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I have to tell you how the story begins, the story that is, of this book. One day Christine Baker posted a picture of a bottle of blood on my Facebook page. It was an incredible photo and all I could think of was: 

What a great book this would be!

But then I thought some more. I thought, I wonder if other creative minds are looking at this image and are thinking the same thing? What would they be thinking?

So I decided to ask in my group on Facebook, would anyone be interested in writing a story about a bottle of blood such as this? |

These amazing authors spoke up and now the book has come to fruition. There was only one rule. Somewhere in your story there has to be a bottle of blood. That is all, no more, no less. It was up to the creative minds of these authors to structure their short stories.

I have to say I couldn’t be more pleased and this exercise in literature has shown me how we can all be so similar yet so different in what we see and imagine. 

Thank you so much authors of “Tales of the Sanguine Elixir”! Thank you for participating! Thank you for using your imagination to help bring this anthology of horror to life!

MT Hart 
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Story I

Ben Stephenson and the  Sanguine Elixir

By D.L. Andersen
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Introduction

While a graduate student at the Southern Illinois University in Edwardsville, finishing up my MA in historical studies, I came across some curious artifacts regarding an obscure early Illinois settler, by the name of Benjamin Stephenson. It was while serving my summer internship at the historic house where he once lived, that I uncovered the true nature of his dealings early in his career, before becoming a sheriff, a militia colonel and later, a US Congressman, banker, and land agent. According to historians associated with the 1820 Colonel Benjamin Stephenson House, his early years were shrouded in mystery. Between the time of his youth growing up in Western Pennsylvania to his removal to Martinsburg, Virginia (WV) around the age of 20 to his marriage to Lucy Swearingen by 1803, there is little to no other record of his whereabouts or dealings, leaving much to supposition and historical conjecture. Any such tales of paranormal encounters were relegated to folklore and tall tales. 

In the Winter of 2010, I turned my attention toward penning a historical fiction series chronicling the Stephensons journey to Illinois territory and all its gritty pioneer adventures. It was around this same time, ironically, that Mr. Seth Grahame-Smith published his non-fiction treatise on the journals of Abraham Lincoln, purporting this famous log cabin president and emancipator as none other than an early Illinois vampire hunter. In March I attended his book signing at the Lincoln Library Museum in Springfield, giving further credence to his documentation and research. Could it be that those tall tales of Benjamin Stephenson were true as well? I needed proof and that seemed a near impossible feat at best. Having already scoured all the documents available through the Stephenson historic site in Edwardsville as well as talking to historians at the Madison County Historical Library and the Missouri History Museum, I had given up on ever finding such proof. How had I not considered the Lincoln Library Museum and any possible connection between these two great early Illinois residents? 

I began to dig deeper to find such documents that might chill the blood and strike terror in the hearts of all who read them. There is far more to the story of America’s founding, far more than what Mr. Grahame’s book reveals and the early connection that links M. Lincoln with none other than my book characters, Benjamin Stephenson and more specifically, his widow, Lucy Swearingen Stephenson. I will give only a brief synopsis of his biography here, for those who are unfamiliar with this obscure early American who runs behind the scenes in so much of our early history, though he remains one of the unsung heroes of our nation’s history as well as in the annals of vampire lore. 

Stephenson first settled in Illinois in 1809, the same year as Lincoln’s birth – just one of the uncanny coincidences I uncovered in my research. But there is evidence Stephenson was not all that unfamiliar with the territory and, like Lincoln, navigated the western waters as a seasonal boatman. It is this precise point in Stephenson’s life that is chronicled here, using his own words from a lengthy letter Lucy Stephenson wrote to Lincoln, containing excerpts of a journal her husband kept in the Fall of 1803. While the original journal of Stephenson’s adventures remains lost to time, this letter, secretly kept in the Lincoln Library Museum archives, sheds light on this dark part of United States history, proving that there were indeed, and may still be, creatures of the night lurking in our midst. 

If the reader is unfamiliar with the history of that time, much will be learned simply by reading Stephenson’s account in his own words, as he references a number of events that most American history students will be familiar with or can easily pinpoint as to what is happening and is about to happen in America’s history. Stephenson’s claim to fame, as told at the historic house that bears his name, was first, a sheriff of Randolph County in Illinois then later a U.S. Congressman, land agent and banker before his untimely death in October of 1822 at the age of 53. Although there is no evidence that Stephenson ever met Lincoln, the opening letter to this article proves that there was an association between Stephenson’s widow, Lucy, and Mr. Lincoln, likely via her longstanding friendship with the Ninian Edwards’ family, of whom Lincoln, too was related by marriage. Nevertheless, I put to you, dear Reader, for your consideration, the strange and chilling tales of Benjamin Stephenson: America’s First Vampire Hunter. 

––––––––
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Letter from Mrs. Lucy Stephenson to Abraham Lincoln

November 16, 1842

My Dear Mr. Lincoln, 

I suppose there is no getting around how to begin this testimony of what horrifying evil does indeed lurk right in our very midst. One could hardly imagine it to be so, in such an enlightened modern age as ours, but I assure you, Mr. Lincoln, there are indeed such forces of evil that are not so readily dismissed nor dispelled. You are indeed not alone, sir, in your dealings with these monsters. That such creatures could exist, and indeed have prevailed for centuries, in a place we deemed “The Promised Land” as a paradise beyond compare. Naming it the Land of Goshen must have seemed the most grotesque irony and the most boastful of notions to the clans of vampires roaming western lands. 

Regarding our recent discussion at the home of our mutual friend, and now your brother-in-law, Ninian Edwards, on the occasion of your wedding, I am hereby delivering on the promise I made to you that day. To have been engaged in such a disturbing discussion of such an indelicate nature on a day, which was to be the happiest of your life, was most certainly not my intent. But as I remind you once again, it was you who approached me, pressing for the lurid details of which, after some considerable thought, I will exhibit here for your approval and to be used under strict discretion. 

While you did ask to review my late husband’s journal in its entirety, I do not see any value in relinquishing this family heirloom to you, nor do I ever wish to have this artifact removed from my hands while I yet live. Consider it the sentimentality of an old woman reluctant to part with a deceased husband’s personal effects. I would like to say that was merely all it was, although, knowing the dire nature of the writings within, I fear for what such information would do in the wrong hands. 

I had hoped to deflect your inquiries with the charms of a well-bred Southern lady when last we met, although, when you brought me into your confidence on subjects no child of your tender age should have known, I had no choice but to tender surreptitiously, what knowledge I could, given the joyous occasion and mixed company in which we were that day. 

As a newly married man your thoughts, your focus should be toward becoming a good husband and delighting in the newness of your affection and homemaking. I had hoped all would be forgotten in the throes of marital bliss, but your recent note again pressing me for the Colonel’s journal, has prompted the added burden of haunting visions and nightly dreams which give me no recourse but to reveal what I can. 

Since the journal was penned some forty years ago when the Colonel was yet a modest river boatman, much like yourself before entering the law and politics, it contains the daily recordings and sundry particulars of a running flatboats and keels from port to port. I will not bore you with such details that you are indeed all too familiar and have deemed it best to copy portions of the pertinent entries to which you seek, that chronicle my Benjamin’s encounter with the undead and his manner of resisting and expelling the source of said evil with the elusive vessel to which you have heard rumors of and indeed, as you will read, was more than mere myth, though I wish to God that it were and all this but a phantom dream. 

To that end, I will pause here and begin the journal entries, hoping you will find in them some insight or guidance to preserve the legacy those before you have begun.  It is therefore, for the welfare of all and our great nation, that I pen these excerpts from the Colonel’s journal, in the hopes you can glean some knowledge, insight that perhaps, one day our world can be safe from these fiends. 

May God bless your marriage and your future endeavors. 

I am as ever,

Mrs. Lucy Stephenson

––––––––
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Excerpts from the journal of Benjamin Stephenson, Mississippi boatman

Saturday, September 24

Fort Kaskaskia -  Arrived late this afternoon with supplies for the soldiers before heading upriver to St. Louis. The crew made excellent time in a matter of a week poling upriver, the weather being fair, unseasonably warm, the wind in our favor and the currents calm.  The water being high, as expected this time of year, we passed with little incident by the Grand Tower, some call the Devil’s Backbone. This being Pete Lightfoot’s first voyage up the Mississippi, having joined our party in New Orleans, we took the opportunity to pause for a round of whisky. Pete quaked at the idea of this high craggy peak dubbed with such a demonic title, but I assured him the French locals know it by another name – le cap de croix – due to three missionaries having erected a wooden cross there long ago to ward off evil. He thereto dropping to his knees, uttered some Latin gibberish while signing a cross. If such superstitions give us added good fortune to our journey, I will not object to any man’s manner of ritual be it a draught of whisky or a papish prayer.  

Later, I met with the captain as well as the quartermaster and have delivered to them 6 barrels flour, 3 barrels sorghum, 4 barrels whisky and 75 lbs of powder. Captain Stoddard was most eager to receive the extra supplies, as he indicated a government corps is due to arrive sometime in the coming weeks. 

The crew have all gone into town for a well-earned rest after all the hard work poling upriver from New Orleans with only a brief stop at New Madrid. We plan to stay a day here before heading up to St. Louis. Teague and I remained with the boat tonight. A peculiar mist is hovering over the waters tonight. Thought I saw a panther lurking on the Western side but then it appeared to jump higher into the trees than any four legged creature I ever saw. Teague feared it was a shade, or a “haint” as he calls it. He, being the more superstitious of all us put together, crossed himself and spat into the river saying some mumbo jumble to “ward off evil”. The crew will have a good laugh about that tomorrow when I tell them what spooked ol’ Teague was nothing more than an overgrown hawk, rendered all the larger in the shadow of night. I shall take time to write to Lucy before bed and will get the letter posted at the next down upriver.  

––––––––
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Tuesday, September 27

Ste. Genevieve – After a day’s poling upriver we arrived at another port, noting how much it has grown since last we visited. The old French village has increased by a few more houses and another tavern. Of course, the men had to pay their respects to the new establishment and I gave them leave to do so, once the work complete for the day, though under strict orders as to not make a nuisance of themselves. Boatmen in general are known to have an unruly temperament but I run a tight ship when it comes to such matters. 

The town and all the surrounding hamlets are readying for la fête de Saint Michel, as the Frenchies say. They are quite the devout sort when it comes to their Papist rituals but then do not refrain from celebrating with merrymaking of every kind to honor their deities, and this one, as I am told, pays homage to the archangel, Michael, who threw the Devil and all his demons out of Heaven. I am aware of the rent day, known as Michaelmas, some Virginians observe, but not much merrymaking goes on, aside from an informal assembly and dinner. I suppose that is where we share similarities betwixt our English roots and the French – we never pass up an opportunity to toast and party. A fair is set for Thursday, along with a procession to the church and a dance in the evening. The men are eager to stay, though I had hoped to press on toward St. Louis, where there will surely be as much, if not more, revelry at this French fur village. Perhaps that will take the crew’s mind off the troubles plaguing the riverfront of late and causing quite a stir. News is spreading of some strange attacks, likely by a panther or wolf, though it seems odd that one should come so close to the village. A young Frenchman, by the name of Henri Delecoix, was found dead near his house some weeks ago, the incident still being quite the talk at the tavern. No one seems to know just what sort of creature could have killed him, but a distinct bite mark and scratches were noted on his upper torso near the neck and down his chest. A vicious wound appears to be the cause of death due to blood loss, or perhaps even the poor soul was frightened to death, some are saying, given the terror plastered on his face, even in death. A young barmaid recounted the grisly tale to Fink and I as we supped on roast quail and boiled potatoes. 

“Oui, Messieurs,” the voluptuous wide-eyed young girl said, eager to tell her tale. “Terrible! So terrible! Mon Dieu!” She crossed herself as if to ward off some evil. I must admit, I marveled at her temerity over things a Western settler should be quite familiar with. But she assured us this was not any ordinary attack by a wolf or panther. 

“No! No wolf or wild cat did such a thing ever.” She started to tell us more, when the barkeep called her away to attend other customers while he assured us, we were perfectly safe to stay the night in the village, and again, encouraged us to remain for the upcoming fete. We thanked him and finished our supper then returned to the boat. I was pleased to find I had a small packet of letters from Lucy, held for me at the tavern. Eager to read them undisturbed, I returned to the boat and delighted in a comforting bit of news from home. Now that I am newly married, there is no more carousing late into the night, not that I was ever one for such idleness, but the men miss no opportunity to torment me on me newly acquired state of matrimony. I must see that every opportunity to earn an extra penny does not go wanting, now that there is more than just myself to consider. Gone are the carefree bachelor days, though, I am not so grievous of them. 

Before I read my dearest’s letters and retire for the night, I must make haste to write one other odd occurrence to the growing list of strangeness plaguing this trip. Upon returning to the boat, I found Phin Tanner and John McGee all a dither over losing Jim Rhodes while the three were hunting earlier. They had searched for him until darkness overtook them and they returned to the boat. We agreed to begin a search again in the morning, and send word into town in case he wound up back there. The men are sure they heard and saw signs of wolves while hunting and something extraordinarily large lurking in the trees. I assured them it was likely the eagles returning for the winter. 

Wolf pelts commend a whole dollar a piece, so if there are such critters lurking along the river towns, it might mean a few extra dollars if we could bag a few and rid the community of such pests. With a new wife in the family way, I could use the extra cash. I contemplated this as I sat my watch for the night while Tanner and McGee settled in for the night. 

––––––––
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Wednesday, September 28

We spent the morning searching for Rhodes but to no avail. No one in town has heard or seen anything of him as well. It might mean remaining in the area another day or so. I will not leave a man behind. It has been well over a year since the sawyer accident, but I am reminded every day of those men that were slain in the depths of the waters as the dislodged tree whipped downstream toward our helpless crew. Six good boatmen were lost that day and I am not about to lose another in the woods to a wolf or any other creature of the night. 

A letter arrived today from an old friend, Monsieur Menard of Kaskaskia. He heard from the fort that we were once again in the area and has graciously extended an invitation to a banquet at his house tomorrow to celebrate the Feast of St. Michael as well as the first birthday of his young daughter. I had planned for us to leave for St. Louis early tomorrow morn, our business here being done for now. But I would indeed relish the chance to speak with Menard and his lovely wife. They will certainly be glad to hear of my recent nuptials this past spring and Lucy would not forgive me if I did not take opportunity to attend a fancy dinner and recount all the particulars in my next letter home. According to her recent letters, I have now read, all is well in Harper’s Ferry. She remains in good health, as of two months ago when she wrote. I pray that remains the same now as she is that much closer to the birth of our first child before winter. I hope to return home in time to welcome my son, as she says she feels certain it will be. However, if the crew keeps seeing delays like we have had, and if General Wilkinson sees fit to find more errands for me to run, once I return to the Falls, I may not make it home by winter. I have been in the General’s debt since the sawyer accident cost me his load of cargo, and he continues to see fit to remind me of this very thing in not so subtle terms. He, too, would not wish for me to miss this opportunity to be hospitable and secure connections with such a renown local merchant as M. Menard.

I shall think on this as I fall asleep, gazing at the stars and the full moon and praying for Jim Rhodes’s safe return.

––––––––
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Saturday, October 1

Jim Rhodes has returned to us! To say I was pleased to see him upon my return to the boat after the Michaelmas celebrations, does not begin to describe my relief.  More than a bit shaken, he was, but still, a sight for sore eyes, especially after what I will now recount here from the evening of bonfires, dancing and merrymaking and something I yet cannot believe to be what I witnessed at the Menard mansion. I will try to make sense of it here before falling to sleep, if I dare sleep here after what Rhodes has told us of his two day trek into the wilderness. 

Menard welcomed me into his home, a spacious dwelling with a well-appointed entryway flanked by two grand rooms, one for dining and the other a formal parlor for receiving guests. The entire house is surrounded by a wide gallery providing plenty of space for congregating and dancing. And the French Kaskaskians do relish their dancing and merrymaking. 

A strange chill seeped into my bones as I walked up the hill toward the grand estate. Perhaps it was the after effect of a thorough scrubbing at the local bathhouse and losing the grit of river water and weeks of sweat from poling. But I was not about to attend a formal gathering smelling of Mississippi mud and foulness. Still, it was odd to feel such a chill, given the unseasonably warm weather of late. Staring out over the river, I fruitlessly searched for any sign of our lost crewman, wondering where he might be or if he had returned by now. 

I arrived at the home around twilight, affording a splendid view of the home atop a hill overlooking the river.  Already, other guests were arriving, including Menard’s business associates from St. Louis – Auguste Chouteau and Manuel Lisa, among others I was pleased to meet. Menard introduced me to his lovely wife, Therese, and their four young children, including the little lady of honor, Modeste, celebrating her very first birthday, with, as we toasted, one of many more to come. There was indeed a rousing round of toasts for such a wee one. But when a child shares her natal day with a sainted angelic being, it is of particular significance to these French Catholics. Seeing the dark-eyed cherubic faces, I felt even more the sickening chill and a keen longing to hold my dear Lucy. I cannot shake the dread for her welfare and that of our unborn child, due in the coming weeks. I had not felt such portent of doom since bidding her adieu and leaving her again in the care of my parents. Only in recent days since heading past the Devil’s Backbone a few miles south of here when our newest crewman sought to banish any hex with his Latin prayers. But this was not the evening to be thinking of such dark matters when cheerful hospitality and charming company greeted me in a room well-lit with brass candelabras, tin wall sconces and a table arrayed in fine food and drink. Festooned about the rooms were beribboned garlands of bay, sage, ivy and magnolia. I must make note of this to share in a forthcoming letter to Lucy. 

Upon entry, Pierre Menard immediately congratulated me on my recent nuptials and this too, pleased Madame Menard who insisted “being an old married man would not exempt me from taking a turn on the dance floor with any eligible young lady in the room.” Indeed! There were quite a bevy of dark eyed beauties to choose from, most all gowned fashionably in the French manner of fine cloth, colorful and showy with exquisite figured detail, low cut, high waisted and only apologies for sleeves. I would make careful note of these to convey in my next letter to Lucy, she being quite interested in such fashionable matters. I, on the other hand, had to keep my wits about me on topics of merchant business, government news and the strange incidents that plagued the territory. 

“Ah! A terrible business it is,” Menard said, while dealing cards as music and laughter rang in the next room. “Bonaparte gives us the territory only to sell it to you Americans. He is an utter fool or a shrewd menace to us all.” He directed that statement to me with a wink and a mischievous grin.  

Manuel Lisa, the Spanish merchant from St. Louis took up his dealt cards, studying them while adding, “You mean coerced the territory from our King.” Together we laughed. “But, considering the evil that invades our wilderness and rivers.” He shrugged. “Perhaps selling it to the Americans for such a paltry sum was not so ill timed. Who’s to say which of us got the better deal?” Studying me over his rearranged hand he asked, “What? You did not know your Mr. Jefferson has gained a bargain? Though... perhaps he does not know what ill gotten and tainted land he has now to deal with.” 

“No, I had heard,” I responded, looking over my not so fair hand and wondering my next play. Indeed! I had heard inklings of such dealings earlier in the year when I first met Mr. Edwards and Captain Lewis at a Twelfth Night party.  There were rumors tendered then of a potential territorial addition, and it seems Captain Lewis’s caginess was not casual reserve on his part, nor my suspicions without warrant. 

“Ah! Such arrogance,” Auguste Chouteau, sitting across from me, said. “All the men lost! Found dead aboard ship and not yellow fever, as they say. I guarantee you that.” 

“Of course! It was yellow fever,” Menard spoke harshly in French. “Enough! Chouteau. We will not hear of your silly superstitions.” He uncomfortably turned in his chair and gazed across the room to the window where Madame Menard stood bathed in the eerie glow of a candle. It was then I noted how sickly pale and gaunt she appeared, dark circles rimming her eyes in a deathly pallor. Standing on the outside gazing into the window opposite our hostess was a man I did not recognize and had not seen earlier. A late arrival, I deduced, though something in his dark eyes gave me to think he heard and understood all we said. A menacing fear coursed through my veins and an image of my men dying in the murky waters at the hands of the skeletal branches of a sawyer flooded my mind. A massive tree had dislodged during a storm, wreaking deadly consequences on an entire boatload of men and cargo. I turned away, distractedly, realizing it was my turn to discard. Shakily I laid down a queen, only to be promptly told that was not the manner of this game and where had I learned to play piquet? I quickly switched to a jack of a different suit and the round proceeded. 

When I looked back at the window again, the man had disappeared, likely to another part of the gallery and Madame had slumped to a nearby chair, looking rather wan and peeked as she shakily took a glass of wine from a servant’s tray. I was barely aware that one of the men in our card party, spoke to me. 

“Tell us, Monsieur Stephenson, what do you make of this Bonaparte upstart selling all of Louisiana from your president?” 

I muttered something in reply, though I cannot say what, for it was at that precise moment I spied the strange looking man now inside the house across the hallway engaged in a lively jig with a set of dancers. His partner was a pretty dark haired lass in a diaphanous saffron muslin gown. What struck me more than her attire and loveliness was how she recoiled each time she took the gentleman’s hand for the next turn. Other ladies seemed to approach him with polite caution to, upon each weave of the steps. How had he moved so swiftly from outside the window to be in the midst of dancing on the opposite side of the house within a matter of seconds? I did not recall the music ceasing between dance sets. Or was I so transfixed between the card game, the talk of territorial acquisitions and Madame Menard’s ennui? 

We continued the round, I discarding another deuce and gaining another trick, thus ending another rubber. As it was Senor Lisa’s turn to deal, I took the opportunity to casually ask Menard who the unfamiliar gentleman was. But my question was left midair when I caught a glimpse of the dancers in the gilt mirror over the mantlepiece. I blinked, once, twice. Had my mind turned to misgivings from the heady French wine, no doubt? There were the dancers all weaving in a lively jig formation between partners. Gentlemen and ladies of various forms and ages all reflected in the looking glass creating a dual likeness of the festive atmosphere. Only, the gentleman in the frockcoat with pronounced lapels that served to enhance his imposing demeanor, the very one I had been keenly observing outside the window earlier, appeared quite singularly grotesque and misshapen in his reflection. Upon another turn, I could swear his image veritably disappeared and all that was left was his oversized frockcoat, cravat and trousers spinning the young lady into the next step and returning home to honor his partner with a courtly bow. I can only pen this thought here, because it seems far too outlandish ever to reveal elsewhere. Perhaps it was the drink, or perhaps I had not had near enough to drink to soothe the idle tales bandied about the card table this evening. 

Later that evening I had the opportunity to be introduced to this strange gentleman and learned his name is Rufus LeBlanc, lately of New Orleans, a surgeon attending Madame Menard, who has been quite ill since delivering their last child, the one whose birth we honored this night. I tried to dismiss his strange appearance, for now as I studied him more closely, I noted his ghastly pallor, even under the glow of candlelight. His eyes were the darkest I’ve ever seen and left me with a feeling of utter despair to catch his gaze. His fingers too were long and bony with sharply filed nails. He ignored my handshake, preferring instead a click of the heels and a stately bow. We had little time to talk, and who was I to question any guest of my gracious host? 

At midnight, we gathered in the yard to light a bonfire as is the French custom. Servants passed around trays of wine and fancy pressed cakes that, I learned are called gaufres. They were formed in an iron press that left impressions of crosses and other religious symbols. I found them quite tasty, although some guests delighted not in consuming them but tossing them into the fire with great whoops of celebration and more genuflecting. Oddly, I noted Monsieur LeBlanc politely refused any such cakes offered to him and seemed to remain further afield from the festivities and flames. Why this should be of note, I could not say. 

The bonfire was at a raging peak and the dancing and celebration at full tilt, when from beyond the confines of our circle, the faint howling of a wolf sounded from the neighboring woods and another responded from somewhere across the river. The moon was full that night and the sky, clear, and yet, something foreboding and dark seemed to cover the sky, almost like a shadow or dark cloud, yet there were no clouds to be seen. All was still. The singing, dancing and laughter ceased as the howling increased to a fevered pitch. The fire dwindled down from a conflagration to a small blaze, seemingly all of its own accord. No wind stirred nor moisture dampened the flames. 

I can barely speak of what occurred next. It has taken me a few days to consider it all. A woman screamed, complaining of being bit by some insect, perhaps, given the size and vicious nature of mosquitoes along the riverfront. Yet no such bug would leave the kind of deep wound this woman had. Everyone rushed toward the house with Menard beckoning us to safety. But safety from what? I could not say. Only there was a pressing need to return to the house where our host called an end to the festivities and bid us bed down for the night. 

The covered gallery surrounding the house afforded comfortable accommodations with fold out benches that held straw tick mattresses – a far more pleasant sleeping place than my customary riverboat. All bedded down in short order, making light of the earlier events. I did not sleep easily and sometime before dawn, while it was yet dark, I awakened startled with sense something dark and menacing lurking about the gallery.  When I turned to see what I perceived to be a shadow drifting between the sleepers, I caught the profile of the same man I had seen dancing and whose visage now took on the same ghastly image of the reflection in the looking glass above the mantel. He stood in an embrace with a woman, in one corner of the gallery rail.  A midnight tryst of sorts. Waggishly, I made to bury my head beneath the covers to afford them more secrecy, when I was further startled by a familiarity in the woman’s voice, though I could not make out her words. The gentleman’s – if he could be called that – spoke in such a way that I felt as if the words reverberated in my thoughts alone. 

“You will drink and you will live. Do not fear, my sweet Theresa. All will as it was meant to be.”

I distinctly heard her say, “Not here. Not yet.” There was a bit of muttering between them but I caught a word here or there. “When?” “Soon. You must be patient.” 

Then they froze and turned in my direction, almost as if perceiving I heard them. I feigned sleep, then, even affecting a decided snore and murmur as if muttering in a dream. Satisfied. They drew away, though where they might have gone, I dare not venture to think. For they seemed to vanish. When I looked again there was no sight of either gentleman or lady as the sun began to rise over the crest of the hill and daylight was upon us. Now thinking more upon it, I am not certain it was not all a dream. Why else would Madame Menard be dishonoring her marriage with such a vile man? For that is distinctly who I saw and who “sweet Theresa” must be, confirming it must all be a fevered dream from too much wine and the events of the week. 

Nothing was said later that morning, although I noted Madame Menard looking even more pale and wan than the night before, which I attributed to seeing her in stark daylight rather than by dim candle glow. 

I thought no more of the events of the party until I returned to the boat only to discover, as I mentioned earlier, that Jim Rhodes had returned all aflutter over having met Sam Fitch in the woods. Once again, I was aghast at such nonsense. Fitch had perished in last year’s sawyer accident. 

“I tell ya, Cap’n, it were him!” Jim said, “Alive as much as you or me! And he’s been livin’ in the woods all this time.” 

All I could think was the last time I saw Sam, he was dangling by the branches of a dislodged tree the size of three flatboats end to end. The “sawyer” whipped around and dunked poor ol’ Sam under the current never to be seen again. Here is where I end my tale for tonight. Hopefully in the morning some sense will return to Jim and we can be on our way out of this place. 

Wednesday, October 5

Another week here in Kaskaskia, and we should have been to St. Louis and back by now before making ready to head south toward the Ohio and then east for home by winter. Since Michaelmas, there have been more reported attacks similar to whatever may have appeared during the bonfire at the Menards. Some are claiming it to be a pack of wolves lurking in the area and still others are fearing attacks by local tribes. I have dismissed the latter and have done my best to dissuade any such talk. 

In the two years I have been navigating the rivers I have yet to find any native tribes, Shawnee, Creek, or any other, less than friendly and hospitable, unless first provoked. The French here also have maintained good relations with them. Yet whatever has been plaguing the area villages has certainly been something able to move swiftly and with deadly force, leaving peculiar marks upon its victims, much like the bite on the woman’s neck at the Menard bonfire. 

Three more bodies washed ashore at the river’s edge. Two appear to be Canadian trappers and one a young French woman named Angelique Duchaine, a tavern maid from Kasky.  Clem Finnegan and I found the two trappers near the river’s edge just a half mile or so up river from where we camped. We reported it to the sheriff in town who informed us of the woman’s mysterious death. He had heard of the incident at the Menard’s but, like me, seemed to dismiss it as hysteria due to the evening’s activities and too much drink. 

––––––––
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Monday, October 10

My hand shakes as I pen this entry. How can I begin to describe such terrors, such evil I have encountered this day? I am now convinced the things I saw at Menard’s party were not attributed to mere drink nor the conjuring of dreams, and indeed Sheriff Bequette must have known this all along. Once Sam and I left the sheriff’s office in town, we met none other than Jim Rhodes on the road back to our encampment. He at first greeted us amiably but with no explanation to his whereabouts these past several days. To say we were overjoyed to see him does not begin to describe our first impression which quickly turned to utter dismay. It was getting on toward evening as the sun dipped below the horizon, but even with the dim light, I noted a much ruddier appearance and wild, menacing gleam to our friend’s eyes. He bid us further into the forest to see where he had been sojourning over the past week. 

“There are things I will show you,” Rhodes said, “That are beyond all belief. A way to travel the rivers faster! Gain wealth beyond your dreams!” 

He beckoned us further, deeper into the dense woods as he spoke. All the while the hairs on the back of my neck prickled with great agitation. Clem, too, glanced at me warily, though he was far happier to see our friend and crewman than I was at that moment. The strange dream, or so I thought to be a dream, the night of Menard’s Michaelmas party, came back to me along with a fetid odor of wet earth and decay. We pressed on, despite my reservations and growing suspicions. But of what could I be suspicious? Our good friend had returned to us, heartier and more robust than I had ever seen before. 

It was then we reached a swampy bayou nearing the river, and Rhodes bid us stop and wait. But for what? The air was thick and cold as a deathly stillness settled in around us.  As dusk settled in around us, I strained to see what dangers might be lurking, when from behind a cypress tree emerged the same man that I had met briefly at Menard’s party, the doctor to Madame Menard. 
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