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1876: Somewhere on the Mississippi River

His name had perished along with his past life—along with his beloved Ellen and their daughter, Amelia. In the long slog of a decade since then, he was known only as the River Man. The irony of the moniker was never lost on him considering the fact that, although his quest had necessitated that he follow the rivers, he never once traveled them by boat of any kind. He knew too well what lurked beneath the surface.

He stood among the pines on the bluff, smoking a cigar. The smoke drifted slowly up to the brim of his bowler hat and gathered there like a fog before his keen, iron-gray eyes.

He blew away the fragrant cloud and fixed his gaze upon the island in the river below. It reminded him of an eye—not just just because the river that forked upon its rocky north end and merged again at its south end lent it a similar almond shape, but because of the town at his center. Weather beaten and haggard, the clustered buildings had the look of a crusted pupil in an infected eye. An eye blinded for having witnessed one too many evils.

This was the place. The River Man could feel it in the marrow of his bones. It would all end here... for one of them at least. He drew one last pull on his smoke and flicked the stub over the precipice. He picked up the satchel that rested on the pine needles at his feet and slipped it over his shoulders. 

He threaded his way down the face of the bluff to the river below. There was no ferry that he could see, only a sagging, gap-toothed rope bridge. He did not like the look of the bridge. Even so, he would not have taken the ferry had their been one.

The towns that he had tracked the thing to in the past, had always been alongside the rivers. There had never been a need for him to cross the water to reach them. The fact that this occasion was dangerously different only confirmed the feeling in bones that this place, this forlorn town, was the end of the line.

Across the river, the swinging bridge let out near what appeared to be the livery. Large, black letters had been haphazardly painted upon the sagging wall. ‘Welcome’. The River Man stood at the end of the bridge and stared across the expanse of slow flowing water. The town felt hollowed out, like a plate of crawfish husks. 

Although he could see no activity among the gray buildings, his gut instinct told him that the townsfolk, however few there might be, were there, somewhere. The pall of their unease hung thick in the air. He tested the bridge planks with his booted foot and hoped that the brittle timbers would support his weight.  

He did not want to cross the sluggish currents. The thought of doing so made his innards roil like the thing he knew to be lurking in the depths. Still, he also knew that without crossing the water, he would be unable to end the waking nightmare. 

Hand hovering close to his Colt, the River Man swallowed the knot of fear in his throat and stepped onto the bridge. The ropes creaked and the planks swayed underfoot. Midway across, something dark moved beneath the molasses current, something the size of a buckboard. He gripped the butt of his revolver as the thing passed beneath the bridge. And then it was gone.

He quickly covered the remaining forty odd feet in a mad, reckless dash. Miraculously, not one of the old bridge’s planks broke underfoot. It was a fact for which he was grateful – thank the Lord for small miracles – and, at the same time, somewhat resentful. For if he had a limited reserve of luck, he loathed to spend it on something as insignificant as weathered boards.

He took a moment to catch his breath. He looked at the side of the nearby livery and blinked as the black letters appeared to blur. It struck him then that everything except the letters appeared as clear as crystal. He took a step closer and the over-sized lettering exploded in his face in a black, buzzing cloud.

Flies! The insects scattered to the winds and the River Man found himself staring at letters that were written in what looked like dark, sticky, drying blood. Strewn upon the ground below the gruesome ‘welcome’ were bones. Some appeared to be human bones, others fish bones and, yet, none of them looked exactly as they should.  

A massive splash at his back caused the River Man to wheel toward the rope bridge, but the bridge was no longer spanning the river. Still attached to the posts on either shore, the planks and the ropes that held them together were now hostage to the languid current.

The River Man cursed inwardly. He would never leave the island now unless he prevailed. 

He was off to a damnably miserable start.

The town’s wide main street stretched before him, dividing the island town into north and south. In the middle of the street, midway across the island, was a well crafted of rocks and stones, worn smooth by the flowing water.

Thirsty, the River Man walked through the growing gloom of the aging day toward the well. To his left and right, an assortment of false fronted buildings lined the street like rows of gray and broken teeth, pocked with the cavities of broken windows. It did not escape his notice, however, that other windows, and even some doors, had been boarded up. 

He would need shelter for the night and need it soon; sunset was not far off. As he walked, he surveyed the boarded up buildings until he found one that looked to have been reasonably secured. In alley beside it, he saw a flight of steps leading up to a second floor landing and door. By the time he reached the well, the sky had noticeably darkened and shadows stretched long across the wide thoroughfare. A change had come over the air, an infusion of weighted gloom such as occurs before a rainstorm. His skin cooled and became clammy. 

He reached for the bucket and ladle perched upon the stone rim of the well, but paused when he noticed the dense fog come unfurling into the street from between the toothy buildings like the Devil’s own foul breath.

Vague shapes, shambled and crawled, stirred darkly in the gossamer folds of the thickening murk. Thoughts of a drink abandoned the River Man. A look around revealed half a dozen at least. He was surprised. He had encountered the cursed beings before—one, sometimes two, at a time. He lingered longer than he cared to, but he needed to know if any of the shadowy figures were ‘normal’ folk should he have to resort to gunplay.

The fog and the figures within it converged upon the well from all sides. The fog began to enshroud the building faces as it thickened. Fortunately, the River Man had already marked the location of the nearest boarded building in his mind. 

He turned his back to the stone circle of the well and drew his pistol just as the first of the shambling things burst from the concealing miasma. More of its wretched kin followed. Revulsion gripped the River Man, souring his
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