Nelson \ A River of Trouble

Chapter Thirty

The Wreck of the Lula Belle
Hickman, Kentucky, 4:38 a.m.

Emma carried the raccoon out before her as she stumbled behind the men. The
minimal starlight could not penetrate the dense canopy of trees and it seemed every
vine, stump and rock in the dark woods were reaching up to throw themselves in her
path.
She dropped the raccoon, picked it back up and wiped it lightly, looking ahead
to see if Herc had seen it. Neither man saw anything because they were already far
ahead of her and getting farther. She followed more by sound than sight.
Soon she made out their silhouettes by the light of Lula Belle's flaming
wreckage. Silas and Herc moved with such agility and purpose, she imagined they must
have Ezra Bean’s vision. She was struck hard in the face by a hidden branch and was
sure it must have drawn blood. She nearly dropped the meat again.
The men stopped inside the tree line before it opened out to the banks. As she
came up behind, they motioned for her to get low and keep silent. She only heard their
whispers. Silas surveyed the scene as Herc turned to Emma and ripped a piece of meat
from the skewer.
He chewed noisily but spoke quietly. "Kind of gritty, Silas. Maybe you
administered a might too much seasoning."
Through the leaves and across the wreckage-strewn shore, Emma and the boys
saw a chilling sight. A small group of men with pitch torches and a lantern had
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surrounded Sharp on the beach. He was still sitting by the bow where Silas had left
him, but his hands were bound behind him.
The torches were held close to inspect Sharp, but it also illuminated the
intruders. Three white people in dark clothing hovered in a circle around the young
black man. To Emma, they looked to be hard men, though this may have been due to
the fact they had weapons raised, a pistol, a shotgun, and a long rifle.
These weapons were trained on Sharp, whose head shook slowly as he one of the
men spoke to him. His rapid barking of questions was heard only faintly from the great
distance, and the confusion was heightened by the baying of the hounds, three to the
count. The dogs lunged forward at Sharp and he shrunk back as best he could.
The intruders’ ropes held the beasts back, but just barely. They asked Sharp a
question and the dogs were stirred up, perhaps to frighten answers from him.
The hounds howled and snapped until one fellow with a bright white beard bade
them to silence with a wave of his hand.
In unison, the hounds quieted, though still leaning toward Sharp ominously.
"There's your leader," Herc whispered. He bit off another piece of raccoon
meat from the skewer Emma held.
"Yep," Silas said, without taking his gaze from the group ahead.
The white bearded man searched Sharp's trouser pockets as he gave some
directions to the others. They broke ranks; one of them handed off his hound to the
other fellow who holstered his pistol and held the three dogs.
The one who was left his hound walked toward the boat looking for a way to
climb aboard.
"What should we do?" Emma asked earnestly. Her throat tightened and she felt
vomit rising, but held it down so as to not give them away.
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"You are going to stay right here," Silas said, cocking Herc’s rifle quietly and
handing it to her. "You know your way around a Colt, but have you met his friend
Winchester?"
She handed the skewer to Herc, who took another bite.
Emma was amazed and a bit irked Hercules was concerned with eating while
this was happening. She wiped her greasy hand on her trousers and took the rifle. "I
have fired a rifle before—not this type—but yes."
"They're all about the same, just be careful of the recoil," Silas said. "I am going
to swing around the other side—over past that wagon."
Emma followed the line to where he pointed. She had not seen it before, but
there was the bed of a wagon poking out from a stand of high grass directly inland from
where the group stood. The men had backed it down some trail and it up to the scene
of the wreck. She held up her left hand to block out the glare from the burning ship,
and made out the long, hairy necks of a pair of mules hitched to the wagon.
"You all wait here until I signal, then Herc, you go on in and give them some
dog and pony show. It looks like these boys are scavengers, but none too bright—
except for perhaps the white beard fellow. Emma, you keep him covered. You'll know
if you need to shoot."
Emma was entirely sure she would not know when to shoot, but kept that fear
tucked away till later.
"Emma, take only a shot or two and then move to the left or right a ways. They
will try to pin you down when they see your barrel flash." He took out his revolver and
started off, but paused to whisper back, "Herc, don't you do nothing till you get the
signal," and he was gone.
"What signal is he talking about?"
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"Oh, I suppose we'll know when we hear it," he said as he held the meat with
one hand and struggled against buckle of his gun belt with the other. "You'd never
think a raccoon was so greasy. I can barely get this belt off."
Herc finally laid the gun belt down, slid the revolver from the holster and
tucked it into his belt at the small of his back. He made sure his coat tail was tucked in
too, so the handle was clear to grasp.
He offered her a bite of meat, which she declined as she knelt down, leaned
against a tree and raised the rifle to sight. They watched and waited as the men sifted
through the debris and tried to gain passage aboard the burning skeleton ship. Herc
chomped noisily in her ear. "Ezra Bean sure got himself a meaty fellow. Gritty and
greasy, but meaty."
"Apparently so," Emma said, trying to focus beyond Herc's sloppy chomping,
"So, what is this 'act' you are supposed to put on for these fellows? It sounds as if you
two have done this before."
"Oh, well, it's not certainly any pre-arranged thing." He smacked his lips. "It
is more like I go in and ramble and rumble and get them all distracted whilst Silas and
I get a sense of how the die will be cast, and then we roll them die. It is not scripted as
I generally go from the heart. Not beating my own drum, but I can put on quite a show
when needed."
Emma peered back from her perch and saw him shrug and smile, grease
shimmering upon his mustache. She had no doubt as to his ability to make a spectacle
of himself.
She heard slips of conversation between the men as they searched about the
shore and the ship. What little she divined was distressing as they discussed what to do
with the "blackie."
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Sharp did not stir nor did he speak in the whole time she watched. He held his
head low and was vacant of the spirit he had shown earlier on the Lula Belle. Her heart
went out to him, what with his recent loss and the humiliating and frightening
captivity.
She flushed with hatred toward these backwoodsmen and their rough treatment
of her friend. Sweat came to her forehead and in the nape of her neck. She thought
about discarding a layer of clothing, for her anger seemed to set her aflame, but she
kept her position.
She held the rifle on White Beard, who was still searching Sharp's person. White
Beard and the other man were a blur for a moment and suddenly divided into four men
in her eyes. The identical images circled each other, floating in linked orbits. Emma
pinched the bridge of her nose, blinked her eyes hard and when she reopened them,
the men were as normal.
"You alright, Emma?" Herc asked with concern. "It's a hard thing to think
about shooting another person, but you got to think about the safety of Sharp and Silas
. . ."
"And you, Hercules" she said, not taking her gaze from the men ahead. "No,
it's not that. I'll be fine, thank you."
Way off from the thick woods behind the men there came a slow, eerie call of a
single mourning dove. It was so low, neither Emma nor the crowd strewn about the
shore took notice. Many night animals were finding their usual slumber to be
interrupted and made their complaints known ever since the three survivors had swam
ashore.
Herc silently slipped beside her and gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze. "If
them dice roll out right, this shall be over faster than a game of cards with Sharp and
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you will hopefully not have to kill nobody. Just try not to shoot me . . . or Silas . . . or
Sharp."
As he ducked past her, she grabbed his free arm, stopping him mid-stride. "But
I didn't hear the signal," she whispered emphatically.
"You didn't hear that lousy impersonation of a turtle dove?"
"I heard a call, yes, but how do you know it was him and not a—"
They both cocked an eager ear as the familiar, mournful, "Woo-eee-ooo, woo,
woo, woo" drifted to their hiding place.
"Yup, that's him. He never could get a good dove call down no matter how hard
I learned him."
"Sounds just like a dove to me," she said.
"Yeah, well let's us hope them hillbillies there think the same," Herc said,
pointing with the raccoon on a stick.
He gently tugged his arm free and strode out onto the beach.
As a child, Emma had once seen a marching band perform through the streets
of St. Louis. Herc promenaded toward the strangers much the same as that band
leader, his arms bent at the elbows swinging back and forth with great pomp, his chest
pushed out and head held high. Why, the raccoon on a stick even looked like the baton
the man had used. Herc waved it about, conducting their attention with it.
"Hey now, fellows!" Herc said quite loudly.
The men jumped and swung their weapons Herc’s way. The hounds, mad as
hornets at having been snuck up on, tore at their leashes to get at the man. They
slavered and bayed their protests.
"I hate to interrupt you boy's payday, but I'm gonna have to insist you men drop
whatever you done picked up and head back to wherever you all struck out from."
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Emma reckoned Herc spoke loudly so she and Silas could clearly know he was
in position, but it proved dramatic for the strangers.
None of the men moved as they looked unto Herc with great bewilderment.
Herc kept his walking and stopped a short distance from Sharp. He took in each man
and his movements clearly from where he stood.
Herc took another bite of the raccoon as he awaited some response.
The young man who was trying to climb aboard the boat slogged out of the
water and stood next to Sharp and White Beard. The other held his position on shore
to Herc's right, though he was shifting from leg to leg, confused as to if he should
unleash the dogs and free up his arm for his pistol.
Herc assumed White Beard was old, but was surprised when the man quickly
stood straight up from beside Sharp like a young sapling springing back from a
traveler's passing. He leveled his shotgun from his waist right at Herc.
White beard looked to his men and shook his head to stay them a moment.
"Mister, I don't know who you are or what you reckon's a goin' on, but you—"
"I ain't got to be a scholar nor genius to know what's 'a goin' on' here, and I
don't need you lying to me otherwise. You all got my man Sharp tied up like some
runaway slave. I don't know what state we done washed ashore in but I will tell you,
the war is over a decade and a half now and you all need to get it through y'all's thick
heads the blacks are free. You can't just go runnin' around trussin' ‘him up cause you
think it may be a jolly thing. Now, that man is my friend, so loose him and then get on
your way."
"I warn you but once," Herc said as he took yet another bite from his dinner.
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Emma smiled weakly at Herc's nonchalance. Her hands started to sweat,
causing the rifle grip to become slick. Her vision again doubled. She hoped the
situation soon resolved, yet she held her aim as best she could.
Before Herc or White Beard could parley further, the young man accidentally
let go of one rope. In panic and an effort to grap the first lost rope, he dropped a
second. By only sheer luck, he managed to at least keep grip on the last dog.
The first hound erupted like lighting across the shore and in three bounds was
lunging through the air for Herc.
Herc dropped back on one knee, waiting for the animal. As he waited, he tossed
aside the remnants of the raccoon dinner.
The second dog also made straight for Herc, close at the heels of the first, but
bounded only a few rods when Ezra Bean swept down, screeching loudly. He leaned
forward in his dive. As he neared his target, he leaned back and thrust out his open
claws, savagely slashing at the eyes of the second hound. Blood sprayed in the firelight
of the ship as the talons raked across the dog's muzzle.
Unable to see, the hound kept bounding, but had altered course right toward a
large plank jutting up from the riverbanks. The animal, wild and blind, slammed into
the wood and was knocked unconscious, falling where it stood into the shallow water.
Ezra Bean lifted away and vanished as quickly as he had arrived.
Herc managed to reach up under the dog’s chin and throw his fingers around
the throat as teeth flashed and snapped near his face. He felt the taut, writhing muscles
in the animal's neck as he found the pistol at the small of his back. The jaws snapped
at Herc, reaching for his face, or neck, or whatever meat it could sink teeth into.
Herc put his weight into it as he swung the butt of his pistol down onto the dog’s
skull. A pathetic howl pierced the night, but was cut short as the hound fell
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unconscious. Before it struck the ground, Herc had raised his pistol to bear on White
Beard, the hammer already cocked when his arm straightened.
His weapon was an extension of his grim resolve, not wavering, not distracted
by the wailing of the last dog standing.
He spoke clearly and evenly, "I wished you hadn't gone and done that. I love
dogs. I clearly declared you all get warned but the once. I ain't eager to shoot you, but
I will not hesitate if the need arises. Then I will see to it the others in your party are
get some lead too. You are the judge as to whether you all see another sunrise."
No one so much as twitched. If his words had not sold them, Herc's manner told
them they had no odd traveler here and must measure their movements with great care.
"Who the hell are you, Mister?" White Beard asked.
"Like I said: I'm this here fellow's friend and you all best untie him." Herc
inched his gun closer to White Beard, but his eyes took in every single movement.
The ship raider inched his long rifle higher. White Beard quickly and quietly
whispered, "Jackson, don't."
Herc realized this fellow was very young, but a pup of thirteen years or so, and
the other, though he held the hounds admirably, could not have been older than
sixteen.
"Yeah, that's right, Jackson, don't," Herc hissed, " 'cause after I magically
make Grampa here a One-eyed-Jack, you're gonna follow suit."
Herc casually sucked air between his teeth, picked a bit of gristle from his mouth
with his free hand and flicked it away.
The randy youths looked back and forth from Herc to White Beard. Emma
sighted down the barrel at the old man's head, tightened her finger around the trigger
and once again, felt as if she might vomit.
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"Pa, this here is just one dandy," the boy with the hound beseeched. "One man,
no less. I bet they’s plenty valuables lying around or on that boat. Enough for Francis'
medicine."
"Shut your face, Doodle," White Beard said with a scornful glance. "One more
dang word and I'll tan your behind. Being a salvager and being a danged thief are two
different things."
"That's assuming you all survive this conversation," Herc mocked, then he
remembered the recent offense, "and who are you callin' 'dandy,' you little diapersoiler? I don't take nobody callin' me fancy! You look like you just fell right out the
cradle into the pig pen, so I wouldn't be castin' no aspersions."
The young man looked down questioningly at his own appearance The
remaining hound howled even louder. White Beard shushed it with a snap of his
fingers. He was weighing the situation, and the angry pups—animal and human,
alike—were not helping his concentration much.
"I am sure you have 'round about a dozen burning questions in your mind right
now," Herc said to White Beard. "I'll answer some for you. Yes, that is my owl. Yes, I
am not alone—You don't think I just come along here, with no more than a raccoon
on a stick, a pistol and an owl for protection, do you? I may be a stranger around these
parts, but I ain't no stranger to the protocols of travel. Another thing you may be
wondering is how you're gonna explain how you let these here boys die. I wager you
kissed their momma right on the forehead and promised no harm would befall them
this night. How is she gonna react when bring your boys home stretched out in the
back of that wagon? Or worse yet, some stranger draws up the long road to your house
with all three of you—and them hounds, too—piled in a heap like so much cord
wood."
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"Kentucky," White Beard said as he lowered his pistol.
"What say?" Herc asked.
"You all's in Kentucky. You was wonderin' where you landed. Hickman is just
over yonder."
White Beard motioned for his boys to lower their firearms. The young boy did,
but Doodle fidgeted with his second longer.
Emma relaxed and lowered her aim a bit when she saw the old man lay his
shotgun down, but cursed herself when it looked as if the young man holding the dogs
was raising his weapon toward Herc.
The problem Doodle had was, the last rope had tangled around his barrel, so
when the dog wandered forward, the barrel came up as if he was drawing on her friend.
Herc saw it too, for he turned his shoulders and aimed at him.
Emma quickly retrained the sight at the young man and was near to pulling the
trigger when she hear the report of a weapon and sparks shot from the side of the boy's
weapon.
The young fellow was clearly shocked as hell, and he flung it to the ground like
it was going to spark again any second.
Emma flinched at the cacophany, thinking she had accidentally fired. Emma
saw the puzzle answer as Silas stepped from the shadowy woods, the barrel of his pistol
smoking.
"I would like you all to meet my parter here," Herc said, un-tensing his frame.
He nodded to Silas. "He's a Kentucky boy, too."
Silas watched silently as White Beard untied Sharp, solemnly saying to him,
"Nothing personal, boy. It's just hard times and we didn't want to have to hurt you."
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Sharp said nothing as he rubbed his wrists. He did not rise, either. Truth be told,
none of the events rattled his awareness as he sat through it all staring at his brother's
watery grave.
White Beard stood, coiling the rope as he turned to Silas. "You had to be
Kentucky if you could sneak up on me and my boys like that."
The burning boat behind him, the man's face was in shadow, but Silas heard the
resignation and admiration mixed in his voice.
"Some things we are just born with here, I guess," Silas nodded, lowering, but
not holstering his weapon.
"Like I told your friend here," the older fellow said, pointing to Sharp, "hard
times is upon us and we meant him no harm. We fired the one shot right off to scare
him, but he just sat there. I tied him up so’s nobody would get hurt while we took a look
around. He seems to be . . . a little off."
Silas pointed to Preacher’s body, face down, bobbing in the water near the hull.
"That is his brother. His twin brother."
White Beard's shoulders slumped at the news. He shook his head and continued
to Silas. "I wished we had known before we . . . We done heard the explosion and come
to see if anybody needed helpin', but I hate to admit, seein' nobody but this fellow
sittin' here . . . greed and evil came a callin' and my soul was an open door." He sat
down heavily on the shore and sighed. "I feel awful for tryin' to scavenge from another
man's misfortune, but my little girl, she been real sick and I just thought since these
fellows is departed, they ain't gonna need—no, I ain't gonna keep foolin' myself. I
done a wrong and they ain't no shining that turd."
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Silas holstered his pistol, and sat down next to the man. "My friend here is long
to cool off, so I think it best if you all move along. He mayn't be talked to as easily as
me. You all go along. Sorry about your dogs; I'll help you load 'em on your wagon."
White Beard looked sideways at Silas and stroked his rangy beard. He squinted,
making his dark brown eyes all but disappear. "You all was on her when she blew?"
"Yessir."
"It's a miracle of the saviour you all survived—this here boy, too."
"Yessir."
"So it's just you two and the negro?"
Silas made the effort to not look away toward Emma's hiding place. "Yessir."
"Why you helpin' me instead of turnin' me in? The folks 'round Hickman and
across in New Madrid sure done heard about this and they's gonna be comin' up soon,
like we did."
"Let's just say we been deep in hard times before too and we've done made some
rash moves as well." Silas looked him in the eyes then let his gaze stray across the fallen
dogs. "I saw them hounds getting’ loose was a sad mistake. You all didn't shoot first,
so that says a good amount right there. How old is your girl?"
"Six. We don't got no money and the doc in town here says the treatment is a
high penny—that's why the devil come and whispered right then. It is but God's sweet
grace nobody got kilt or shot up."
"Yessir."
White Beard broke his clay-faced facade and tendered a smile to the fellow
Kentuckian, "You ain't much like your friend there." He pointed off to Herc who was
circling around the young men but had finally taken on the spirit of a tenuous truce as
he lowered his weapon and spoke with Sharp while still eyeing the strangers.
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"How so?" Silas asked.
"You don't gab nearly as much. Why, I thought there for a minute he may talk
us to death before he got a chance to shoot us."
"Yessir, he can make a fellow wish himself plain deaf. Saves on bullets, though."
Herc looked on in irritated astonishment as the two Kentuckians shared a laugh
so soon after arms were laid down.
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Chapter Thirty One

5:20 a.m.

The whole of the group were chest high in the river, backs pressed hard against the
hull of the Lula Belle, knees locked as they pushed in vain to move the boat even an
inch. Mud and moss flowed into their boots as Sharp's loss had seeped into their hearts.
Sharp gave instructions and encouragement to the volunteers as the residual
heat of the inferno coursed through the iron plating and into their muscles. The young
black man knew his brother was dead and would not be resurrected, yet the effort gave
him a renewed purpose he had not carried moments before.
For Sharp, the attempts at securing Preacher's corpse was a journey back. He
emerged through the veils of despair and anguish as he was given succor by these
strangers—white men at that. They had, moments before had gun and rope and violent
intent in their hearts and yet, upon seeing the need of a fellow human being to have
some relief to his heartbreak, they soon found common sloppy footing in the banks of
the Mississippi and tried their damnedest to wrest the body from the murky grave.
It was Sharp himself who finally gave the notice. "We ain't gonna budge her.
This here beast has my dear brother in her jaws and they have a lock on him, but I
thank you all humbly for tryin'."
He slogged away as the youngest boy, Jackson, offered up, "Why cain't we try
her once more, only this time, I sort of dig in around his legs and then you all yank
him out. I bet it's nothin' but sandy bottom 'round them legs . . ."
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One more attempt was wordlessly agreed upon. The boy took a deep swallow of
the pre-dawn air and courageously plunged below the surface to begin his gruesome
task.
Herc remarked the young fellow might have a bright future as an engineer, for
despite a number of dives and rests, his scheme did work.
One last dive and the young man splashed out and gasped, "Try . . . it . . . now."
The others tugged and Preacher's limp body came free and was dragged ashore.
It was obvious the legs had been crushed, for they dragged behind the body in an
unsettling fashion.
"That is a fine thing you all have done for my heart," Sharp said, breathless.
He was left alone to grieve more up close and personal, as the others walked
away exchanging knowing glances.
Sharp knelt over his brother. He straightened his mangled legs as best he could
and smoothed out his muddy shirt. He leaned across Preacher, stroked his hair and
whispered something in his ear.
Herc ambled over to the limp form of the hound he had brained. Young Jackson
followed close behind. Herc knelt beside her and inspected the lump on her head. The
hound was still out and could not feel it, yet Herc stroked the dog’s neck and long, soft
ears. Without turning, he said to the young fellow, "I am sorry about that, she seems
like a good dog."
"Her name’s Fiona. She’s gettin' old," the young man shrugged. "I s'pose, if
she'd had her druthers, she'd a not wanted to be whacked on the noggin though. A
couple years ago, she’d have had you good."
"Still, I hated to konk her."
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"She ain’t much good at huntin' neither cause she always eats 'bout half each
squirrel afore we can snatch it from her mouth."
Herc turned to the young boy with a wry grin. "Young man, I am attempting
an apology. Could you at least set me free from my regrets and say, 'thank you,' or
'you're forgiven' or something'?"
A smile flicked across his face and a twinkle settled in the corner of his eye.
"Why, sure, Mister. How's this: I thank you for whackin’ my poor, wrinkle-pussed
pup on the noggin and knocking her clean out. That got you feelin' better?"
This got a snort and a smile from Herc. He looked Jackson over good once.
"You sure have a below par sense of respect for your elders around here . . ."
The two placed hands beneath the Fiona and transported her to the bed of the
wagon.
Silas and White Beard inspected the other injured dog and found, though he had
lost an eye in the battle with Ezra Bean and was still unconscious, he should recover.
As White Beard put it, "Once all his cuts mended and holes got plugged up."
White Beard crouched over the body and inspected the long gashes. As he
wrapped a handkerchief around the dog's head, he said, "He's sure gonna have a saga
to tell the rest of the dogs. Ain't too many pups done got into it with a Great Horned.
That is some pet you got there."
"He's more of a comrade-in-arms."
"Still in all, he comes in handy. How did you train him? I mean to say, most
owls do not want much to do with a man. We got us few here abouts, but we hear 'em
more than we see 'em."
"As I said, he's more of a companion than a pet. Ever since he joined our ranks,
he does what he wants, but always finds a way to keep an eye on us."
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Silas was reluctant to give more details. He knew talking to some men in these
parts about their experiences and the War was often akin to scraping a half-healed scab
clean off. The time had not yet come for the scab to drop and the scars to begin their
healing.
Silas helped carry the hound, taking the rear end, while White Beard handled
the front. Any tension remaining between the men was pushed away as the hound
snored loudly in the cradle of their ambulation. The loose skin around its mouth
fluttered and flapped with each breath. They shared another laugh.
As they lowered the sleeping dog next to the deceased one, White Beard
continued to sniff around Silas and the owl. "It must truly be an interesting tale how
you all got together . . ."
Being gently nudged into a corner, Silas knew further evasion of the topic may
end up being an insulting offense. He looked to make sure Herc was out of earshot, for
his old partner would not be pleased with Silas chittering away about their past to this
stranger.
Still, being his own man to a good degree, he decided to confide in this longwhiskered patriarch by asking him a question first. "You served?"
He straightened up and jutted out his chin, though with his prodigious beard, it
was hard to see anything jiggling whiskers. "Yessir, I fought for Southern
Independence; Company E, First Regiment. I ended up serving under Burton near the
end."
"You were 'Orphan Brigade'?" Silas asked, his eyebrows raised.
"Yes, but we didn't hang that handle on ourselves," White Beard replied,
shrugging in modesty.
"Burton . . . you were a sharpshooter?"
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"Yessir. Still am a pretty good shot."
Knowing the divulging of his own place in the War may cool the old man's
temperament to him, he forged ahead into the skirmish, "I was E Company, Kentucky,
the other side . . ."
White Beard hung his head and paused to digest the information. He finally
looked up at Silas sideways. "They sure was a lot of things pulling from all sides back
then, so every man did what he felt in his heart to be right. We Kentuckians got yanked
about harder than most, it seems."
"Yessir."
"Your friend was a federal too?"
"Yessir. Michigan."
"Hmph," he said as he paused, reached in under his beard and scratched his
chin. "How about the bird?" he said with a laugh.
Silas knew this joke was a release from accounts and a bridge of sorts. "Ezra
Bean—that's his name—he did not enlist with either side, but joined up with us when
we were in a war prison down south a ways."
This set White Beard to pause for a second. "You all was captured? Where at?"
"Myself, Knoxville. Herc was at Cold Harbor, I believe."
"What I meant to ask—if I may be so bold—is to where you all were detained?"
"Right." Silas replied as he lifted gate of the wagon bed, securing it with a
wooden peg. "Andersonville."
There was a tightening around White Beard's mouth and eyes, the fine wrinkles
gathering. "I hear tell it was real bad down there. You all had to have a spell on you
for misfortune and another cast for survival in those hard times."
"We did survive. We escaped, actually."
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This set White Beard's eyes to just about spinning in his head in disbelief.
Silas laughed. "But, it's best to leave things in the past. Sometimes, the past is
like a big old buzz saw bearin' down on us. If we stop to dwell on our sadness or injury,
it will surely catch up and cleave us in two."
White Beard nodded in agreement. His gaze traveled the length of Silas as he
calculated, "You must have been a pup when you signed on? What, fifteen?"
"Fourteen, but it was a better choice than others present at the time."
"We done been swappin' war stories and here we ain't been naturally introduced.
My name is Edgar. Edgar Forrest and these here's my boys Doodle—his real name's
Edgar, like mine—and Jackson, the youngest there."
Silas shook Edgar Senior's hand. "My name is Silas McDonough and that there
is Hercules Bennet."
Herc, who had taken to the youngest, Jackson, turned and shook the boy's hand
in earnest. "Pleased to meet you, you young smart aleck."
"I hope you fellows don't mind none," Edgar said, "but this here scene is about
to be overtook by local townsfolk, I'd wager, and I would rather not have to explain
my presence to the sheriff; we have some bad blood still from a recent development
with one of my boys and the father of a certain young lady."
Silas looked over at Doodle, the trouble-maker, and smiled.
Doodle puffed out his chest a bit and said, "If her daddy would have just let me
explain why I was in their garden with her that night—"
"Let's us just leave it alone," Edgar interrupted. "These fellows surely have
better things to do than listen to tales of your dalliances. "
Deflated, he skulked off and climbed in the front bench of the wagon and took
the reins. The other boy followed him and climbed in the back. Herc looked on as
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Jackson sat next to Fiona and draped his young hand across her chest. Though they
had joked and Herc had been forgiven, he felt a twinge of regret for hurting the boy's
hound.
A steamboat whistle was heard coming from the south.
"That would be them folks from New Madrid," Edgar informed Silas. "They
most like got news of your wreck." He stared out toward the river for a moment,
gauging the echoes carefully. "From the sound, they should be comin' round the
Kentucky Bend right about now. I am clearing out and I suggest you all do the same.
These here were your friends and suspect you may not want to witness the carrionpicking that will ensue. Where you all headed?"
"We got a camp over yonder," Silas pointed south along the bank. "We will be
getting scarce, too. Our friend Sharp seems himself again and can see to the dead
getting back upriver. Sharp, you alright to foreman that grim chore?"
Sharp, who was still visibly shaken, had regained some of his resolve. "Yessir. I
ain't leavin' my brother till he is in the arms of our momma. I will tend to the others
too—what left they find of 'em, that is."
"I am sorry to leave you alone on this, but we need to keep ourselves lower than
low in profile . . ." Silas told Sharp.
"I will tell Romeo you all is safe." He waved absently and turned his attention
back to his brother.
Silas and Herc bid farewell to their new friend Edgar.
As they walked away, Edgar offered, "If you fellows need a hole to hide in, you
all are quite welcome to come by. We got a little tobacco farm close by . . ."
Doodle’s head spun about, a look of shock splashed upon his face, but Jackson’s
grin lit up the back of the wagon.
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"We wouldn't want to impose," Silas interjected quickly before Herc could say
anything. "We are going to grab a rest and break camp in a few hours. We need to be
moving along."
Herc pursed his lips and glared at Silas.
Edgar paused and stepped close so he was not overheard by his boys. "You all in
some kind of trouble?" He broke himself away from his own curiosity, shaking his
head. "No, nevermind! Ain't none of my affair, but I will tell you now, if you all need
that 'lay low' atmosphere, you can't do better than the Forrest Farm. We ain't got
much but a barn to lodge you in, but ain't nobody come up our hill lest they been
invited. You catch my meaning? Besides, it is nearly dawn and this is going to be a
metropolis of gawkers and rivermen here in a short time."
The generous invitation was noted, but politely declined by Silas. With a nod,
he said, "We don't want to share trouble."
Herc, unhappy with his lack of a vote in the situation whispered to Silas, "You
think he's got any liquor? I ain't got much left."
Silas ignored him.
"If you all change your mind, head up this path we came down and instead of
heading right into town, take it left and keep goin’ till, well, you will know when you
all done found us. You’d have to be blind to miss it."
"We shall keep it in mind, Edgar and we thank you.” Silas said. “Once again,
sorry about your hounds."
"They'll be alright. My boys bein' safe is enough," Edgar replied. "And sorry
about your friend and his brother . . ."
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No more was shared in the parting. Edgar joined his boys. The Forrest family
wagon climbed the low trail and slipped through the trees, sighing in the morning
breeze.
The dawn was soon to be approaching as the sky to the east brightened to a pale
blue and grey. Two white cranes ignored the pillar of thick smoke from the Lula Belle
as they paddled against the current occasionally dipping their heads below the water
for their breakfast treat.
Silas and Herc bid farewell to Sharp for what they knew could be the last time.
They left him and climbed into the brush where they had positioned Emma. Even
then, a small tug was coasting to the banks and a long trail of townsfolk, with
torchlight and horses, came filing through the trail to the wreck.
They found the path and the tree Emma had been left at, but she was not there.
The rifle and holster lay in amongst some ivy growing at the base of the willow. Herc
picked up the weapon and inspected it closely, brushing away the leaves and moss stuck
in the metalwork.
The men exchanged brief worried looks and dashed through the woods toward
the camp. Breathless, they burst into the campground to find Emma there, lying on
the other side of the smoking coals, curled and wrapped up tightly in the large scarf
Dee Dee had given her.
Silas circled the firepit and crouched next to Emma. He gave her a shake. She
did not wake.
Silas pulled back the scarf to reveal her pale, clammy face. He put the back of
his hand against her forehead.
"Herc," Silas quickly whispered, "She is burning hot. We need to get her a
doctor."
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Chapter Thirty Two

Aboard the Steamboat, The Cairo Star, on the Mississippi, 5:55 a.m.

“Hey, Kemper?” A voice growled from across the darkened cabin. “Psst! Kemper? You
awake?” The words bounced about briefly in the small space until the rough wood
walls absorbed them.
“Yeah, Rausch,” Kemper croaked. “What the hell you want now?”
Earlier in the day, when the Cairo Star was poised to shove off, she was one hand
shy, for Pie had not shown up. At the last moment, however, Kemper arrived with a
note from Pie to fill in as proxy for the missing man.
Despite many questions and several protestations from the foreman, a seasoned
man named Ebenezer Rausch, the captain decreed “a hand was a hand” and Kemper
was assigned Pie’s quarters and put to duty.
Ebenezer Rausch had been aboard the boat for more trips than even the pilot or
the captain. He was as fixture, like the boiler or the tall-stack. His twenty-eight years
working the river gave him an encyclopedic knowledge of every port, portage and
person for this stretch of the Mississippi and made him well-known and fairly wellliked by most every man.
He did not harbor ill judgment against any man based on first impressions, but
something about Kemper bristled his mane. Pie was Ebenezer’s bunk mate and they
got along marginally, but Kemper’s convenient arrival and the note, or proxy, or
whatever the hell the man wanted to call it, stunk like bilge water to him, which set
him against the man from the start.
“What really happened to Pie? What is the story?”
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“I told you and the same thing I told the captain. He had to stay behind in St.
Louis for health reasons.”
A silence hung and began to weigh on them both.
“That is a fine fable, but I know Pie and he was as hale as you or I. He would
not lose this job here. Too much money for too little work.”
Kemper sighed. He knew the work was hard enough, for he had done it.
Kemper threw himself into any work he was tasked with, yet Ebenezer was never
fooled. Kemper's eagerness to please any crew member, his strange ability to be in
every place at once, and his constant questioning of men coming back aboard from the
wood stops, all these things and a few more stoked Ebenezer's suspicions.
“I know you been asking after the Lula Belle and some of her passengers. What
is it about that boat?”
“I have no idea what you are going on about, Rausch.” Kemper said to the
ceiling. “Can you leave off the interrogation till sunup?” He was growing tired only
of his bunk mate’s suspicions, but not in his own spirit.
In all, one or two mentions were made about the Lula Belle, and those were
fleeting comments as to how fast she was paddling downriver. She made one or two
fuel stops and no crew dallied or gabbed about any odd passengers aboard. However,
Kemper had heard sufficient news to make him confident he was close behind.
He knew in his bones two of the men aboard had to be his men, but was still
unclear as to the young girl's role in this drama. Pie had told him she was a girl
disguised as a boy, but he did not puzzle upon it, for his path was one of righteous
redemption aimed straight at the two men. Others stood in his way and had been dealt
with and many more would be hewn down yet if need be—man, woman or child.
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Ebenezer, a taught, gristle-and-bone Bavarian, may be harder to cut down—
especially in light of his position and popularity aboard—but sacrifices might have to
be made to reach the promised land.
Kemper knew the men would tell him about his interest in the snagboat. The
men might go so far as to mention Kemper asking as to the passengers, two men and a
boy, specifically, all with horses.
Let him ask his questions, Kemper had thought. He will find out soon enough.
Kemper’s mere curiosity was not proof of any wrongdoing, but wondered how
long he could let Ebenezer’s investigation go on.
“I know you got a problem with the laudanum, too my friend. I wonder what
the captain would have to say about that.”
Kemper snorted. “Hell, if being too fond of a nip or some such got one thrown
overboard, the Cairo Star would have no crew at all—the captain included.” Kemper
knew first hand most men aboard had the persistent stench of cheap whiskey distilling
from their pores as they toiled.
Rausch had no response to that, as the truth was often met with silence.
Kemper rolled onto his side, his back to the man and watched as the dawn light
grew through the small window of the cabin. The engines slowed and the splash of the
sternwheel ceased. They had not signaled the crew for a landing, yet both men sat up
in their beds.
Kemper rose to the door. He opened it to find they were drifting midstream in
the mighty river and had tied up with another steamer packet heading upcurrent. The
captain, a peg-legged Irishman, clomped down the steps and greeted the sister ship's
captain mid deck along the rope rail.
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Ebenezer pushed past Kemper without a word and stood outside the cabin door
to hear the meeting.
By the lamplight swinging from each boat's upper decks and faint morning cast,
he saw the captains speak and shake hands. Seeing many of the crew about the decks of
both ships, the captain of the north-bounder addressed all in a loud baritone, "We got
word of a snag boat—the Lula Belle—exploding just shy of The Bend, on the
Kentucky shore. So far, there is no word of survivors nor the dangers of the wreck
herself. I bear the news sadly, but it may be useful for those going south to keep your
eyes to the eastern side so as to avoid her. The authorities from New Madrid are likely
there a'ready, so I doubt you will be enlisted, unless she's causing a stoppage. Just
thought ye should know."
"Thank-you's" and "good voyages" were flung back and forth as were the
mooring ropes. The ships fired up their engines and soon they were both underway
once more.
Kemper stood wondering what impact this news had on his agenda. He even
panicked over the idea his prey had possibly died before he could kill them himself.
Kemper saw the old man staring at him, a perverse grin upon his mouth.
“What the hell is so funny about that news?” Kemper said levelly.
“Oh, nothing.” He cackled. “Except that boat exploding yonder sure does
change that tiger’s spots for you, don’t it?”
Kemper was too troubled by the news to address the Bavarian idiot and ridicule
his butchery of the idiom.
Kemper entered the cabin and paced, absorbing the news. Ebenezer stayed out
on the deck. He would likely go to the captain soon about Kemper’s interest in the
wrecked vessel and the discovery of his addiction. Kemper had no idea how the captain
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would take such news, but knew he needed the Cairo Star to bring him closer to the
doomed ship.
A crewman coming off duty passed Ebenezer on the way to his own room when
the man stopped him. "How far yet to Hickman and the wreck?"
Kemper heard the man outside reply, "Nigh on eight, perhaps nine hours yet.
Y’all are sure to be the first to sight her for you are up on shift."
Thorston slipped into the cabin and the two men eyed each other suspiciously.
Ebenezer changed into his work togs, slipping his long knife into its scabbard on his
belt.
As he left the cabin, Ebenezer asked another passing man, "Is the captain
about?"
When informed the captain was not about and in fact, was already back abed,
Ebenezer asked the man to send word that he would like to speak to him about an
urgent matter as soon as he woke.
"I'll be on duty, so tell him I shall be somewhere aft."
Kemper heard the entire exchange as he donned his own clothes, feeling the
bottles in his pockets, calming them and himself.
Kemper waited until the sun, still below the horizon, splashed an orange cast to
the thin strips of clouds stretching across the pale morning sky. He made his way aft,
finding no other souls in sight, which pleased Kemper. In all, it was a beautiful
morning and uplifting sight to behold.
Truly a wonderful morning to address a nosy so-and-so, Kemper thought as he
drank his dose and heaved the empty bottle into the river.
He trod the planks silently, moving aft to the last cabin at the corner. He crept
behind Ebenezer, who sat in a weathered old chair just to the side of the huge, churning
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paddle wheel. His feet were propped up on the railing as he tipped the chair back,
balancing on two legs. The constant splash and churn of the paddles masked Kemper's
approach.
Kemper’s eyes caressed Ebenezer's knife in the scabbard at the man’s hip. He
looked one last time for any witnesses and, finding none, he reached out for the
weapon.
He knew he could do it. He knew he would even enjoy doing it. Very much.
He saw himself pressing the blade against the man’s neck, drawing a thin stream
of blood which would flow down the blade onto Kemper's white knuckles.
"You were right about me, you know," Kemper would whisper in the man’s ear
as he felt Rausch shiver with rage. "I am one to be suspicious of. I am nosy as well, but
in your instance, nosiness can be an unhealthy trait."
Kemper would not wait for last words and would draw the knife fast and hard,
the old riverman’s knees buckling then he slumps forward. Kemper would give
Ebenezer a push and he would spill forward onto the downward plunging paddles. His
head, neck, shoulders and then arms would be swallowed up by the giant wheel like
bait being taken by a giant fish. He would be thrust under to sink below the churning
green and white foam.
But…the more his emotions surged, the more his reasoning was in doubt. He
would stand, breathing deep and contentedly, watching the body of Ebenezer Rausch
drift off, face down, into the distance.
But…the more his emotions surged, the more his reasoning was in doubt.
Kemper had no problem killing, but he knew when it was pointless and would actually
cause more problems than it would solve. Now was not Ebenezer’s time, for Kemper
needed to keep aboard the Cairo Star just a little longer. He doubted anything Rausch
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could tell the captain would get him thrown overboard, but if Rausch came up missing,
perhaps he had mentioned his suspicions to someone else on the crew and then all eyes
would look to Kemper.
Kemper turned and padded back to his cabin to await the call for his next shift,
or the wreck of the Lula Bell, whichever came first.
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Chapter Thirty Three

Hickman, Kentucky, 7:58 a.m.

"I refuse to perform an examination under these conditions!" the doctor from the town
of Hickman protested.
He swung his black leather medical bag about the campsite vigorously, silently
pointing out the inadequacies of the rustic examination room. His trousers were
buttoned incorrectly, suspenders dangling loosely and he wore a dingy nightshirt
tucked in hurriedly. He had also layered himself with a woolen hunting coat—perhaps
thinking his pilgrimage to the wreck might last until the winter months, a man truly
out of his element. The strange outfit was topped off with a ridiculous stove-pipe hat
with crushed sides that had been re-animated often. Bags hung beneath his eyes hinting
interrupted sleep as the cause of his scrambled attire.
"I can’t buy that, Doc." Silas fretted. "This is as good a place as any. I have seen
army surgeons perform many an operation in battlefields far less obliging."
Herc puffed nervously on his pipe, nodding in agreement. In his worried state,
he had neglected to fill or even light it, but he puffed away.
Silas was building his steam, his entire body tensing as he crossed over to the
medicine man.
Herc stepped in between them in order to head off Silas' temper. "Here, now,
Doctor Holloway, it was a bad idea to move our friend at the time, seeing as how he
has such a high grade of fever and—"
"Oh!" the doctor interrupted, "If you have the proper medical training, why
did you kidnap me down there at the wreck? You do not need me then, correct?"
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"Let's not get all peeved," Herc said. "There was no need for your expertise
down yonder, as nary a man survived aside from us three here and Sharp down there.
He's fitter than a fiddle and our friend here is the one in need of attention."
"Hmph. It is not necessarily the conditions I am dissatisfied with--unless one
of you are a direct relation . . .? A father or brother, perhaps?" He waited and received
silent negative reactions from both. "In that case, I think it inappropriate to examine
this young woman in the presence of a gawking male audience."
"How . . . how did you know?" Silas asked, as the doctor's casual unveiling of
their secret forced the raging storm in his skull to squall out.
"I am a physician, but I am also not an idiot," he replied. "I have eyes, and in
one instant, I could see this was actually a young girl and not a boy."
Silas and Herc waited none too tolerantly for some enlightenment.
"The patient here is lacking a Pomum Adami," he said plainly, as if they spoke
mumbo jumbo and knew what he was pointing out that any fool should know.
The two men looked at each other and back at the doctor as they shrugged.
He barely contained his irritation at their ignorance as he lectured on, "No
adam's apple, you dolts. Were you two unaware she was a female?" This suspicion
lightened the doctor's mood as he grinned and shook his head.
"No, Sir—I mean, yes," Herc said, his own storm of irritation welling up. "We
are accompanying her to some relatives out West and thought it best she travel as a
boy, seeing as how roughly the highways of the country can treat a female."
Silas glared at Herc with wide, angry eyes, trying to stop him from divulging
any other information. Herc shrugged.
The doctor surveyed them suspiciously, "You all have some tale to tell, but does
not matter a whit to me." He shooed them away from her. "You all have lodgings
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nearby? We risk her health every moment we waste in these damp confines. I would
suggest my offices, but I have a pair of highly contagious twins hospitalized there now
and seeing as how I cannot presently ask this young lady if she has ever had measles . .
."
"We explained we are—were—passengers aboard the Lula Belle," Silas
replied. "Therefore our 'lodgings' were of a mobile nature and are now a sunk and
burning wreck."
"Hmph," the doctor replied absently, for he was devoting his full attention to
a cursory but thorough examination of the patient.
Herc pulled Silas aside. "What in the world are we gonna do? We take her into
town and parade her through the streets, that is just more people who will see us."
"I agree, but if her health and safety are in question, would we not be doing her
more harm by keeping her from proper treatment?"
Herc took off his hat and vigorously rubbed his hand through his sweaty mop.
"I recon if she falls ill and dies, we done her the worst service ever. Better her to be
discovered and dragged back to St. Louis healthy than carried back in a box."
Wordlessly, the concession had been given. Herc found his horse and came back
to camp. "Doc, I am going to ride in to town and find a place for her, any guidance in
that?"
He did not answer at first, for his examination was garnering his full
concentration. Finally, "Hmph—What was that? Oh, yes! Find your way to Moscow
Street and ask about for the home of one Mrs. Bertram Higgins. She runs a small
boarding house and may have a room."
He returned to the patient and was using both his hands to probe her abdomen
through her layers of clothing.
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Herc was leading his horse out of the clearing when Silas came to him—out of
the good doctor's hearing. "What are your thoughts on taking Edgar up on his offer?"
Herc weighed the idea."As long as it ain't too far or rough to get there. I will
see how far. And if it is too treacherous for any reason, I will double back and inquire
at the inn."
"Maybe we should just ask the doc. The less people knowing our plans the
better." Silas whispered. "We’ll cross that briddge later. I will stay with her for now."
Herc went out to the shoreline, which was a beehive of activity. Several more
boats had come up to the long beach. With daylight fully upon the scene, the boats
mostly parked outside the area of salvage and gawked. Only a few official craft moored
nearest the wreck as retrieval of bodies—and parts of machine and man—were the
main order of business.
Sharp was wrapped with a blanket and given a cup of some steaming beverage,
as he held vigil over his brother and answered questions as asked. Official-looking
fellows gathered around the curious survivor.
With such a buzzing about, Herc was able to circle around the scene unnoticed
and begin his search for the road Edgar had spoken of.
Silas returned to the camp and sat cross-legged along the edge of the clearing,
facing the woods.
The doctor continued his examination, but peppered Silas with questions about
her behavior and activities over the last days, since they had joined up. Silas kept the
loose talk to a minimum so as to not divulge too much about their voyage. It was a
worrisome precipice he straddled, for he wanted the doctor to be armed with as much
information as necessary in order to help Emma, but too much and he risked letting
on about the law looking for them and why.
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He recounted her demeanor and diet over their time together and went into
detail about her near-drowning and subsequent rescue. He even described the methods
employed by Herc to expunge Emma of the extra river water.
"That administering of alcohol was somewhat barbaric, but a wise choice
nonetheless," the doctor said, standing. "It appears she has indeed been poisoned by
ingesting too much of the Mississippi. It will take some time, but I think in a proper
environment and with careful watching over, she should recover nicely."
Silas let out a heavy sigh.
"I also think there will be no damage to her child, either."
Ingesting the first half of the news greedily, Silas had not yet processed the
entirety of Doctor Holloway's comments. Silas absently nodded, looking off into the
trees. "That's fine news, doctor, I sure—" then the rest of his words were bitten into.
"Hold, now! What did you say?" He jumped to his feet and spun upon the poor
physician. "She's with child?"
"Oh, my," the doctor said, as he stood himself and backed away from the
crazed-looking fellow. His color drained to the point Silas thought the Doc may
himself be needing a Doc, "I assumed you were the father . . . I assumed she told you."
Silas stopped his approach dead, his knees buckled and he once again sat heavily
by the campfire remains. He swept his hat off his head and slapped it to the ground,
stirring up a cloud of fine ashes. "Why, if this just don't burn all the biscuits!"
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Chapter Thirty Four

St. Louis, 8:33 a.m.

Estelle, with Dee Dee in tow, threaded her way through the city to the Police Station.
A small line of people had already formed at the front desk despite the early hour. The
Sergeant dealt with them one by one in an official and detached manner.
An excruciating half of an hour passed before they stood directly in front of the
policeman.
"Sir," Estelle said calmly, "we are here to speak to those in charge of the murder
investigation at the levee this morning."
The sergeant did not look up from his paperwork. "That is impossible, Ma'am.
They are interrogating a suspect at the moment and cannot be interrupted."
Estelle blustered, "Suspect? You already have a suspect? Who is the suspect,
may I ask?"
She knew full well who their suspect was, for when Romeo opened Smitty’s
earlier that morning and found Pie’s body, he went to report it to the police and never
returned. Dee Dee came to her in tears, barely able to relay the news, but Estelle
assured her that by the day’s end, she would find a way to get her father home.
Finally, the sergeant’s distant and unconcerned eyes rolled up to meet hers. "I
cannot tell you who the supect is. I told you it was an open investigation." He looked
down at Dee Dee and some recognition dawned on him when he saw her. "The man
we have is being interrogated and even when the detectives are finished, no one can
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speak with him, so you may as well take this little girl on home and go about your
business."
Estelle protested as politely as she could without offending the sergeant, but he
was setting like concrete. Then he saw one of the detectives assigned to the case and
called him over, "Quinn! This here lady wants to speak with you about the murder on
the levee."
The red mustache meandered over with an air of irritation. "Yes, what is it?"
The desk sergeant waved Estelle and Dee Dee out of the way. "Next?"
They walked to the detective, Quinn, who was leaning with his right buttock on
a low wooden rail that ran the length of the room, separating the riff from the raff.
He looked tired. His hands rested upon the top of his calf and Estelle hoped
that Dee Dee did not notice his bruised knuckles—or at least did not understand what
they represented.
"What do you want?" he asked gruffly.
"We would like to know what has happened in the investigation about the
murder."
"Why, I cannot speak to you about that," he said with an imperious snort.
"What does this have to do with you, anyway? Did you know the victim?"
"No, but this is the child of the man who reported the crime, and—"
"I thought as much," he said as he glared at Dee Dee. "You know your daddy is
gonna be in here a long time? Why don't you tell your mammy here to take you on
home and we'll let you know when the trial is set."
"Don't speak to her like that! You are a horrible man!" Estelle said, dragging
Dee Dee from his line of fire.
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"Her?" Quinn scoffed. "Sure looks like a little n_____ boy to me. Anyways, this
fellow is being questioned and ain't nobody talking to him but us, so you all just run
along."
"But he did not murder that man!" Estelle protested. "He only came here to
report a crime and now you hold him without a hearing or legal representation and . .
."
"You may think that, but we don't know that," the detective said. "We got
enough to hold him and, until he tells us what we want, he ain't seeing nobody. I have
things to attend to, Ma'am, so good day."
Without further niceties, the man stood, pushed through the gate in the railing
and strode away.
Dee Dee squeezed Estelle's hand so hard, the knuckles of both their hands
cracked. "Estelle? What can we do? Daddy is sure to be blamed for this, but he did not
do it. He also thinks whoever really done murdered Pie is like to be after the boys and
Emma."
"There, there, little Dee Dee, you mustn't worry," Estelle said as she clung to
the child on the worn limestone steps of the precinct house. "I know it sounds hopeless,
but I think I know of someone who can help. Matter of fact, I think she is the only one
who could help, but I am afraid of the price she must be paid . . ."
Estelle took the small white card from where she had it tucked in her sleeve.
Alexis Free. Detective. Liberty Investigations.
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Chapter Thirty Five

Aboard The Cairo Star, on the Mississippi
North of Hickman, Kentucky, 9:28

Kemper was standing at the bow of the steamer, finishing off the last of the biscuit
when the call was sounded to cut speed. The scene was still a ways off, but the dramatic
tragedy of the wreckage was there near shore. His heart beat rapidly and he felt he may
push up the few crumbs he had forced down. Several tugs, steamers, and a raft and
dingy all surrounded the half-submerged, charred corpse. The most striking sight was
one snag boat lifting the crane from the dead snag boat. It resembled some kind of
mechanical cannibalism to Kemper, so he smiled.
With midday creeping up, some of the crowd on land had repaired to the shelter
of a nearby stand of mossy oaks. A steady parade of townsfolk came and went through
a path in the woods. Kemper realized they were picnicking as he spied a hog roasting
away on a huge open pit. None of this stirred him. The tragedy and loss of life, the
vulturous picking away at the boat's bones, and the disrespectful air of a town fair
stirred his interest no more than if he had a biscuit belch climbing to his mouth. No,
what bothered him was not knowing for sure if it was for fact the Lula Belle, and what
may be the fates of his prey.
He leaned so far over the railing, one crew member jested he was “near to going
swimming." Kemper ignored the man and worked his tired eyes through the distance.
He watched as workers, like ants in a colony, took planks and other debris form the
wreckage and sorted them in neat piles as to their usefulness. Any planking or length
of chain deemed salvageable was dutifully placed in piles accordingly.
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Bodies covered with long canvas cloths were lined in rows along the gently
sloping banks, perpendicular to the Mississippi. Kemper anxiously wondered if
McDonough, Bennet or yes, even the girl companion, lay silent beneath the shrouds.
As the Cairo Star slid along past the scene, a few citizens on land waved. He did
not wave back, but continued searching for some sign or clue. This clue came when a
young black man climbing a low branched, fat elm was calling to another fellow below
him to look out as he dropped down a long plank of bright white wood. The rather
dumb-looking fellow below was slow to react and nearly got a whack on his cranium.
The fellow below caught the immense plank. Struggling with the weight alone,
he dragged it across the dry, rough terrain. There was lettering along the length of it.
It was up-side-down, but despite this, Kemper still made it out:
"Lula Belle, Salvage/Snag, St. Lo, Mo., F. Smith, Cap'n."
Kemper limped along the deck from fore to aft, hand over hand on the rail, not
taking his sight from the Lula Belle sign and the bodies. He noticed another young
black man sitting beside the last covered corpse. This boy was unconcerned with the
teeming crowds of the living, but was serenely perched and silently immersed in some
private vigil. He would need to speak with this boy about the grim roll call
As the boat was passing the wreckage, he kept following, nearly running into
Rausch, who leaned against the rail, glowering at Kemper.
“So,” Rausch sighed, picking at his cuticles with the long-bladed knife, “there’s
that boat you been getting in a twist about—or at least what’s left of her.” He did not
even give Kemper a flick of a glance.
Thick woods once again filled in the scenery along the shore. Not being hailed
to assist at the wreck, the captain of the Cairo ordered the boat full ahead and gave a
long, mournful farewell whistle to a sister steamer lost.
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Rausch shook his head. “Ah, well, looks like whatever it is you are looking to
find out will be washed off with the currents, for the Captain ain’t stopping the circus
for one little monkey like you.”
Some old hunting blood sped through his veins. He smelled the fresh trail here
and instinct told him staying aboard and chugging on down Memphis way would lead
him farther from the answers he sought.
Without preamble or by-your-leave, Kemper snatched the knife right from
Rausch’s hand. Rausch was too stunned to protest or even cringe. All he did was paw
wildly at Kemper like some child who had a bully steal his toy. That is, until Kemper
spun the man around and flicked the knife to his neck. He slipped his free arm through
Rausch’s armpit and slapped his hand at the back of the man’s neck, pushing his head
forward.
Rausch knew the fellow had him and he stopped struggling. Kemper looked
about to find no one in sight. He pressed the knife harder against the man’s neck.
The canopy of trees on the Eastern shores thickened. It would have sated
Kemper’s blood lust to swipe the blade quick and fast, but he knew the satisfaction
would not last and the blood he wanted to spill was passing beyond his reach quickly.
One dead man here and his absence would be an instant death sentence, the hounds and
the law would be soon to follow.
Whether Hercules and Silas were under one of those shrouds or running about
cheating death yet again, he would not know either way if he finished this pimple of a
boat man.
Kemper did not speak but forced Rausch aft and across the deck above the
churning pitman arms. He stopped at the last starboard mooring cleat, facing the river.
A large coil of thick jute rope lay at their feet. He pushed Rausch away from him and
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wagged the knife at his face. “Tie the end around your waist. Use a good knot there,
sailor boy.”
Rausch bent slowly, fumbling with his fingers and never taking his eyes from
Kemper or the knife—his own knife. He had often thought of the ways he would die,
mostly all varieties ended on the river, but none included the sourest note of it being
by his own knife.
He lifted the rope, taking in a few loops. “Why should I tie myself off if you’re
going to kill me anyhow?”
“Are you really that stupid?” Kemper laughed. He looked over his shoulder
taking in the growing distance from Hickman and the wreck. The entire scene was in
an eclipse of the bend. “If I was going to kill you, you would have been dead in your
sleep the night I came aboard. Now tie yourself off, you gum-flapper.”
Rausch, somewhat relieved at Kemper’s words, threw himself into the work,
tying a dandy knot to the length of line wrapped about his rib cage. He lifted his arms
and smiled, perhaps about to ask if Kemper approved of his ropework, when Kemper
kicked him in the stomach, sending him into the swirling water.
Kemper carefully tucked the knife at his waist in his back and proceeded to shout
to the rest of the crew, “Man overboard! Man overboard!”
The words chilled everyone and the crew anywhere within hearing came
running to help. It was a deck hand’s worst nightmare that they would slip off the boat
and not be heard in time for a rescue before the boat, their home, drifted away and they
drowned.
As the men crowded around, Kemper pointed out that it was Ebenezer Rausch
who had lost his boat but he had tossed the line to him in time. Every fellow took a spot
on the line and they enthusiastically yanked the line, pulling Rausch closer and closer.
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Whether the soggy foreman was telling the crew that it was Kemper’s fault or
not, Kemper did not know, for he had already made his way to the port side and held
the knife away from his body, preparing for his escape. With his free hand, Kemper
pressed his hat tightly on his head and dove into the Mississippi.
Though the steamboat was, at the time, in the center of the river, his mania
controlled his limbs. He had always been a fair swimmer, but he had been much
younger—and less infirmed—when he had last been in water this deep. He bobbed and
splashed more than he swam, but slowly he was nearing the bank.
Kemper was afraid.
He was not afraid of drowning, but of losing grip on the one solid thread he had.
Desperation kept his arms pushing and his lungs bulging.
He felt the river bottom rising up beneath his legs. He stood and found the river
reached up to his collarbone. Kemper waded ashore and swayed with fatigue, dripping,
yet he was relieved at having reached safety. He took off his bowler and drained the
excess water back into the river and plopped it back on. To bring his body up alongside
his spirits, he drank another draught of his elixir. He tossed the emptied bottle into the
woods and probed about his pockets to find he only had three left. He had two demons
to pursue, but capturing the one first helped lead him to the other.
Kemper, wanting to sit for a moment and let the drug take effect, pushed inland
instead of either north to the wreck or south to where he thought the town of Hickman
lay. He crashed through many tangled vines and vexingly rough, thick bushes to find
a good-sized clearing. He surprised an odd-looking fellow who was crouched beside a
long-dead campfire.
The stranger looked off to Kemper for a moment, but returned to his task of
picking up a few medical instruments of some sort. One by one, the man picked each
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up, meticulously brushed them off and set them in a wide-mouthed, square black
satchel. There was a tinkling of glass against glass from inside as he worked.
Kemper had lived a life bereft of Grace or good fortune, therefore he was
positive there was no God above watching over and caring for him and he knew any
man who preached otherwise was a delirious fool . . . yet, in this moment, with need
upon him, he pondered his stand on The Almighty. Here before him was a man who
possibly had what he needed most.
"You wouldn't happen to be a doctor, would you?" Kemper asked between gasps
for air. Kemper had the distinct impression he was still trying to breathe between
strokes.
"I have never seen a more out of the way spot in my life that was so danged
busy," the doc replied. "I spend the better part of my morning finding no living
patients and then, in a matter of an hour or two, I am besieged by a flurry of neardrowned ones. Are you a survivor from the Lula Belle? Where have you been this whole
time?"
Nothing the doctor said registered with Kemper, for he felt a pressure on his
chest and deafness overtook him. He saw the man's lips move as he rushed over to
Kemper, but he did not hear his words. Kemper was a dangerous man with great
strength, but despite his desire, Kemper's limbs no longer reacted to his bidding. He
felt the doctor's arms supporting then lowering him to the ground. He lay on his back
gazing at the small patches of blue sky shining brightly through the gaps of branch and
leaf above. These all swirled and danced to the rhythm of his blood and the ringing in
his ears.
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In his diminishing mental state, Kemper wondered hazily if he had taken too
much of his laudanum, but just the one bottle proved insufficient lately. The doctor's
face swam in ripples before him and soon all faded to blackness.
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