seemed suspended in mid air. There was no movement or sound. Its dazzling radiance slowly intensified and became so bright, they had to turn away. The reverend thought Heaven's gates were about to be opened and Poulet thought quite the opposite. Both laying on their stomachs, faces in the ground and hands over ears, the two men felt the slap of abrupt silence: then nothing.

     The Frenchman took his hands from his ears and looked up at the little cabin. The only light now came through the cabin's window as before.  There was nothing now but seeming tranquility and darkness.

     Looking at Poulet, a visibly shaken reverend said, "I think we should go now."

     "You don't want to go knock on the cabin door?" Poulet said, dryly.

     The reverend frowned at the Frenchman and turned around.

     The two men crawled back through the thick underbrush to the clearing.  The embers of the fire still glowed as Poulet got his coffee pot, put it back in the saddle bag and heaved it onto his horse.

    "Did I really see what just happened or was this all just a dream or rather, a nightmare?" the reverend asked.

     "We both saw it and it was no dream.  What we saw was the same thing Ben Jordan and Stuart DuCamp saw just before they died. I know of only one other person that has seen this and lived to tell about it."

     "I guess we're dealing with a myth-just a figment of an Indian's imagination."

     "You cannot deny this, reverend. This figment is more than imagination at work, and it has a name-Itopa'hi. It is the work of our old friend Mr. Scratch."

     The reverend looked up at the night sky, closed his eyes and said, "Lord, protect us from evil. We pray in Christ's name, amen."

     Without looking at the reverend while tying his saddlebag to his horse, Poulet said, "Christ is not going to protect you, reverend, and neither is a gun. We are stalking a minion of the devil, plain and simple, and all bets are off. Christ could care less about our devilish pursuit of demons."

     Feeling gravely offended, an indignant reverend said, "Don't bet on it, sir."

     Looking over his glasses at the preacher, Poulet replied, "I won't. When it comes to divine intervention, I'm not a betting man."

     Poulet reached into his pocket and felt for his mojo. It was still there and felt reassuring. His magic was more powerful than he thought.

     Both men mounted their horses and in silence, rode back to town under the light of the sliver of a moon and thunder in the valley. 

                                                         CHAPTER 39
      In the wee hours of the October morning, the Frenchman and the preacher had followed the western horizon and the sinking crescent moon. They found themselves back in a quiet and deserted Big Cloud.  They brought their horses to a stop in front of Poulet's house. 

     Poulet’s bones ached as he dismounted and felt the exhaustion and reality of the long evening. He and the reverend exchanged farewells. The reverend tied Poulet's mount to his and left for home. 

     Poulet unlocked the door and let himself in. His one candle in the hurricane lamp near the window was almost burned to the nub. He pulled it from the lamp and lit a few more scattered about the parlor. After shedding his wet and muddy coat, he made his way to the  kitchen and drew a cold cup of spring water and drank half.  The other half he threw on his face and then wiped off with a towel. Despite his physical fatigue, he couldn't suppress his fascination and curiosity about the spirit he'd just encountered. He'd never seen a physical apparition itself, only in the form of a possessed human. 

     Going back into the parlor, he walked over to his bookcases. Running his finger over the spines while his other hand held a lamp, he found a large loosely-bound book. Some of the deteriorating binding sloughed off as he pulled out the ancient leather-bound volume and took it to his desk. Setting it down, he blew dust from the cover and found the faint image of a hand-painted griffin. The paint had faded over the years and now showed only a pale imprint of the mythical beast, but it still seemed to come alive and prowl across the book cover in the candle light. In French, in small letters, the imprinted title stamped next to the griffin read, Le Remedé.   He opened it gently. The scent of mildew and musty age wafted up from the pages.  He started thumbing through the contents.

     Inside, written in French and English translations of Greek and Latin, were ancient spells concerning protection from and destruction of evil spirits. Most of the spells came from the Greek religion Theurgy and a black magic branch of that religion, mageia, The pages were yellowed, delicate and prone to tearing and disintegration; some were over three hundred years old. Most were mismatched in size due to the plethora of entries and authors over the centuries. The pages were of various materials besides paper including sheepskin, papyrus and linen, some of which had been damaged by moths. 

     The book had been handed down through the ages from witch to magician to sorcerer. Infamous owners included Felix Thorel of Cineville, France, who was tried at the Inquisition for his influence over unexplainable occurrences. His power was said to be ferocious and strong and the book Poulet held in his hands had been used by him.  It eventually fell into the hands of Mam'zelle Laveau and after using it for years to much effect, she'd given it to Poulet for his burgeoning reference library. 

     Turning to a dog-eared and curling page of sheepskin, he found an incantation in both French and English. They were some of the oldest entries in the book dating from the sixteenth century.  The original spell dated back to ancient Egypt. With a Horus or "seeing eye" at the top of the page, the text below was elaborately hand-decorated in vibrant colored letters by monks opposed to the Inquisition.  The monks worked underground out of sight of the Catholic hierarchy.  Due to the unlawful nature of their handiwork, a few had been arrested and burned alive. Poulet knew this spell to be powerful, but fraught with its own danger of misuse and abuse. He had never used it and never wanted to, but this time was different.

     Poulet knew that the spirit the two men had encountered was not a benevolent one. He had no idea what he was facing when it came to spirits of the hills, but knew the one he'd seen and felt was dark and evil. Using the old spell could perhaps get rid of the spirit, but what of the conjuror? He went back to his bookcase and pulled out a book concerning mind control. If he couldn't get rid of the spirit, he thought he may be able to halt the conjuror from bringing it forth again. Looking down at the text, it began to move in and out of focus. He suddenly felt weary and left the books on his desk, blew out the candles and went to his bedroom.  Without removing his clothes, he fell back on his bed. Sleep came quickly. His dream world took over his real world.

     In his dream, he'd been asleep and slowly opened his eyes and looked above him.  He was laying on his back with his hands laying across his stomach. Wiggling his fingers, he then pulled his arms up to his side until his elbows hit something dense and firm on either side. The thin air was stifling and he struggled to breath. His breathing became short and measured. His wheezing and gasping for air echoed in the confined space. 

     Above him he could faintly see pleated satin that almost touched his nose. He moved his elbows from side to side and tried to push to no avail. He felt as if he were in a box and then came to the realization that he was in a coffin and had been buried alive.

     He pulled his arms up, spread his fingers above him and started to scratch and tear at the soft material above him. Then he started to pound against the lid. His kicking bare feet hit the sides and top of the coffin. There was no give in his futile efforts to escape. He pushed against the top and then screamed as he felt the last of his air released. His lungs collapsed and then in total terror, he gasped for air but there was none. The last he heard was the slowing of his pounding heartbeat and then silence and darkness.

     The Frenchman awoke suddenly and felt his brow covered in a cold sweat. His clothes and pillow were soaked in his perspiration. He started to hyperventilate and then took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. His legs were shaking and he tried to stand up but couldn't.

     He sat up on the side of his bed, rubbed his eyes and looked around. Morning light was streaming in from the parlor.  He turned and looked out his bedroom window and saw the bright and clear day greet him. The sunshine was reassuring and welcoming. 

     On unsteady legs, he stood up, stretched and went into the kitchen. He shed his clothes and pumped some water into the sink and dipping his hands in, splashed some on his face. He lathered up the bar of soap with a washcloth and cleaned himself from head to toe. Feeling awake and very much alive again, he went into his bedroom closet and put on some clean clothes. After starting a fire in the cooking stove, he put on a pot of water for coffee and walking to his front door, hung up the "open" sign. Monsieur Antoine Poulet of New Orleans was again open for business.

                                                  CHAPTER 40
     Joe Duncan looked up at the clear blue October sky. No rain today, he thought. While saddling his horse, his disgruntled wife, Dorothy, walked from the house to the barn. The woman's arms were crossed and she wore a frown. She seemed unhappy about her husband returning to the hills to trap.

     "But, I have to go, dear. The lease taxes are due next week."

     "I wish you didn't have to go out. You know how I worry."

     "It's how I put food on our table. You know that as well as I."

     "I just wish-"

     Cutting her off, Duncan said, "I wish for a lot of things, too. Wishful thinking won't get you far unless you're willing to separate the wishful part from the thinking part."

     "Well then, dear, the most I can say is good luck and I love you."

     Duncan wrapped his arms around his wife tightly and kissed her. They were both still in love after ten years of marriage. 

     Thinking of his stomach, he lifted his lips from hers and asked, "Is my food in the saddlebags?"

     "Of course. I put in some beef jerky and some fried potatoes you can warm up. There's some ham and a loaf of bread I made yesterday. There's also a couple of apples."

     "Fresh water in my canteen?"

     "As always, dear."

     Tipping his hat with a roguish look, he winked at his wife and said, "Then, dear, I am off to stalk the wild beast."

     Duncan smiled at his wife, mounted his horse and started down the steep road from their house on the bluff.  He looked back, waved at her and then quickly scanned the pack mule, making sure all that had been tied on hadn't fallen off.

     This Sunday morning was bright, crisp and clear. The wide Missouri River had receded a bit, but flowed south and east as it always had and always would.  The river road was quiet and deserted. Duncan thought about his last trapping trip and tried to banish the thoughts without much success. 

     He reached into his pocket and felt for his mojo. It was there. He rubbed his finger and thumb over the small talisman-filled leather bag. He didn't have much faith in the little bundle Poulet had given him. Joe Duncan believed to have faith in only himself. 

     If what Mr. Poulet says is true, then I don't have to worry about what I may come across; or what comes across me, he thought. He made the decision then and there to spend only one day in the hills, and not to spend the night again in the line cabin. He would leave before sundown became an invitation for all things unknown and unexplainable.

     He decided to take an alternate route to the other side of Blacksnake Creek. He took the  fork just south of the bridge that led up through the hollow to Eagle Springs. The other fork hugged the river and led to the small hamlet of  Sparks. 

     The sounds of the woods were different to him now. Every sound seemed to carry with it the threat of his destruction. Every turn of the trail became foreign and disorienting, as if he'd never traveled it before. The woods used to be welcoming and warm, but now seemed to him like a frigid alien landscape filled with looming shadows. 

     The chill of the early morning was wearing off. He'd ridden almost four miles into the hills and needed to stop a minute and rest himself and the horse and pack mule. He came to the edge of Blacksnake Creek and dismounted. Both his animals lowered their heads and sipped at the sluggish creek water. Duncan stretched his arms high and let out a yawn. He reached for his canteen, draped over the saddle horn, and uncorked it. He put the cool rim to his lips and took a large draught. It tasted funny.  He sniffed the canteen. It had an unpleasant odor to it. Duncan turned it upside down and poured it on the ground.  He'd have to have a talk with his wife about the lack of potable water. As he started to pop the cork back in, he suddenly became lightheaded and dizzy. Nausea overcame him. His vision doubled and his body began to shake. Then the pain started. 

     He doubled over and fell to the ground, but he didn't remember that, he only remembered when the dream began.

     His dream carried him away to a pristine alpine valley clearing of unparalleled beauty.  Meadows of wildflowers lent splashes of color to the verdant valley. Vast emerald pine forests bordered one side of the valley and gray granite cliffs bordered the other. The pine scent carried on the breeze caressed Duncan's olfactory senses.

     A boulder-strewn stream filled his field of vision. The water crackled by and cascaded into waves of frothy merriment. Fuzzy black and rust-colored moss draped some of the smoothly worn and wet stones. Dragonflies buzzed and flitted on their iridescent wings, bouncing up and down on the cool breeze. The sun was high and warm, but he was shaded and comfortable under a flowering cherry tree. He looked up through the branches to the sky and squinted. Fragrant cherry blossoms drifted from the top of the tree; gently falling confetti from the cloudless sky.  They fell on the rushing stream and were carried away like so many freshly fallen snowflakes.

      "Where am I?" he wondered out loud.  

     Then he heard a melodious voice. "You mean you don't know?"

     Duncan couldn't pinpoint the direction or origin of the voice.  It seemed to come from everywhere around him. The voice was soothing and soft.  It was sweet sounding and musical. 

     He looked around and found himself sitting on a hollow pine log. Closing his eyes, he took in a deep breath and felt the exhilaration of crisp air flooding his lungs. He heard the voice again.  

     "Joe Duncan, do you know where you are?" 

     Shaking his head and then rubbing his eyes, he looked around again. He answered, "No, I don't. Where am I, anyway?"

     The voice said, "T'is neither here nor there."

     Duncan became confused and distracted as he scratched his head and glanced down at his feet. His boots were gone. He wiggled his bare toes and delighted in their simplistic grandeur. Stretching his bare legs and then thighs, he marveled at the mechanics.  His hands glowed as if lit from within. Gazing in awe of his moving fingers, he became transfixed. He also noticed he was naked; comfortable, but naked nonetheless. 

      "If this is not here or there, then where is it?" he finally asked of the voice.

     "You are an insistent fellow, are you not?" it replied.

     As a blizzard of falling cherry blossoms obscured his view, he thought he saw a bracken fern rustle out of the corner of his eye. He turned his head to the ferns at the edge of the stream and saw a beaver's head pop up out of the bubbling and foaming water. It slowly blinked its brown eyes and focused on Duncan. 

     The beaver pulled himself from the stream and onto the bank. Its coat was the deepest coal-black Duncan had ever seen. It caught the sunlight and glistened with countless  prismatic drops of water. The beaver shook, waddled over, stood up on his hind quarters and regarded Duncan. "It's my voice, Joe," he said.

     "But your mouth doesn't move."

     "Who needs a mouth when one has a brain?" the beaver replied.

     Duncan shifted uncomfortably on the log, as if to change his perspective on the odd predicament he was experiencing. He cocked his head, and with a puzzled look, asked the beaver, "What am I doing here?"

    "Just a rest," the beaver replied.

     "Rest?"

     "A rest on your way to eternal bliss or eternal nothingness, of course."

     The disoriented trapper then realized that he was probably worm food already and awaiting the final sting of judgment.  He asked, "Nothingness? You mean, I'm dead?"

     "Not strictly speaking. You are between the Pearly Gates and the River Styx, but I think closer to the Styx in my opinion, Joe Duncan."

     Duncan was confused and wasn't sure what to make of his curious surroundings.  He'd never heard a beaver speak. The only sound he'd ever heard from a beaver was it's final pleading screams for release from one of his traps.  "Why would it be the Styx?" he asked.

     Twisting his face into a hideous and menacing scowl, the beaver replied, "Because it's closest to Hades."

     The beaver's furry black chest puffed out. Duncan watched in amazement as it grew until it was almost as tall as the cherry tree.  The beaver looked down at Duncan and brought his face close. Chisel-sharp buckteeth and twitching whiskers framed his cavernous open mouth. Duncan watched him take in a long deep breath; deep and forceful enough that cherry blossoms were caught in the draft of his incoming breath and disappeared up his wet and quivering black nose. The beaver opened his mouth and a gust of blistery-hot wind blew hard against Duncan's face. 

     The voice now coming from the rodent's mouth was low in timbre and gravelly, but thunderous in volume. The earth under Duncan's  feet began to shake as the beaver bellowed, "How many of my kind have you killed? Killed not to nourish your body, but slaughtered for vanity." 

     The beaver's calm and seductive voice had turned into a deafening and disagreeable snarling shout.

     In an unapologetic voice, Duncan looked up at him and said, "Many, I suppose."

     "Then do you now see why you're going to have to pay the ferryman?"

     Duncan looked up at the towering beaver and mumbled, "The ferry is too expensive for my simple tastes. I prefer to be ushered through the Pearly Gates."

     The beaver bent down and screamed into Duncan's face, "What you prefer and what you get are two different things!"

     It was said with so much force, the beaver's outburst knocked Duncan over the back of the log. He picked himself up and crawled back up. 

     The beaver stepped back and began to shrink. Duncan watched him shrink until he was much smaller than before. He seemed to melt and then dissolve into the thick green grass. The beaver's fluid body elongated into a cylindrical shape. His tail became round instead of flat. His legs disappeared along with his black glossy coat. The body had markings now of coral and black.  Its glossy scales glittered as it slinked through the grass in the sunlight.  The beaver had transformed into a snake.

     Duncan watched in awestruck horror. The serpent started to writhe and then slithered to the base of the cherry tree.  Wrapping its long body around the trunk, it climbed up and perched itself on a lower branch. Its forked tongue darted in and out testing the air. It looked down at him with a sinister glassy-eyed stare and hissed, "The trumpet is sounding, Joe Duncan and you're too late."

     In the distance, Duncan could make out a blaring sort of horn or trumpet. The lyrical notes soared and echoed off the granite cliffs and throughout the valley. They fell delicately on his ears.  The sound was soft and seductive at first and then swelled into discordant blasts of intense vibrating waves that threatened his hearing. The deafening sound  coming at him caused his vision to ripple and distort as the waves swept over him.

     He blinked his eyes and in that split second, the bucolic valley was gone. His blissful Shangri-La vista had been replaced now with a black doomful sky above a dark and foreboding river. The menacing-looking  river sluggishly moved past a rickety and ancient dock. Tethered to one of the dock pilings was a birch bark canoe. A  figure in beaded fringed buckskin stood at the bow looking across the misty and murky river.  It didn't move. As Duncan approached the canoe, the figure slowly turned to face him.  Framed by braids of gray hair and eagle feathers, the face was vacant of form; just a black and fathomless void with burning red eyes that blazed with terrorizing intent.  The mute figure lifted its buckskin-fringed arm and thrust its open hand at the trapper. Duncan instinctively reached for his coveted gold doubloon, but remembered he had no pockets. He was still naked. The figure raised its skeletal hand and pointed its spindly finger to the sky. At that second, balls of fire began to fall from the black sky; slow at first and then falling with the force of a hailstorm.  Duncan felt the pounding, burning sting of flames against his flesh. He covered his head with his arms, closed his eyes tightly and started to sing. "Jesus loves me, this I know. For the Bible tells me so. Little ones to Him belong; They are weak but He is strong."

     Duncan sang, and sang loudly. The burning stopped and he suddenly felt chilled. 

     He cracked his brown eyes open and focused.  He was lying on the ground. His horse and mule were standing by Blacksnake Creek, grazing on grass along the bank. They both turned and glanced down at him with indifferent looks. The sun was high in the sky. Rolling onto his side he felt his stomach turn. He vomited a small amount of clear fluid and a few minutes later, he  felt better. Standing up was a struggle, his joints ached and felt as if they were lined with rust. Looking at his familiar surroundings, he finally got his bearings. Mounting the red roan, and  with the mule trailing, the trapper turned back down the trail and took the river road home.

                                                          CHAPTER  41

     Emily had finished her morning and lunch shift at McCauley's. The patrons that day    had been feeling especially generous and she felt the weight of the coins in her dress pocket. Maybe I can go to Troy or St. Joseph and buy a new hat, she thought to herself. She threw her apron in the soiled linens and slipped on her wool coat. She had one stop to make before going home to Chestnut Street.

     The telegraph office was quiet. Emily asked the clerk if there was anything for her. He reached behind and pulled out an envelope from one of the slots and handed it to her. It was from Topeka and the hall of records. She opened it.

     The telegram was short and to the point:

TO:  Miss Emily Meriwether

     Big Cloud, Kansas

In referrence to your inquiry below is listed the names of board of directors for the Big Cloud Trading Company:

Frank J. Foster M.D.

Regards,

Lloyd Smyth

State of Kansas

Topeka Hall of Records

                                       Part Three    

                                                      CHAPTER 42

     Poulet read the short telegram from Topeka that Emily had just handed him over and over again, as if trying to let it sink in. 

     "This doesn't make sense," Poulet said.  "Dr. Foster can't be the only member of this board. There has to be some silent partners. Partners who don't want anyone to know they're involved with this enterprise."

     A loud knock at the door startled them both. Poulet opened the door and Sheriff     Dodd stood there wearing a frown.  He looked as if he hadn't shaved for days and his clothes were  dusty and wrinkled. The frown he was wearing turned into a look of weighty weariness as he asked Poulet, "Do you have a few minutes, Mr. Poulet?"

     The Frenchman folded up the telegram and stuffed it into his pants pocket and answered, "For you sheriff, I can spare more than a few. Please, come in."

     Sheriff Dodd stepped in, removed his hat and bowed slightly in Emily's direction.    "Good day, Miss Meriwether."

     "And to you, sheriff."

     "Have a seat, sheriff,"  Poulet said. "What can I help you with?"

     The two men sat down. The sheriff turned to Poulet with a puzzled look.

     "Mr. Poulet, I've heard that you're doing some investigating on your own concerning                 the two murders. I've been doing the same thing, as you well know. I've run up against a wall and frankly, don't know what to do.  I've checked on and investigated almost every man in town about this and have come up empty handed. May I ask if you've run across anything that could help us?"

     Poulet could tell the sheriff had become despondent. Dodd was running out of options and seemed uncomfortable talking about them. Poulet decided to tell the sheriff exactly what he knew, whether he believed it or not. 

     "Sheriff, do you believe in any of the legends and folklore of the Ioway Indians?"

     "To be honest, monsieur, I don't think I know much about that."

     "Sheriff, have you ever been in a situation that makes you question reality and your sanity."

     "I don't know what you mean, sir."

     "Have you ever awakened from a bad dream and it took you a few seconds to realize it was just a dream?  Those few seconds between the unreal and the real is what I'm referring to."

     "I don't follow you."

     "Have you ever seen things that weren't really there?"

     The sheriff chuckled and said, "On a few drunken occasions, yes."

     "What about when you're sober?"

     The sheriff looked down as if in deep thought and said, "Can't say as I have."

     "What if I told you the murders weren't commited by man nor beast?"

     "What are you getting at, Mr. Poulet?"

     "Well sheriff, what if I told you that I believe these men were killed by a demon?    A      demon that haunts the hills around here."

     The sheriff's demeanor turned to one of incredulity. "A demon that lives in the hills?"

     "I don't think he lives in the hills. He is not of this earth, so normal laws of nature don't apply. I think he is conjured."

     "Conjured?"

     With a wicked smile crossing his face, Poulet answered, "Yes."

     The sheriff shifted in his seat and seemed ill at ease, but said, "You mean he's whipped up from somebody's magic spell?"

     "Something like that."

     "Well sir," Dodd said, arching his brows, "then forgive me for saying this, but I think you've become unhinged."

      Poulet chuckled at the sheriff and said, "I appreciate your concern for my mental welfare, sheriff, but Reverend Tutwiler and  I made a trip into the hills the other night."

     Poulet removed his glasses and looked intently at the sheriff and continued. "We saw

something that is so foreign and against the laws of nature, it is almost impossible to explain."

     The Frenchman recounted the story of the meeting with the ball of light at the remote cabin. He had hoped to wait until the time was right to tell Emily.  He wasn't sure what her reaction was going to be. He had decided that there was no time like the present.  Emily sat in rapt attention. She had many questions, but decided she'd wait until the sheriff left. 

     The sheriff listened patiently and then said, "And you say Reverend Tutwiler was with

you and saw all the same things as you?"

     "Yes, he was, sheriff. You can talk to him if you want, but he may not admit what happened. I don't think the good reverend fully believes what happened to us. He has  

his reputation to uphold. Unlike him, I have nothing to lose by telling you this."

     "I'll take your observation under consideration, Monsieur Poulet. I'm sure you can    

understand my skepticism."

     "Certainmont, sir. But that's not all."

     "There's more?"

     "Yes. I believe we didn't see the whole entity."

     Sheriff Dodd let out an audible and weary sigh. "What do you mean?"

     "I don't think we saw the whole demon itself, only the early forming of the visage."

     Poulet could tell Sheriff Dodd hadn't believed a single word he'd said, but was just being polite. He wondered what kind of loon the sheriff thought him to be, but didn't much care. 

     Shifting uncomfortably again in his chair, the sheriff said, "This cabin where you said you saw this, uh, demon, what did it look like and where exactly was it?"

     After Poulet gave a description, the sheriff said, "Sounds like the cabin of that old medicine woman, Nidawi."

     Emily and Poulet immediately turned to each other. 

     "That's who we saw gathering plants up in the hills, Antoine," Emily said.

     "It makes all too much sense now," he replied.

     "What's that, Mr. Poulet?" the sheriff asked.

     "Emily and I were out gathering plants a few days ago when we came across an old

woman in the hills. She was also gathering plants, but of a different kind-the kind that     can kill a man."

     "That's not surprising. She's an outcast of her family, her tribe and the community. I'm

sure she has all kinds of poisons at her disposal. She could probably poison you just by 

looking at you."

     "It would seem to me, sheriff, that this demon entity is being conjured or controlled by

Nidawi. Why else would it have been circling her cabin? I don't think it's a matter of it 

coming and going as it pleases. More people would have seen it. There is a method 

here."

     "Monsieur Poulet, if that is an accurate assumption of fact, then I'm afraid I'm at a loss 

to know what to do or how to proceed. I've never chased a ghost before, or demon, as 

you say."

     Emily cleared her throat and turned to the sheriff. "Excuse me, sheriff, but I've been                   doing some investigating and research of my own. I've found some information that might be helpful."

     She turned to Poulet and said, "Show him the telegram, Antoine." 

     The Frenchman reached in his pocket and pulled out the telegram from Topeka. Sheriff Dodd took out his wire-rimmed spectacles from his front vest pocket.  He read it and handed it back. Scratching his head, the sheriff said, "What's so significant about this? A lot of people have businesses and interests on the side. So, Doc Foster has a company. What has that to do with these killings?"

     Emily continued, "I also went to the county attorney's office and found some of the laws governing trapping leases for the county. I think you should read this."

     Miss Meriwether opened her purse and produced the paper she'd scribbled the county lease law concerning the inheritance of leases.  The sheriff read the transcription and then slowly removed his glasses.  He set the note down on the table and said, "If this is accurate, there is more going on here than meets the eye."

     The sheriff took a deep breath and slowly let his breath seethe back out through clenched teeth. It was the hissing sound of exasperation. 

     "The only one we know of so far that would gain from the demise of these men,      sheriff, would be Doc Foster."

     "Seems so."

     "There may be other men involved in this. I don't think Dr. Foster is the only one behind this," Poulet said.

     "I don't see how the county could have set up such an inequitable law," the sheriff said.

     "I'm going to have Emily, if she agrees, to go to the county seat in Hiawatha and check their county laws. Brown County may have a  different set of laws. Since we are on the border of Brown County, and local trappers do drift over into that county, we might as well find out if there's anything amiss in their laws as well."

     Emily looked at Poulet and said, "Whatever needs to be done.  I can go there tomorrow. I'll tell Mr. McCauley I need a day off. He'll understand."

     "You wouldn't mind another rough stagecoach ride?"

     "Not in the least. I'll be glad to do some more investigating, and besides, I need to shop for a new hat."

     "You're a woman after my own heart, Emily."

     "I hope so, Antoine."

     Poulet became flushed and the sheriff could see the affection they had for each other in their eyes.

     Sheriff Dodd stood up to leave and looked at Emily. "Let me know what you find out Miss Meriwether."

     "I will, sheriff."

     Poulet showed the sheriff out and closed the door. Turning to Emily, he said, "I don't know if he believes me or not, but I guess it doesn't matter for now, anyway."

     "I believe you, Antoine."

     Poulet sat down next to her, looked deep into her blue eyes and said, "Then, that's all that matters."

    Nidawi shuffled out to her well, pulled up a bucket of water and poured it into her earthen pottery bowl.  The surface of the rippling pool of water reflected a jittering star-filled sky above as she looked to make sure there were no rocks at the bottom. The water needed to be clear and  pure. The old woman was going to "see" that night; "see" about Joe Duncan and her efforts. 

     She walked back into her modest cabin and set the bowl gently on the hearth where she could see better. The water bowl sat solidly and level on the flat limestone rock next to the fire. She peered into the vessel and found a placid surface. For now, she could only see the reflection of the flames of her fire. 

     Hunched over and staring at the bowl, she noticed a segmented appendage covered with long gray and silky hair poke out from behind a significant crack in the limestone. It pawed at the rock, making a slight scratching sound as another appendage appeared. Behind the crack the old woman could see multiple sets of tiny shiny black eyes and a sharp fang-ringed maw. Its face was covered in long gray hair. As it lifted its other six legs and plump body up on the rock, the old woman reached to her left and took two live crickets from one of her jars and threw one at the wolf spider.  The cricket landed on the rock and in a split second, before it could jump away, the spider jumped on it. The cricket ended up impaled on the spider's fangs and then chewed thoroughly before the eight-legged creature swallowed it into his waiting stomach.  She threw it another and the cricket was instantly gone. The tiny black eyes pleaded for more, but Nidawi was preoccupied. She raised her wrinkled hand and motioned the spider away. It turned and scurried along the edge of the hearth to a crack between the log walls and disappeared.

      Closing her eyes and tilting her head back, she invoked spirits with a long, droning and soothing monotone chant. She chanted for a few minutes and looked into the bowl again. Still nothing. She picked up a few sticks from her log pile and fed the dimming fire. It flared up into a long flame that licked the top of the hearth. 

     She peered into the bowl as the water became illuminated from the depths. The pulsing light dimmed and slowed. The old woman gazed at the picture that had surfaced. 

     The image was of a white man in fringed buckskin, doubled-up and lying on the ground. There was a canteen laying by the man's side. In an instant, the image dissolved into the depths of the water and was gone.

     Nidawi found the image to be that of Joe Duncan. It was as clear as the pristine well water it floated upon. Yes, she thought. my magic works.

     She stood up and went to her door. The flimsy door opened with a squeak and she threw the water out. She didn't need to know anymore.

                                                         CHAPTER  43

     The sheriff came in through the back door of the jail and slammed it shut.  Tossing his hat on his desk, he fell back into his chair with a weary sigh. He hunched over his desk and put his head in his hands. He stared at the patterns of the wood grain of his desktop as he felt another pounding headache coming on. Opening a drawer of his desk, he pulled out a bottle of pills. He took one and chased it with a glass of water. 

     Deputy Bundrick was sweeping out the empty cell and asked, "Another headache, Lucien?"

     "I'm afraid so."

     "Anything yet on the murders?" the deputy asked.

     "Well, Bundrick, that crazy old Indian Luke may not be as crazy as we once thought."

     "How's that?"

     "I just came from Antoine Poulet's house and he told me of an encounter in the woods he and Reverend Tutwiler had with an evil spirit."

     "An evil spirit? Like the one Luke told me about, the uh, Itopa'hi I believe he called it?"

     "Something like that. It is unbelievable, but it makes complete sense when you consider the condition of the bodies and the lack of a decent suspect.  I don't know what else to think. If that's the case, it's going to be kinda hard to arrest an evil spirit for murder."

     "You don't think he was just pulling your leg, do you?"

     "I don't know.  I don't think so, but I'm going to have to have a talk with the reverend. Maybe he can corroborate Poulet's story."

     The deputy pulled up a chair and said, "If what old crazy Luke told me was true, to catch that evil spirit, you just have to set an animal trap and wait. The trick would be, I suppose, to catch it before it catches you. 'Course, I wouldn't know where to begin to catch one, if that's what you do."

     "I don't think it's a matter of catching it. It's a matter of destroying it."

     "Well, how can it be destroyed, then?"

     "I suppose Monsieur Poulet may have an idea. He also told me that he may know who is behind the murders.  He says he thinks it's Nidawi. Evidently, he and the reverend saw this 'thing' the other night at Nidawi's cabin."  The sheriff didn't mention Doc Foster.  He was reserving judgment until he had more information.

     "Well, they do say she's a witch.  I suppose that's what witches do when they run out of chubby little babies to throw into their bubbling rat tail soup."

     Bundrick's sarcastic remark was lost on the distracted sheriff. "We don't have any children missing in town, do we?"

     Chuckling at the sheriff, Bundrick said, "No, not that I know of."

     The jailhouse door burst open and Joe Duncan marched in and up to the sheriff's desk.  He leaned over the desk and pounding his fists on the desk, looked sternly at the sheriff and said, "Someone's trying to kill me!"

     "So, you've taken care of Joe Duncan then? I'd better not see them haul another body in to me.  That won't happen, will it?"

     "No," Nidawi said. She declined to tell the man exactly how she'd gotten rid of him. For all he knew, she had brought Itopa'hi forth and the spirit had killed and devoured him completely; the way the other two should have ended up.

     "And there is no evidence of a body anywhere?"

     The old woman lied and said, "No body."

     "So, he simply disappeared then, unlike the other two?"

     "Yes."

     "This week I want another trapper gone and you know who it is, don't you?"

     "Yes."

     "Then see it's taken care of-and soon."

     "Yes, Mr. Foster."

     The man shouted at her. "I told you to address me with reverence and respect! You are to call me Doctor!"

      Looking down at her dirt floor and in a quivering voice, Nidawi said, "Yes, sir."

     Doc Foster left the cabin assured that his plans were now working.

                                               CHAPTER 44

     Dodd looked up from his desk at Joe Duncan's burning eyes knowing this trapper was not one to exaggerate.  The sheriff frowned and looked at the deputy and then back to Duncan. He leisurely crossed his arms behind his head and leaned back in his chair. Feeling skepticism  creeping  in, he said, "Why do you think someone is trying to kill you, Joe?"

     Duncan pulled up a chair and tilted his hat back. He went on to tell Dodd of the poisoned water he'd ingested.  He didn't tell him of the dream he'd had. 

     "You sure it wasn't just bad water? You know, some of these wells have been contaminated-"

     "It is not my well, sheriff! Someone put something in my canteen.  If I'd have had any more, I'd be resting peacefully up in Olive Branch Cemetery this very minute."

     Knowing it couldn't be Duncan's wife that had tried to kill him, Sheriff Dodd remembered his conversation with Poulet about Nidawi and her poisonous plants. It was becoming more apparent to the sheriff that he was dealing with something beyond his grasp of reality and all that was good and right with the world. His rational mind was wrestling with the irrational ramblings of a New Orleans Frenchman and an old Indian.    Shifting in his chair, he asked Duncan, "Who do you think would want to kill you, Joe?"

     "I don't know. Someone or something."

     "Some 'thing' ?"

     Relaxing a bit, Duncan said, "I have to tell you about something that happened to me a short time ago. You can believe it or not. I'm telling you the truth here, Lucien."

     Duncan went on to tell the sheriff and deputy about his terror-filled night in his line cabin. When he'd finished with the story, the sheriff noticed Deputy Bundrick looking at him with his mouth agape. 

     Clearing his throat and without a word, the sheriff pushed away from his desk and   stood up. He went to the front window, took his glasses off and squinted through the bright daylight at Main Street. He saw people bustling about, all on their way to someplace known only to them. They all seemed so ordinary to him, but he couldn't help thinking that anyone of them could be capable of murder. He lost himself in thought and possibilities as he watched a dust devil taking its time blowing up the street and wreaking havoc with ladies' skirts. 

     He turned to Duncan and the deputy. "Funny how all these people walking by this window have no idea about what kind of evil is happening all around them," the sheriff mused. Looking back out the window, he said, "Oh, they've settled down a bit since the Stuart DuChamp funeral, but I don't know how long it'll last. There's a killer of some sort on the loose. I'm tending to start to believe that it is a supernatural killer, however far-fetched that sounds."

     "It may not be as far-fetched as you think, sheriff," Duncan said, as Bundrick concurred.

     "All the victims including you, Joe, were trappers," the sheriff said. "There may be some connection with these murders and a certain Big Cloud Trading Company."

     "Big Cloud Trading Company? Who is that?" Duncan asked.

     "I'm not entirely sure yet, but, do you know how the trapping leases are transferred upon the demise of the lease holder?"

     "Well, I guess their wife would get it if something happens to them. Right?"

     "Unfortunately, that's not the case, Joe. If something happened to you, the Big Cloud Trading Company would inherit your lease.  Your wife would have no say in the matter. She'd be left out in the cold."

     "What? Are you sure about that, sheriff? How can that be?"

     "I hear from a reliable source that that's the way the county laws were set up, but I don't think anyone knows about this.  They would only find out too late."

     "So, whomever owns the trading company would inherit the leases?"

     "That's the way it seems."

     "Who owns the company?" Duncan asked.

     "I'm not entirely sure yet, but I'm working on it. These things take time if I want to be sure. I need to be absolutely certain  We're talking about a very delicate matter here and perhaps a few reputations are at stake."

     Duncan frowned at the sheriff and asked, "Who's reputation?"

     With finality, the sheriff said, "I'll let you know as soon as I do. I know nothing else at this time."

     The sheriff plopped back down in his chair and folded his hands over his desk. He began tapping his fingers nervously as he looked again absent-mindedly out the front window. There was an uncomfortable quietude that fell over the room as Duncan looked over at the deputy, and the deputy at the sheriff. Hanging over the back door, the wall clock's heavy brass pendulum clicked back and forth, ticking and tocking out the measure of the passing time. Bundrick started to roll a cigarette as the front door opened. 

      The front door of the jail creaked open. The three men were greeted with a familiar face, but it was a face of alarmed panic.  The look on Frank J. Foster's face as he entered the jail was one of serious shock. 

      Sheriff Dodd exclaimed, "Why, Doc Foster, you look like you've just seen a ghost!" 

      With a gasp, the doctor said, "I, uh, guess it must be the...the...wuh, wuh, weather, Lucien."

      Frank Foster's eyeballs looked as if they would fly from their sockets. As he took in the sight of Joe Duncan, his right eyelid began to twitch.. His heart skipped a few beats. He shook his head and refocused on Duncan. This cannot not be, he thought to himself.  For him, Duncan had already been eliminated and the trapper shouldn't have been there. He'd been assured that his third lease was in his back pocket. He was gong to have to reevaluate and question the now unreliable source of that assurance.

     Duncan looked up at the panic-stricken doctor and said, "Hello, doc."

     "Heh...heh...hello, Joe."

     "Looks like you need a stiff one, doc," Duncan said. "I was gonna head over to Dorland's for a few before I head home.  Wanna join me?"

     "Thu...thanks, Joe, but uh, I have other plans, but thanks."

     "Why are you so nervous, Frank?" Sheriff Dodd asked of his new office visitor. The doctor's behavior was now making some sense to the sheriff.

     "Uh, it must be my new nerve medicine-makes me kind of jumpy, I guess."

     "Maybe you should lay off that stuff, doc," the sheriff said.

     "Maybe so, Lucien, maybe so."

     Changing the subject, Foster shifted his darting eyes to the sheriff and said, "Uh, would you mind watching my office while I'm gone? I'm going on a business trip to Kansas City for a few days. I'm leaving in the morning. I should be back on Thursday."

     "I will see to it, Frank," the sheriff replied.

     "Thanks, Lucien."

     Turning to leave and opening the door, Foster looked back and said, "Good day, boys."

     The doctor left the jail and closed the front door quietly behind him.

     Duncan looked up at the sheriff with a puzzled look and said, "What the hell's wrong with him, sheriff?" 

     "I don't know, Joe.  Maybe it's his medicine."

     Lucien Dodd found himself thinking about things he'd been wanting to avoid-dark things.  There was no avoidance now. What Poulet and Emily Meriwether had told him, he thought, must have a semblance of truth.  There was something that rang true about their fantastic and somewhat-veiled allegations. He didn't want to think about the town physician as a murderer, or even as an opportunist, for that matter. It seemed to him, the puzzle pieces were finally starting to form a murky picture. His mind drifted to the woods, to conjured evil spirits and demons, ghosts and devils and all minions of Lucifer. He wondered how he was going to deal with something he had no experience with. He had hoped in vain that someone would walk into the jail one day and confess to the murders and that would be the end of it.

     "Sheriff, I have to go pick up a few things at McKenna's Drug Store. Let me know if you need help in finding out what sonofabitch in this town is trying to kill me," Duncan said, as he stood up to leave.

     The sheriff, lost in thought, said, "Oh, yes, yes, we will find him. Stick to your well water and whiskey, and not your canteen."

     "The canteen has been thrown out and is deep at the bottom of the Missouri. I'll be in touch, Lucien."

     Joe Duncan left the jail a little more relieved than when he'd arrived. He started to walk to Dorland's, but instead, turned the other direction and walked up the street to McKenna's Drug Store.

     Jeb McKenna was sitting behind his desk shuffling papers. He heard the bell above the door, looked up and saw Joe Duncan enter.  He stood up, stepped behind the counter and with a smile, shook Duncan's hand.

     "What can I do for you today, Joe?"

     "I need a few tins of biscuits and I think I'll have a bag of those licorice drops."

     "Comin' right up," McKenna replied.

    After setting Duncan's order on the glass counter top, McKenna said, "That'll be fifty-five cents."

     Duncan reached into his coat pocket and pulled out his coin purse. His leather mojo bag was in the same pocket. When he removed the purse, the gris gris came with it and the small magical voodoo amulet fell to the floor. He picked it up and started to put it back in his pocket when McKenna asked him, "It's probably none of my business, but are you also a client of Antoine Poulet?"

      Taken aback, Duncan replied, "Yes, yes I am."  He was almost embarrased that McKenna knew what a gris gris was. "You too, Jeb?"

     "Yes, I'm almost afraid to say."

     Duncan put the fifty-five cents down on the counter and glancing around  the deserted store, said in a hushed tone, "Mine's for repelling evil and lately, it has come in handy." With a nervous laugh he added, "Don't want to run into any more evil."

     "How's that, Joe? I don't mean to pry, but there is a lot of that going around these days."

     "You wouldn't believe me if I told you."

     "I could tell you a story that you wouldn't believe either. It has to do with the, uh, woods and things that live there."

     "People or animals?"

     "Neither. More like ghosts, I'd say."

     "Oh, I see," Duncan said. Finding a sympathetic ear, unlike Sheriff Dodd, Duncan whispered, "I've seen, or should I say felt, a ghost of some sort when I was out trapping a few days ago."

     "What did it look, I mean, feel like?"

     "Mmmm....loud humming, no air, earth vibrating, scratching-"

     "But, you didn't see anything?" McKenna asked. 

     "No, and I'm glad I didn't."

     "You want to know what it looks like?"

    "You mean, you know?"

     "I believe so."

     "I don't think I want to know." Duncan said.

     McKenna pulled up his sleeve and showed Duncan the scar from his encounter with Itopa'hi. It got Duncan's attention as the druggist went on to describe the spirit he saw, despite the trapper's disinclination to hear about it. Their encounters matched in all the feelings, sounds and smells.  Duncan couldn't vouch for the visual description McKenna had given him since he never really saw anything. 

     Duncan felt his nerves becoming raw. He felt a shaking of his hands as he picked up his gris gris and rubbed it. Holding it up to McKenna, he said, "This may have saved my life, Jeb."

     "Yes, that may be the case. I believe Monsieur Poulet's magic is powerful."

     "I never would have believed such a small object in my pocket could save my life, but I believe it has."

     McKenna looked out his front store window and said, "Come back here a moment, Joe." He gestured to the pot-bellied wood stove back in the corner behind his desk.  They both walked back and McKenna threw a log in the black and sooty stove. It was going to get cold later in the afternoon. They pulled up chairs close together and started to whisper about the gruesome deaths of Jordan and DuChamp.  They both decided they'd been lucky with their brushes with death. They'd found a kindred spirit in each other and talked for hours.

     Trudeau lay back on his bed at Robidoux's and tapped his booted toe rhythmically against the brass bedframe. With his arms crossed behind his head, he stared at the ceiling. He chomped nervously on a cheroot.  Another nip from the silver hip flask of absinthe burned all the way down his gullet to his stomach. It was time to take care of business. 

     Let's see, he thought to himself. It's five o'clock now. The late coach leaves for St Joseph at ten-enough time to take care of him, gather my things, check out of Robidoux's and buy  a ticket.  I'll be in St. Joe by early morning, then onto a paddle-wheeler all the way to the end of the Mississippi.  I'll be back home in less than a week.

     He got up from the bed, went to his bag and retrieved the black leather box that held his killing tool. He opened it to make sure everything was in order. The smiling angels on the elephant ivory handles seemed anxious. He'd never noticed that before. He decided their beatific smiles must be a reflection of Heaven's beckoning calling card.  It had been sometime since the angels had been put to work. It was time they spread their wings, took flight and carried another soul off to hell once again. 

     A wicked smile crossed his face as he took his precious tool from the box and slipped it inside his coat pocket along with the kid gloves. He packed his valise and set it by the door. The sun was setting and he needed to wait another hour before the cover of night would help disguise his movements. He decided to head to Dorland's Saloon for a quick game and flask refill. There was always some sucker to be had in the bar. Like shooting fish in a barrel, he knew he was on a winning streak every time he walked in. He smoked a pipe bowl full of opium and then threw on his black cape over his suit jacket and left Robidoux's.

     Dorland's was quiet with only one table in the back corner engaged in poker. The three men at the table sat talking quietly. shuffling cards and tossing chips. Trudeau walked up to the bar and ordered absinthe and sauntered over to the gaming table. 

     After a few games, Trudeau was ahead; less ahead than he wanted to be, but that was always the case.  He looked out the frosted front windows and found darkness. He checked his Patek-Philippe pocket watch.  It was six-thirty. He decided to take a quick walk by the river and then to Poulet's.  He picked up his winnings and took his flask to the bartender who refilled it. He slipped the flask in his back pocket and walked out of Dorland's.

     Trudeau the executioner walked down Main Street to the river, sat on a rock on the bank of the Missouri and watched the deep water flow. The dock was deserted. There was not a soul around.  He liked it that way. People had a propensity for interrupting his peace. He didn't like people.  The only ones he put up with were ones that handed him money. 

     He sat and smoked and went over his plan again and again. For him, precise planning made for a good outcome. His vocation demanded it, if he was to stay clear of the law and remain free.

     He jumped up from the rock and tossed his cigar in the river. It's time, he thought. He reached into his pocket and felt for his instrument. It was still there- cold, hard and inviting. 

     Looking up at the overcast evening sky, he smiled.  The night, he thought, was perfect for a killing.  

     Trudeau walked halfway up the hill of Main Street to the small city park.  Pulling his cape around him, he sat down on the bench, stretched his arms out and yawned.  He crossed his long legs and tapped his cane absentmindedly on his boot heel in a rhythmic tic. 

     There were a few people milling about on the sidewalk near Jeb McKenna's drug store across the street, but no one else. He glanced up to the top of Main Street every few minutes, hoping to catch a glimpse of Poulet either coming or going.  He didn't have to wait long.

     Trudeau saw movement out of the corner of his eye and turned and watched as Poulet locked his front door and started walking down the street. The Frenchman crossed the street to McCauley's Cafe and Trudeau watched as he entered. 

     It is time, Trudeau thought. He got up from the bench and looked around. Not seeing anyone watching him, he began his walk up the hill.

     The moonless evening wrapped itself about him in its velvety soft and silent cover as he made his casual way up Main Street. He walked halfway up and then turned south.  A gulley, thick with trees, lay behind Poulet's house.  A short trail led down to a small creek. He followed the trail to just a few yards from the creek and looked up. Above him, a hundred yards away, was the Frenchman's home. The back of the house had a small porch and steps down to a few wood planks laid end to end.  The planks led to the outhouse. 

     A stiff gust of wind blew up and Trudeau pulled the collar of his coat up around his chin. The wind blew leaves in a rapid circular motion spawning a small twisting tornado around his feet. He thought how nice October was getting to be back in New Orleans. 

     Along with the crickets, he could hear bullfrogs croaking and their splash as they hopped in the shallow creek.  The strains of a distant lone violin was the only human sound. He swatted at a few mosquitoes that buzzed his face. 

     He stood behind a sycamore tree and took furtive glances to the house. There was faint candle light coming from one of the windows. Otherwise, the house was dark. 

     He took the slight hill with short and studied steps, slipping now and then on wet leaves.  The mud beneath the leaves slowed him and to balance himself, he grabbed overhanging tree limbs. He cursed the mud for clinging to his expensive boots. Reaching the back of the outhouse, he pulled out the flask of absinthe and took a long hard swallow. 

     His breathing became wheezy and congested and he began to cough with a loud hack of lung-rattling authority. The tubercular cough strained his chest muscles. He was afraid the sound of his coughing would signal his whereabouts, but he knew it would pass.

     After catching his breath for a few minutes, his lungs settled down.  Taking a few side glances, he crept to the backporch door. He stopped and listened a minute and heard nothing. 

     After using the boot scraper near the enclosed back porch, he leisurely opened the creaking porch door and let himself in.  He closed it silently behind him. There was nothing there except some firewood. The back door of the house was ajar and he cautiously pushed the door forward until it was wide open. He stepped into the kitchen. The wood floor made a squeaking noise as he took a step forward. He stopped and listened for any trace of sound. There was a candle burning in a hurricane lamp on Poulet's desk next to the parlor window. He stepped over to the desk and looked down at a few dusty old books stacked one on top of the other. Turning around, he noticed all of the Frenchman's books lined up in the bookcases in an orderly fashion. It was a wall of books. Trudeau wondered why the little man needed so many of them. 

     He stepped lightly through the parlor and peered into the bedrooms.  In  the dim light, he saw Poulet's Voodoo altar and crystal jars of herbs and potions. Trudeau didn't know his victim was a practitioner of VooDoo. It didn't matter to him. As far as he was concerned, there was no difference between VooDoo and Christianity. They were both a religion and a crutch for the weak, uneducated and unsophisticated; people that lived in constant fear of dying and going to hell. He wasn't concerned with going to hell, or heaven, for that matter. He was only concerned with living well with a full belly and a full purse.

     Trudeau sat on Poulet's bed and waited. It was only a matter of time, he decided, before the little Frenchman came back from supper. He doffed his hat and lay back on the feather mattress. Listening for the return of his victim, he was ready.

                                                     CHAPTER  45
     Trudeau heard the front door being jostled.  His dreaming eyes flew open.. He sat up with a start as he heard a key rattling and clanking loosely in a lock and then the front door open. Two muffled voices were carrying on a conversation. Trudeau didn't recognize either voice, but they were decidedly male.

     "Goodnight reverend," Poulet said, as Reverend Tutwiler started up the hill to the parsonage. They'd found each other at McCauley's and had dinner together. Elizabeth Tutwiler was away visiting her sister in St. Joseph. The reverend detested cooking and ended up at the cafe for his  lunch and dinner. They talked about their encounter in the woods in hushed tones. After a rigorous theological debate, they left McCauley's.

     Patting his coat pocket, Trudeau found his instrument still there and slowly pulled it out.  Quietly slipping on his kid gloves, he tightened his grip on the ivory angels. Standing behind Poulet's bedroom door, he slowed his breathing to a minimum. He felt his congested mucous-filled chest rattle and threaten to cough, but he was able to suppress it.  The element of surprise was mandatory. Beads of sweat broke out on his forehead and his heart began to beat rapidly.  His palms were sweating within the confines of the gloves. He heard Poulet walk over the creaking planks of the parlor's floor and to the kitchen.  Hearing the water pump squeak and water splashing into the sink, he leaned back against the wall and waited.  Soon, his garroting tool would send another man to his early grave. 
     Trudeau heard Poulet moving in his direction and steeled himself for the assault. He watched Poulet's long shadow dance at his feet on the bedroom floor as the Frenchman walked in. The executioner quietly slid up behind him and with one swift move, raised his arms high and threw the wire around Poulet's neck, crossed the handles and began to twist. 

     Poulet began to struggle and moved his hands to his neck and tried to pull at the wire, but Trudeau was too strong. Trudeau tightened the wire even as he heard a loud banging at the front door. He twisted harder and tried to ignore the sound from the other room. He just needed a few more seconds. Poulet was kicking and gasping and trying to wiggle out of Trudeau's tightening grip.

     Despite his panic, Poulet managed to throw his weight and turn around.  He lifted his leg and  kicked over the nightstand shattering a lamp. He heard the front door rattle and then fly open banging the doorknob against the wall and shattering window glass. Heavy boot heels thundered across the wood floor towards him. Kicking the bedroom door open, Reverend Tutwiler barged in. Seeing the situation, the reverend instinctively reached into his front vest pocket and pulled out his one-shot derringer. He raised his arm and pulled the trigger. 

     Trudeau's eyes opened wide, but he didn't feel a thing. The bullet entered his skull just above his left eye and exited the back, splattering bone, blood and gray matter on the wall behind him. His grip loosened on the ivory angels and his killing tool fell to his feet.  His lax body slumped and then fell to the floor with a heavy THUD. A pool of blood began to gather around his head as his still open, but lifeless, eyes stared blankly at the ceiling. A single thin trickle of blood ran down the small entrance wound on his forehead.

     Poulet was on his knees coughing and gasping for breath as the reverend looked down at Trudeau. The preacher kicked the executioner's body to make sure he was dead.

     "I think he's dead, Antoine," the reverend said calmly.

     Poulet looked up at the preacher and tried to speak but couldn't. He was still trying to catch his breath. His neck felt as if it was on fire. The reverend slipped the derringer back in his pocket and helped Poulet to his feet.

     "Who is, or should I say, who was that?" the reverend asked.

     Finally starting to catch his breath, but still gasping, Poulet said in a raspy voice, "I have no idea who that is, but....I believe he was....trying to....kill me."

     "I would tend to agree with you, Antoine," the reverend replied.

     "I....I don't know how to thank you," Poulet said, still panting.

     "You're just lucky I came back.  I wanted to borrow one of your books and when I heard a scuffle inside and a crashing sound, I thought something may be amiss. It obviously was. Thank the Lord I came back. Praise be His name.

     "Yes," Poulet  said. "Praise the Lord, indeed."

       The old woman knew she would need to move the body of Joe Duncan and dispose of it so no one, especially Frank J. Foster, would ever find it. She just wasn't sure how she was going to do it.  Being frail and weak from age, she was prone to a shortage of breath.  She had lied and now had to find a way to cover her tracks.

      Throwing a woolen blanket over her bony shoulders, she stepped outside her cabin into the crisp autumn morning and went to her well once again  She leaned over the side and looked down into the blackness. It seemed fathomless and frigid. Her wheezy breathing echoed off the mossy stone walls and drifted to the bottom. She took the oaken bucket and with the rope trailing behind, dropped it into the pit until she heard a faint "plop" at the bottom.  She wiggled the bucket until it was heavy and full and then pulled it up.  

     Pouring from the bucket into her pottery water bowl, she watched the water splash in and then out over the rim. She picked it up, went back in the cabin and set it on the hearth. After a few minutes, she looked on the unsettled water that rippled back and forth from side to side. She waited until the water became a placid mirror-like reflecting pool. 

     With some ancient chanting, she looked deep into the depths of the water and conjured an image. The image of Joe Duncan appeared again as it had before. She made note of the background. To her, it looked like Blacksnake Creek. After a second, the image dissolved back into the water. She picked up the bowl and carried it to the front door and tossed the water out. She took her coat from the wall and wrapping herself up tightly, closed the door of her cabin and walked the long back woods trail to Blacksnake Creek.

     After walking the length of the creek to the river, she found no body and no evidence that there had been a dead body.  There were no animals large enough to carry a dead Joe Duncan off.  She found no remnants of clothing. It was if the body had just disappeared. She began to worry about her granddaughter and what the doctor had in store for her if he found out she had failed at her task again.

     She took the trail along the hollow and up over a bluff to the reservation. Staying close to the trees to avoid detection, she moved silently to the log house of her granddaughter. Nidawi was not welcomed on the reservation. She was considered to be a crazy old evil woman by members of the tribal council and the populace at large. 

     Since Nidawi's daughter had died of the pox a few years before, her granddaughter was the only kin she had. Even though the granddaughter was only fourteen, she'd been raised in the ways of the tribe and had become self sufficient despite the odds. Nidawi entered the house and found her granddaughter grinding corn. After warning her of the danger she was in, the old woman helped her pack a few clothes. She handed her a small purse containing a few silver dollars and watched as her granddaughter rode her horse north. She would be deep into Nebraska and find safety in a matter of hours.

                                                 CHAPTER  46
     The Frenchman looked down at his dead would-be executioner and asked Sheriff Dodd, "Do you know who he is, sheriff?" 

     Lucien Dodd looked down at the dead man lying in a pool of blood. "I've seen him around, but I'll have to ask Amos what his name is.  I know he's been staying at Robidoux's for a few weeks. I heard he's, or should I say, was, a gambler. He wasn't very popular at Dorland's Saloon."

      The sheriff started to go through Trudeau's pockets and besides gold Eagles, he found a telegram. He unfolded the telegram and read it aloud to Poulet and the reverend. "'Proceed with assignment. Wire when terminated. Remember panther ring.' The wire is from New Orleans. I wonder what that means?" the sheriff mused. "It's not signed."

      Poulet looked at his right hand and then held it up to the candle light. The sheriff and reverend could see the gold ring now with the ruby eyes. Even in candle light, the panther's deep red eyes burned with menacing color.

     "I wonder why he wanted my ring. I would have given it to him if he'd have asked," Poulet said.

     "I'm afraid it looks like this man was sent to kill you, it's as simple as that, Monsieur Poulet." the sheriff said. "Who in New Orleans would want to kill you?"

     "I have an idea," an exasperated Poulet said, thinking of Leonora Beaumont.

     "You're lucky the reverend came back."

     "Yes, I am forever grateful to him for saving my life," Poulet said, as he looked over at the reverend and nodded. 

     Studying the dead man's face, the sheriff said, "Well, I think we need to move him to the morgue. We'll be waking Doc Foster up, but in this case, he's just going to have to get out of bed and attend to his business. Shouldn't matter what time of day it is." 

     Poulet stepped into his closet and produced a tattered blanket.  The three men rolled and wrapped the dead man tightly in the blanket.  Trudeau had been a tall and lanky man, but weighed over two hundred pounds. They carried the awkward bundle out of the house and laid him down on the ground. The blood-soaked blanket left a trail of crimson from Poulet's bedroom to his front door.

     Letting out a heavy sigh, the sheriff continued,  "Help me load him, would ya, men? I'll tell you, I'm gettin' damned tired-oh, uh, s'cuse me reverend, of layin' dead men over my saddle. My mare and saddle still smell of Stuart DuChamp." 

     They lifted and then heaved the New Orleans executioner unceremoniously up over the saddle. Poulet's thoughts were not focused on the man who had just tried to kill him, but on his blood stained floors. He wondered how he was going to clean it up and how well he was going to sleep for the foreseeable future.

     The three men walked down Main Street, Sheriff Dodd leading the horse in the cool and moonless night to Doc Foster's office.  There was a light on in the back. The sheriff decided to bring the body to the back entrance. He was well aware of the need for discretion. This was the third body the sheriff had presented to the doctor in the last few weeks and didn't want to bring another anytime soon.

     The three men found Foster awake and packing for his trip to Kansas City. As before, with the other two dead men, they carried the body into the morgue and the doctor put the deceased Trudeau on ice.

     "I have to leave tomorrow, Lucien," Foster said. "Guess you'll have to tend to the body while I'm gone. I don't have time to embalm him. Just keep him on ice until you discover his identity or you bury him, whichever comes first. I'll be back in two days."

     The sheriff let out a long and noisy sigh. He looked at Poulet and the reverend and said, "That's all we can do for now. Let's go home."

     Foster went back to his office and started packing again.  The three men let themselves out of the morgue's back door and into the alley. The sheriff then told both that he would have to interview them in the morning for his records. He explained to them that it was just a routine procedure and formality.  He then walked to the backdoor of the jail and disappeared inside. 

     Poulet and Reverend Tutwiler started the steep walk up the hill of Main Street.  They arrived at Poulet's door and the reverend said goodnight and then started for the parsonage. Not wishing for any more surprises, the Frenchman opened his front door and found the broken glass from the door's window scattered about the floor. Closing the door behind him, he locked it and then rattled it and twisted the doorknob to make sure it wouldn't open.  Though the small window in the door was missing some of its glass, sharp and jagged shards stuck out from its frame that would discourage anyone from trying to reach in and try to open the door.  He went to the backdoor and found it had been left unlocked. He bolted it shut and made a mental note to remember to lock the backdoor as well as the front. Picking up the broom in the kitchen, he went to the parlor and swept up as much broken glass as he could.

     He went to his closet and pulled out a bed sheet. After going into the kitchen, he pumped a bowl full of cold water and carried it into his bedroom. He tore the sheet into small rags and after soaking one in water, began the chore of cleaning up Trudeau's blood. 

     The wet rags, one-by-one, became deep crimson in color. Poulet had cleaned up the lion's share of it, but some had dried and caked to the wood of the floor. Feeling exhaustion settling in, he decided he'd worry about cleaning the rest in the morning. 

     Stripping  to his union suit, he uncharacteristically let his clothes drop to the floor. He lit the candle on his dresser and got into bed.  Propping his head up with a pillow, he stared at the candle flame that danced to and fro, throwing flickering shadows on the walls. For the first time in his life, he felt genuine terror. He knew who had hired the man to kill him-it was his spiteful old New Orleans girlfriend, Leonora. She had threatened him, and it was unusual for her to not follow through on her threats. He was just surprised she had hired someone to do it and not done it herself. He wondered who she'd send next. Maybe she'll find a new beau and forget about me, he thought. He let the candle burn and after tossing and turning, finally drifted off to sleep.

                                                            CHAPTER 47
     Poulet woke to the loud hissing and caterwauling of a raucous catfight outside his window. He sat bolt upright in bed.  It was still dark outside. The candle on his dresser had gone out. The little amount of light coming through his window was from the stars in the early morning sky.  He got up, balled up his fist and pounded on the window. The brawling cats disengaged. 

     He shuffled into the kitchen and lit a lamp. After lighting it, he walked into the parlor.  Knowing he wouldn't be able to get back to sleep, he set the lamp on his desk and picked up the ancient volume, Le Remedè. It had been sitting on his desk since the night of his encounter with the woodland demon. He picked it up and blew the dust from the winged griffin on the cover. Opening it reverently, he found the dog-eared sheepskin page concerning the spell and requirements for ridding one of an evil spirit. 

     At the top of the page, was a meticulous rendering of the Egyptian hieroglyph of Horus, or wadjet. The eye of Horus was protection from the evil eye. Hieroglyphs bordered the page, but Poulet couldn't make out what they meant and there was no translation. The spell included a chant to be done in the presence of the spirit one was trying to banish or destroy. There was a short list of plant and animal parts to be ground into a powdered potion. Poulet had all the ingredients for the potion that was to be thrown on the demon itself. The book mentioned that for protection, salt should be sprinkled around the person using the spell in the presence of the spirit. He studied the chant.  In Latin, with an English translation, it read:

Be gone with the wind south north west and east

Tremble before He who doth slay the beast

Be gone to Hades and eternal fire 

Ye minion no longer of the Great Liar

Archangel Michael, Captain of the Lord 

May this dragon be slain by your righteous sword

     The printing of the chant was elaborate and vibrant. It seemed the monks had spent more time on this page of Le Remedé. After almost four centuries, the printing was still clear and the instructions precise. The instructions required Poulet to fast for three days before using the spell and confronting the demon with the chant and the sprinkling of the powdered potion. The book didn't say how to bring the spirit forward, but Poulet knew there was an easy way to do that.

     He set the book down gently on his desk, removed his spectacles and began to wipe them with a clean handkerchief. Looking over his desk and out the window of his parlor, he looked down Main Street east toward the river. The fat ball of a morning sun was beginning to rise, and with it, the banishment of the uncertain dark night. A stern-wheeler had just docked at the wharf and the faint tooting of its horn reminded Poulet that the world continued to turn, even without his help.

     He thought of possible allies besides Emily in his quest for the destruction of Itopa'hi. The list was short: Sheriff Dodd, Jeb McKenna, Joe Duncan and the Reverend Tutwiler. The Frenchman decided he needed more information about the local Ioway Indian spirit and decided he would seek the council of the Ioway Tribal medicine man, Ta-hay-yo. He knew the medicine man would have experience with otherworldly spirits. Deciding he could always use more ammunition for his task, he walked to the reservation and went to the trading post.  After asking for Ta-hay-yo, he was directed to a small cabin off the main trail.

     Poulet walked up the meandering fern-bordered trail to Ta-hay-yo's cabin and rapped lightly on the door. The elderly medicine man cracked open his door and asked, "What do you want?"

     "I am Antoine Poulet, sir," the Frenchman replied. "I am here about Nidawi and Itopa'hi."

     The medicine man's careworn face turned ashen and his eyes narrowed. Regarding the white man with a skeptical demeanor, he said, "Itopa'hi?"

     "Yes. I believe I have encountered this spirit in the woods."

     After looking outside the door for anyone's watchful eye, the old Indian nodded his head and said, "Come in, then."

     Removing his hat, Poulet walked into the medicine man's dirt floor cabin and found a wooden stool near the table and sat down. He watched the old man go to his fire and stir a blackened pot hanging over the flame. The Frenchman noticed containers of powders in every hue of the rainbow sitting on the crude pine table. It reminded him of his own collection. Ta-hay-yo turned from the fire and pulled up another stool. The leather of his buckskin leggings made a slight creaking and squeaking sound as he sat down. His deep brown eyes looked blankly at Poulet. He asked, "Where did you see Itopa'hi?"

     "I don't think I saw the whole spirit, sir. I believe I only saw the beginning formation of it."

     Showing no emotion, Ta-hay-yo said, "Where did you see this spirit?"

     "I believe it was at Nidawi's cabin."

     The old Indian lowered his head and studied his hands in his lap.  In a forlorn whisper, he muttered, "Nidawi."  

     Ta-hay-yo had known since he'd buried Chief Mu-hush-ka two years before, that it would be just a matter of time before the evil demon began to haunt the hills again with its wounded and mournful cries. He also realized if the spirit beast were to be unleashed, it would be Nidawi that would be behind it.

    Poulet continued. "You are aware of the murders of two trappers recently, are you not?"

     The Indian looked away and out his window as he quietly said, "Yes."

    Clearing his throat, Poulet said, "I believe, sir, that they were the victims of Itopa'hi."

     Ta-hay-yo just sat placidly and gazed out his window, seemingly lost in thought.  He was silent for a few minutes. Poulet could hear and smell the liquid bubbling in the iron cauldron on the fire.  It smelled of strong herbs. 

     The medicine man kept his gaze on the outside world through his window. "Are you aware of how strong Itopa'hi is?"

     "I have no experience in this matter, sir. I can only say what I have seen and experienced."

     "You have not seen Itopa'hi himself. You would not be sitting here and speaking to me if you had. You have only seen the beginnings."

     "Do you know what he looks like? Have you seen him?"

     "I have not seen him. I have heard him howling in the deep wood near the Nemaha River. You would not forget the sound."

     Poulet listened attentively to the old man and said, "Sir, I want to rid this town of this demon and I would like to ask for your help."

     Ta-hay-yo turned to his array of herbs and potions sitting on the table, pointed to them and said, "These will not destroy him. Only a chant from the Great Spirit can do that.  I have failed to find an effective one in all my years."

     "You have tried to battle him, then?"

     "Only from a distance. If you gaze upon his two faces, it is too late."

     Poulet thought of Le Remedé  and the chant he'd read.  Knowing Ta-hay-yo would not take much stock in an ancient Greek incantation, he dismissed the notion of mentioning it to him, but then changed his mind and said, "I have in one of my books, an ancient text from the fifteen-hundreds and before that. It is an incantation to rid one of evil spirits. I believe it could work on Itopa'hi."

     "I have heard you are a magician and sorcerer," the medicine man said. 

     "I prefer the word "healer," Poulet said. "I, besides being a herbalist, am a practitioner of VooDoo."

     A frown came to Ta-hay-yo's careworn face. He looked deep in thought as he said,     "That is the black man's religion, is it not? Something to do with the Christian Satan?"

     "It is based on African religions and Catholicism. I do not worship the Christian Satan. However, I have had encounters with some of Satan's demons. I believe Itopa'hi is one of them."

     The old man looked to his window again and seemed distracted. "That may be," he said vacantly.  "That may be."

     Feeling that he had heard as much as he was going to from the medicine man, Poulet stood up to leave. "Thank you for our talk, and your time, sir. May I visit you again?"

     "I am always here."

     The Frenchman stood up and walked to the door and then turned abruptly. "I need to ask you one more thing, sir, if I may. Is it possible Nidawi is controlling Itopa'hi?"

     "I think mostly Itopa'hi controls her.  She is an evil old woman and has lost her power. She would be able to conjure him, but control him? I do not know."

     With a polite smile, Poulet tipped his hat, left the cabin and walked back down the bluff to the river road and into town.

      With a deep and furrowed brow, Doc Foster walked up the unmarked trail to Nidawi's remote cabin.  His churning thoughts were seething with hate.  Nidawi hadn't taken care of her part of the bargain, and worse, she had lied to him. He was going to take care of her. After seeing Joe Duncan alive and kicking, he had lost all faith in her abilities.  The fact that she had lied to him was going to make things even worse. 

     As he marched along the trail, in a rhythmic cadence, his mind told him: 

She's a bad seed. She must be taken care of in an expedient manner. She belongs in hell.  She'll be visiting Lucifer soon, yes, she will. He'll have an honored place for her. Lord, I tried to give her the benefit of the doubt and now, Lord, she has just squatted and pissed all over it. This doctor needs to take care of this useless body that resides on this earth. Jesus would do the same thing. He would get rid of her, wouldn't he? Oh, yes, he most definitely would.

     He burst into Nidawi's cabin, kicking in the door and almost knocking it from its hinges. He found the old woman sitting in front of her dim fire.

     Alarmed, but knowing what he'd come for, she asked, "What do you want, doctor?" as she rocked back and forth on her willow chair. She turned back and stared into her fire without looking at him.

     "Your miserable goddamn life, old woman, your miserable fucking life," Foster replied.

     Turning back to him, she said, "Kill me, then, and be done with it. I am old and useless."

     "Yes, you are old and useless. I'm not going to kill you though. Not before you feel the pain of what it's going to be like for you in hell. It's not just physical pain, either."

     Foster raised his arm high and backhanded her hard across the face.  The blow had enough force to knock her from her chair and onto the floor. She screamed in pain as her shoulder hit the hard-packed earth. She looked helplessly up at him.

     Looking down at her, he said, "Thought you would outsmart me with sending your granddaughter away? I know what happens on the reservation.  I have spies. Did you know your granddaughter was now bound and gagged in my basement? You thought she was safe in Nebraska, didn't you? Well, she's not safe now and I have plans for her."

     He loomed over her with a depraved twinkle in his eye and moved his hand to his crotch.  He began to rub himself. His smirk was one of smug superiority. "Do you want to know my plans for her, Nidawi?"

      "No," she said through the excruciating pain. "I do not. "

     Pacing slowly around her, he placed his hands behind his back and looking into the fire said, "I'll tell you anyway. She will become my concubine. A nice young girl like her will attract suitors, but not when I get done with her."

     Foster bent down to within an inch of the old woman's face. Looking into her eyes with a smile, he said, "She'll be used goods to any man who is interested in her. She will be no good to anyone except me. If I'm lucky, I might get her pregnant."

     The old woman looked away from him and cringed in pain. She didn't know it, but the doctor had managed to cause her to break her collarbone when she hit the floor. 

     "You're no longer any good to me. You have lost all credibility.  I'll have to take care of the next trappers myself."

     Foster turned to go and still looking down at her with his evil grin said, "If you tell anyone about this or your daughter, your life will be over very quickly." He slammed the door as he left her cabin.

     Nidawi pulled herself up from the floor and sat back down in the chair. She had never felt pain in her shoulder like she did now.  Her mind began to envision the harm the doctor could do to her granddaughter.  Despite her pain, she began to make plans for his demise.

                                                                CHAPTER 48
     Poulet had taken care of two new lovelorn clients by the time Emily had returned from  Hiawatha, the county seat of Brown County. She'd made the roundtrip coach ride in one long morning. After sitting down in Poulet's parlor, she said, "It's the same story as Doniphan county, Antoine. I don't think I'll need to wire Topeka about this since the Big Cloud Trading Company is listed as taking over trapping leases with the death of the lessee."

     "No, I don't suppose that would be necessary."

     "What do we do now?"

     "Inform Sheriff Dodd. I'm sure he'll want some kind of proof from officials at both counties' recorder's offices, though."

     Deciding to be open and honest with his new love, Poulet then told Emily of the attempt on his life. He knew she would find out about it sooner or later. She was shocked.  He told her all he knew, even about his New Orleans girlfriend that he was convinced had hired the killer. Emily then became aware of some of the Frenchman's background with women, but it didn't make any difference to her. She became even more endeared to him after hearing the sordid story of his past woman-friend and his would-be assassin. With loving sympathy in her voice, she said, "I'm so sorry, Antoine, but this is a lot to take in at one time."

    "I know, I don't mean to burden you with my problems, but think you should know more of the last day's events."

     "The Reverend Tutwiler killed him?"

     "Yes, and I'm eternally grateful to him."

     "As am I," she said with relief.

     Poulet moved to the front door, slipped on his coat and said, "Shall we go visit the sheriff?"

     "By all means, Antoine."

      They both left the Frenchman's house after he hung up the "Closed" sign on his front door. He felt a little more secure now that Elvira Bishop had replaced the glass  in the front door. They walked hand-in-hand down Main Street to the city jail. As they entered the sheriff's office, they found Sheriff Dodd rubbing his temples. He stood up and gave them a weak smile as they entered. Poulet and Emily sat down in front of the sheriff.  Emily said, "I just returned from Hiawatha, sheriff."

     After sitting down, the sheriff picked up his pipe and began to pack it with fresh tobacco.  He said, "Yes? And what did you find out?"

     "I found that Brown County has the same trapping lease succession of ownership."

     Sheriff Dodd set his pipe down and started to rub his temples again. Poulet noticed the pain in the lawman's eyes and offered to mix a headache powder for him. The sheriff declined. "I have these pills that get rid of these blasted headaches."

     "May I see the bottle, sheriff?" Poulet asked.

     The sheriff opened his desk drawer and retrieved the cobalt blue glass bottle. Poulet took a look and said to the sheriff, "You realize these pills contain opium, don't you?"

     "No, I didn't know that. But, they do take care of the pain."

     "Yes, they would.  I would be very careful of their use."

     "Maybe you should try to fix me a powder then, monsieur."

     "I'd be honored to do that, sheriff. Of course, you know when we rid ourselves of this Itopa'hi demon, you probably will not have any more headaches."

    Sheriff Dodd smiled slightly and leaned back in his chair. He still wasn't convinced that a malevolent spirit of the wood had murdered two men, but he was beginning to put more and more faith in that assumption.

     "So, Monsieur Poulet, just how are we supposed to rid Big Cloud of this, uh, spirit?" he asked.

     "I think I have a way, but it involves an invocation of the spirit itself.  In other words, we have see it in order to get rid of it."

     "I see."

     Changing the subject, the sheriff said,"Monsieur Poulet, we have found out the identity of the man who tried to kill...oh, I'm sorry. Have you told Miss Meriwether about your evening last night?"

     "Yes, I have. Who was it?"

     "His name was Trudeau as registered at Robidoux's.  I know nothing else other than his valise contained an address in New Orleans. Just a second." The sheriff opened his desk drawer and brought out a piece of paper found in Trudeau's bag. He showed it to Poulet. The address written on the note was 941 Rue Bourbon, New Orleans, Louisiana.  There was no name listed with the address.

     "That address, I believe sheriff, is of Jean Lafitte's Blacksmith Bar."

     "Would he be living in a bar?"

     "I doubt it," Poulet replied. "I don't think anyone would make that bar their home. I think it may be a business address, if you can call his line of work a "business."

     "Doesn't matter now. Since I know nothing else about him, Deputy Bundrick and I will bury him in Half-Breed Cemetery tomorrow morning. I'm getting tired of loading ice on him."

     Despite Poulet's aversion to segregated cemeteries, he thought that the final arrangements, under the circumstances, were appropriate. 

     "So," Poulet said. "Doctor Foster is away?"

     "Yes," the sheriff replied. "He's in Kansas City on a business trip."

     "When will he be back?"

     "Tomorrow or the next day.  I've been keeping an eye on his office-and on the dead man in the morgue."

     "Have you contacted anyone concerning the Big Cloud Trading Company?"

     "Yes," the sheriff replied. "I wired Topeka this morning and since I'm the local law enforcement, they'll get back to me by tomorrow."

     "I think you'll find the same information that I did, sheriff," Emily said.

     "I have no doubt about that, Miss Meriwether, but I have to make it official."

     "Of course."

     Poulet and Emily stood up to leave. "Well, sheriff, keep us abreast of developments," Poulet said.

     "I will, sir. Uh, by the way, do you know exactly how you're going to get rid of this demon?"

     "I think I have a plan. We'll see in the next few days."

     "Let me know if there's anything I can do to help."

     "I certainly will, sheriff."

     The Frenchman and Emily left the Big Cloud Jail and crossed the street to Moore's Restaurant. After being seated, Poulet looked at Emily and said, "This will be my last meal for three days. I hope it is not my last meal."

     Poulet explained to Emily about the fasting for the ancient spell he would be using on Itopa'hi.

     "You can't eat for three days?"

     "No. It is part of the ritual to which I must adhere to the letter, or it may not work."

     "How will you bring forth this demon, Antoine, and how do you know you can do that in three days?"

     "I'm not sure, but I believe if we can bait him with a trapper, he may come forth. It seems he's usually seen when someone is taking wildlife from the woods."

     "And who will be the bait?"

     "I'm going to talk to Joe Duncan about that."

     They both finished their meals and left Moore's. Poulet walked Emily home to Chestnut street.  When he arrived back home, there was a visitor at his front door.

                                              941 Rue Bourbon 

                                        Jean Lafitte's Blacksmith Bar

                                                 New Orleans

     Leonora Beaumont walked out of the pouring New Orleans rain and into the dank and dark Jean Lafitte bar.  She moved to the dimly-lit back corner. The lazy-eyed man was sitting at his usual table. He sat alone nursing a mug of ale. She sat down in front of him, set her bag down and calmly said, "So, where is the panther ring?"

     Looking surprised at her arrival, the man said, "I have not yet heard, mam'selle. I wired him to take care of your problem as you instructed three days ago. I have not heard back from him."

     Leonora opened her bag and produced a telegram from Troy, Kansas with the very short list of recent recorded deaths. "I received this wire this morning. I checked the obituaries in Doniphan County Kansas and there was only one death this week and it was not Antoine Poulet. As you can see, there is only one on the list. The reason you have not heard back from your Mr. Trudeau, sir, is that he is dead."

     "Dead? Non, non, mam'selle. This must be a mistake. He should be on his way back at this very minute."

     "Do you see the cause of his death listed? He, evidently, was shot."

     "Shot? That can't possibly be true."

     The lazy-eyed man knew that it probably was true. He always knew that Trudeau would sooner than later meet his maker by the hand of another man, probably for cheating at poker or being found in the arms of  a jealous husband's wife. He was not surprised in the least, but maintained an attitude of disbelief.

     Regarding the man with business-like authority, the scorned woman said evenly, "I want my money back."

     Tipping his ale and taking a long draught, he set the mug back down on the table and wiped his mouth with his shirtsleeve. "Let's not jump to conclusions here yet, ma'am. There must be an error."

     "There is no mistake. You have failed in our business venture.  I want all my money back, and I want it back now."

     The lazy-eyed man looked deep into his ale as sweat dripped from his forehead, plopping into his ale.  Without looking up at her, he mumbled, "There is no money left."

    Feeling shock first and then anger, Leonora Beaumont regained her composure and asked him, "Where did it go?"

     The now nervous man stuttered, "Wuh....Well, it was used for expen...expenses and there is nothing left. It's very expensive to hire a man to travel that far away. I'm sure we can work out some arrangement."

    Leonora stood up and stepped over to where the man was sitting.  She stood behind him in a seductive stance, bent down to his ear and smiling sweetly whispered, "There is nothing to work out." She reached into her cloak pocket and pulled out a Bowie knife.  She rested the large knife's razor-sharp tip against the man's back between his shoulder blades. He turned back to her in terror and started to speak.  She thrust it forward and slowly slid the knife to the hilt into his chest between his ribs and wiggled the blade. The lazy-eyed man's aorta was severed in an instant.  She could feel the sharp blade scrape against the coarse bone of his back vertebrae as she pulled the blade slowly back out. His blood began to gush from the wound. The man slumped forward, knocking over his beer.  She wiped the blade on his shirt. Picking up the mug, she set it upright on the wet table. Looking around the bar, she found no one but the bartender intently wiping drink glasses.  

     Picking up her large overnight bag, she slipped back out onto the rain-soaked Rue Bourbon. She hailed a cab and the horse-drawn carriage made its way through the flooded and muddy streets. Thunderclaps cracked and rumbled overhead as she arrived at the passenger steamship dock.  The J.M. Converse was docked and passengers were boarding. She bought a ticket to Big Cloud, Kansas, and boarded the stern-wheeler.

