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Chapter 1 – Fall 1796 

Baojun Weng clicked his tongue and flicked the reins to steer the two aging mares away from the line of the muddy main track, and deeper into the dark forest trail. Thunder rumbled in the distance causing the horses to hesitate. Another quick flick of the reins got the team moving once more into the tight opening in the wall of trees and hanging moss. Weng lit the wagon’s oil-filled side lamps a little earlier knowing that the darkness would come quickly once the leaden skies finally turned to rain.  He told himself the soft yellow pools were there merely to comfort the horses. 

Weng tugged his coat tighter, the cold, damp air biting through his thin clothes. The late autumn weather quickly made what little space there was feel even smaller and he shared his mares’ misgivings about being on this trail as the night began to spread and descend upon them.  In the failing light the sodden trees and ferns sagged, and the team splashed and rattled through stagnant pools the color of old whiskey.  Despite coming here in the bright days of spring with his family to forage for the rare herbs and fungus with which his skillful wife kept the family, and at times their neighbors well, he quickly lost all sense of bearing and place upon the trail.  Afraid that one of his mares might misplace a worn hoof, he gently held back their pace to a steady walk.  Better that than deal with a lame horse in a place… like this.  Thick mosses and leaves underfoot muffled the sounds of the wagon and team, and the steady rain pattered a solemn tattoo upon the leaves around them.  In little time, Weng’s visible world shrank to a rough circle defined by the tips of his horses’ ears in front, and the close vegetation at his sides; interrupted only by the occasional dripping sapling he failed to see in time to avoid a startling slap.  For close to an hour Weng and his horses continued slowly on their sodden way, each step absorbed by the Stygian forest. 

The track finally gave out into a natural clearing about one hundred paces across.  Drawing the team to a halt, Weng forced his stiff wet limbs into movement and made his way forward.  Whispering and stroking the muzzles of his weary mares, he peered into the darkness for signs of the man he’d been told would be here.  His hands clung tightly to the reins. The cold-ache in his back reminded him of just how far he’d go to feed his family. Were it not for them he’d be home at the settlement, warm and dry, watching his wife dishing supper from the hearth in their home above their small store.  Instead, he was here. Completing a late night drop of supplies in the middle-of-nowhere. In truth, it was a deal that had raised more questions in his mind than he really cared to admit. However, among those struggling to establish themselves and their families in the colony, survival was the first law, and selling enough food to last twenty men a month, and most of his inventory of hand tools and burlap this close to winter was a surprise gift.  A welcome slice of good fortune, indeed.  That had made it a touch easier to push any uncomfortable questions to the back of his mind.  The new nation’s real money, he knew, was in mining, logging and cattle, but they took money to get into. No, the best he could hope for from his little store was a modest roof, and food on the table for his young family. So here he stood, sodden, tired, hungry - eager to get the deal done, pocket his money, and turn-around for the slow and wet return journey. 

Off to one side of the clearing a faint glow from an oil lamp became visible and seemed to slip back and forth as a lone man picked his way between the trees, and then crossed to the wagon.  It stopped a couple of feet away, and then rose in the air as its holder strained to see. 

‘Bajin Wing?’ Asked the a worn face tinted yellow by the oil lamp.

‘Yes, sir’. Baojun Weng responded, hesitating to correct the big man's mispronunciation.

A clear two foot taller than Weng, this man’s face had been dramatically aged by an enthusiastic appetite for hard liquor.  And it seemed that whatever aging-effects cheap booze and tobacco had missed, years spent working exposed to the sun and wind had finished off.  The man’s ample belly poked through the front of his worn frock-coat, revealing glimpses of a shirtfront whose food and sweat stains seemed partly to account for the fact that Weng, despite the rain, had been certain that he had been able to smell the man from halfway across the clearing.  Cleanliness is said to be next to godliness - nothing about the man suggested he was acquainted with either. 

‘Name's Duncan”. He paused, ‘Mr Duncan to you’.  Peering out from under the brim of a greasy three-cornered hat that made the rest of him appear over-dressed, Duncan leaned towards Weng's face and stared hard at him until he was sure he’d been heard. 

Weng nodded, ‘Yes.  Mr Duncan’.

Apparently satisfied – and to the relief of Weng's nostrils – Duncan stepped back - ‘You brung all the stuff we said?’

Weng gestured behind him, ‘Everything that was in the letter the rider brought.  It's all here’. He hesitated a moment,  ‘You have my money?’

‘If I like the stuff and it's all there, then you'll get your money. Don't you worry none about that.  It'd just better all be there.’  Duncan said.

All the same these people, they'll do anything, anytime,  just so long as you paid 'em.   After all, that's why his boss, Mr Garrick had been so particular about the labor Duncan was to hire, or who they planned to buy supplies from.

‘Just Chinese, do you understand? Nothing else, do you hear me? Not a soul who isn’t Chinese’. Garrick had instructed. ‘Fact is they work harder than the devil himself, and should we lose any, well ... it’s just easier.’

Not too many years before Garrick had spoken these words, a man walking the length of Philadelphia’s Dock Street would have heard only the various regional accents of those who were native English born.  Within a couple of years one would have also detected here and there the harsher sounds of German. Until suddenly, all around the Nation's temporary Capital, the streets echoed to a lyric sound as boats docked one after another, all packed to their limits with French-speaking refugees. Initially hell-bent on escaping from the great slave rebellion on Saint-Dominique, and then the rest of the Sugar Islands. Each fell like a domino in its turn to an orgy of burning, looting, massacre, and eventually, disease. The newcomers spoke fearfully of the horror of watching from over-loaded boats as their homes burned, great flames leaping against the night sky as Cap Francois blazed. Thousands fled, armed only with hope to sustain them on fever-ridden journeys, to arrive at last, half-starved and penniless in Philadelphia. Now her streets  rang to a babble of tongues, and even the papers often had notices in three languages. Finally, came the Chinese. Everywhere there was hard work to be done in the young nation, you found Chinese. 

Duncan had known exactly what his employer had meant. Hard times meant that high and low-born alike needed to eat these days, and all of them to be had for cheap, the poor devils. But if the work involved hard labour, and risk, well - the smart man hired Chinese. As Garrick claimed they worked a good deal better than any other, and, if there were problems – especially the kind of problems where a laborer's family might come asking, nobody from among Philly’s few over-stretched authorities was going to divert a whole lot of time to looking into them.

Weng led the way to to the back of the wagon. Everything was there all right, lamp-oil, salt beef, tools burlap and dry goods, just as Weng had promised Mr Garrick’s messenger two weeks before, the man standing silently by his horse as Weng’s wife had read Garrick’s letter to him. Weng recalled being disturbed by his retriever lighting up a racket out front of his home. By the time he’d made his way outside to see what the ruckus was about the small settlement’s other dogs had joined in with enthusiasm. The dog stared towards the point at which the Philadelphia Track opened at the woodland’s edge and spread into the cleared space of the settlement.  The animal wrinkled its nose, scenting the air, ears pricked forward, but its barking had turned to a low growl as Weng softly laid a hand on its neck and spoke quietly. 

‘Hey, hey, what’s the matter?’

He followed the dog’s gaze, all the while gently ruffling the retriever’s ears and neck. It was sensing something all right, but there wasn’t the tautness, the trembling of muscles that went with the hunting breed detecting an animal - whether predator, or prey. Whatever the dog knew was out there, it was human. Weng glanced around the nearby dozen buildings. The other men had come, drawn by the noise. Some carried edged tools, a couple stood with muskets loosely across their chests.  Not a woman or child was in sight. 

There were a number of predatory animals in the nearby woods, but few of them game to enter the settlement or attack an adult human before dark. The few remaining Indians scattered around the area seemed content to live and let live, and had not been seen this close in some time. No, the real reason the men of the settlement had got their families squared-away before dark, was Wanderers.  A name given to itinerant fighters from the wars of Independence, many of whom had simply failed to readjust to civilian life when the peace came. Some, people said, were men who now missed the danger and pace of life at war; others, they claimed, were tormented by their horrifying war memories; just haunted husks of men. A few were generously offered food as they passed through small villages and settlements, and then politely wished on their way. But nonetheless one heard stories. Stories of men, they said, who now found killing easy, even pleasurable. Were these real? He supposed that it didn’t really matter; once darkness fell on this land, all stories seemed to spontaneously come to life. The men of Hope were of no mind to take chances.

As Weng stood there, the muffled foot falls of a walking horse became audible, and moments later a solitary rider came into view, and then paused at the edge of the woods.  Whatever they might have expected, this wasn’t it.  Dressed mostly in dark well-worn leather, the rider passed a steady gaze around the settlement and over the men, stopping only when he spied the sole Asian face.  He nudged his horse forward until he reined in by Weng. He studied him for a moment, then withdrew a folded letter sealed with a blob of bright red wax from a rough leather bag.  The rider made no effort to introduce himself. His was not a line of work that did a whole lot to develop fancy social skills. Weng couldn’t know it, but Hamlin's history was for delivering messages in a more direct way.  And usually just the once. 

‘You read?’ he asked, holding the letter out. Weng nodded in the direction of his wife in reply, he read, but she was the faster of the two. With a hesitant hand he took the letter and walked over to where she watched from the doorway of their home.   She broke the wax seal and began to read. As she did so the messenger dropped from his saddle, squatted silently by his horse, dug in his bag, and withdrew a strip of dried meat which he patiently began to chew. 

Weng’s wife quickly explained. The letter was simple enough. A contract for supplies, dried goods mostly, some tools, food, and their delivery to a forest location to the southwest of Hope.  Weng knew the place, where the deep forest gave out to swamp.  The order was plain and so was the deal – one quarter up-front from the messenger – the rest on delivery.  It was good money, and that was a fact. There were also some terms to the deal.  The letter stated that Weng was to deliver the supplies alone; and made clear that the deal was not to be discussed with anyone, anytime.  You had to imagine the or else at the end, but they both knew that it was there. The letter was simply signed, The Buyer. 

Weng looked across at the messenger, noticing for the first time some white lines beneath the tan of his face and throat. Scarred men weren’t rare after the War, but there was something about this one. A hand-picked man for sure.  He’d have to be, coming all the way out here alone - and carrying money.  Covertly Weng’s gaze took in the shortened musket strapped alongside the saddle, a pair of pistols in the man’s belt, and a knife hanging at the man’s side that looked big for eating chores.  He didn’t look like he was settling to stay once he had Weng’s answer either, but that meant riding back to Philadelphia alone – in the dark.  What kind of man did that? What kind of a man could? Weng didn’t really know how to describe what he saw and how it made him feel.  But then he wasn’t a veteran of any war. Had he been, he’d have probably described Hamlin as a watcher. It’s how such men became after a while; quietly just becoming a part of their surroundings, as if they had learned to survive by breathing in and out with the rhythm of the nature all around them.  Quiet, until it was time to act. Weng wanted this man away from his family, his home. He wanted him gone, quickly. 

With a tilt of her head, his wife drew Weng to one side. She spoke quickly but quietly in Chinese 

‘Husband, I don’t like it.  Who are these people who want these things? How do these people come to know of you, of us, all the way out here? 

He didn’t immediately answer. As he met her gaze, he knew within himself that she had a point.  But with equal certainty he knew he wanted that money more than anything right now.  There was so much that they needed.  And besides, he wanted the proof that he had waited for, that he had counted upon to show that - he too - could bring good fortune to his family.  Vindication that had been a long time coming.  He turned back towards well, whatever this man was -

‘It’s a deal. I’ll do it.’

The messenger studied Weng’s face for a moment.  Weng was instantly convinced that the man could sense his fear. The messenger rummaged in a bag slung on his horse’s rump. Turning, he walked over and placed a cotton bag with the logo of a Philadelphia bank in Weng’s hand. The bag felt heavy. He looked Weng over slowly.  His voice struck Weng as surprisingly soft, and all the more menacing for that. 

‘Once the deal’s done, I go. Keep your word, do your part of the deal, and I’ll not be back.  That’s how this works out best’. He paused a moment, ‘Do you get me?’ 

Without making a sound, Weng nodded. He knew exactly what the man in black meant. 

The messenger nodded back, slowly. Turning his back on Weng, he remounted his horse and slowly rode away without so much as a backward glance. As the rider was about to leave the clearing Weng let out a long audible breath, and blinking repeatedly spoke quietly - as much to himself as his wife, ‘It’s good money. We need this’. 

It came out as weak, even to his own ears. She simply stared at him. As the householder he was entitled to handle the business of the family. Both knew this. But she clearly wasn’t happy. 

‘What?’ he asked of her silence.  She said nothing.

He pointed at the back of the man and horse who were about to disappear from sight.

‘Are you afraid of him?’ His voice, intended to sound dismissive and controlled, came out with all the determination and weight of mist.

‘No,” she said. “I’m not.’ She breathed in deeply once, then let the air rush out like a sigh. She stuffed both hands in her apron pocket and looked down at her feet, ‘I’m just afraid. We’re all afraid of – of something’.

Weng tried one more time, and made sure to lower his voice to sound less pleading - ‘This is a good deal for us. You see that, right?’

She looked up at that. ‘For us?’ she asked softly. Turning back towards their home, she muttered, ‘Let’s go inside, it’s cold.’ 

He let her go ahead. There came the cry of a hawk high above, lonely and uncertain as if it were lost.  He wondered what was right; whether he’d really had to make his decision so fast.  He’d known what she meant.  There was fear inside of him too. The lone hawk spiraled away into the tree tops and after a moment was gone. 

Like many of the young Chinese of his generation, Weng had made his way to the infant nation with his new bride in an effort to break with the generations of hardship endured by their families at home. The Chinese were not unique. For the most part, like others from so many nations, they simply swapped one form of grinding poverty for another. After all, false promises of opportunity have been part of the American myth since her very beginning. As the early Irish colonists sometimes earthily observed, ‘wish in one hand, shit in the other - see which fills up first’. 

His choice had enraged his father who had expected Weng to follow on his own footsteps, just as he’d done with his father. But on some level Weng had known that he would never be free sitting at his father’s feet. He wished to live his own life, make his own mistakes, feel his own bliss. Fall down, rise up, do it over and again.  Work hard.  And learn. There had never been any other way. Since coming to America, Weng’s father had passed away; there could be no reconciliation there, but there was still the opportunity prove his worth to himself, and his family. This forest deal, Weng told himself, was a good deal that he, that is, his family he quickly corrected himself – needed. That’s all there was to it. 

❖❖❖


Chapter 2

Two weeks later, Weng climbed up the tailgate of his wagon and drew back the dripping tarp far enough for Duncan to examine its contents.  Despite the feeble light Duncan could see well enough to compare the items from a list he’d committed to his memory after talking with Hamlin - the man Weng knew as the messenger. There wasn’t any other way to do it. Duncan was illiterate. Finally satisfied, he gestured at the load, 

‘Seems all there’.

He dropped to the ground and stepped close, ‘Okay, here’s how we’ll do this.  You’re gonna stand just over there’ - he pointed to the far side of the wagon, ‘and mind your own business; I’ll get this here unloaded, then you takes your money and get on out of here’. He stared at Weng for a long moment. ‘So’s we’re clear, nuthin’ else here ain’t none of your business, you get me?’ 

Weng stared for a moment, wondering yet again about the kind of people he’d become involved with. Never mind, he reminded himself, just a little longer and he’d be picking his way back to his family. Mistaking Weng’s hesitation for trouble, Duncan leaned towards Weng’s face. 

‘Do we have a problem, boy?’

‘No problem - Mr Duncan’.  

‘Damn straight’, said Duncan briefly enjoying as he always did the sense that another man was plainly afraid of him. 

‘Now git!’, jerking his chin toward the other side of the wagon.

As Weng sloshed his way around the decrepit wagon he paused very slightly to stroke his horses as he passed and whisper encouragements - God alone knew how they were coping with weather like this at their age. Duncan’s light was now barely visible now near the treeline. A wind-shift brought the thick smell where burps of stagnant gas broke the marsh’s thick surface, and in spite of the rain, Weng became surrounded with the unmistakable stench of rotting vegetation.  

Peeking past the the horse-team he saw Duncan’s lamp start its return, but this time the filthy oaf wasn’t alone. Weng could now make out several thin dark shapes and a couple more dim lamps trailing behind the foreman. Despite the dark and vertical rain, the shapes gradually resolved into men; tired, wretched, men.  Heeding Duncan’s warning Weng turned, putting the wagon between him and the others, and leaning back against the side, closed his eyes, and tried to calm his nerves - repeating in his head,  

‘It’s a good deal. Home soon’.

His make-shift mantra, his lie, was interrupted by an outburst as Duncan roared abuse at one of the men. The man had fallen, dropping a heavy sack slick from rain into the muck underfoot. As Duncan bellowed at the man to pick it up, Weng could hear other men whispering urgently at the fallen man to rise. Pleading with him - in Chinese. Even as his breathing started to race, and cold fear rose in his chest, Weng could not help but risk a glance past the nearest horse, and beneath his wagon.  He couldn’t see far,  but he didn’t need to.  And what little he could see drove up the hair on his arms and neck better than freezing rain ever would.   

In front of him a fallen man was straining to rise, pulling on the slick wagon wheel for assistance - strain etched into his face.  But something about the pathetic figure wasn’t right.  The man’s body seemed entirely stripped of fat making his skin hang in places like a loose cloth – and even in the meager lamp light it could be seen that large areas of the man’s skin were mottled with discolored patches. The man continued to grip the wheel and tried to stand, his bloodshot eyes suddenly meeting Weng’s.  The poor man’s eyes widened in surprise and in Chinese he weakly hissed,  

‘Away, brother!  Be away from this foul place!’

Weng spun and flung his back to the horse’s flank, eyes screwed closed, hands clasped over his mouth as he fought to quell his panic. What the hell was happening here?!  What was this place? Who were these men?! Men like ... him. 

With the aid of hands Weng didn’t see, the man finally regained his feet and moved back the way he’d come. The din on the far side began to abate as the last items were draped over thin shoulders, and finally the last of the men merged once more with the trees, rain, and the dark. 

Aware that Duncan would appear at any moment Weng strived to get a grip on himself. It was hard though - the image of the man kept playing over and over in his mind. There was something else too, something equally awful … a new smell, thick and cloying that seemed to come from the man, a rank odour that seemed determined to crawl its way to the back of his throat. He’d smelled nothing quite like it before.  But the most primal part of his mind knew with utter certainty that he never wanted to smell it again.

Duncan’s sudden reappearance startled Weng. 

‘What the hell’s wrong with you?  Nervous sort ain’t yer?’ Duncan growled.

Weng pulled his worn coat tightly about him while shaking his head. He found the strength to murmur, 

‘It’s OK.  Nothing.  Just the cold.  Maybe getting sick’

Duncan snorted and thrust the payment at Weng’s chest, 

‘Sick? Well, this’ll help buy you a whole bunch of medicine.  Now get out of here!’

Weng needed no prompting.  As quickly as he could he turned his team back to face the way they’d come, eager to find warmth, light and his family. Eager to try to forget anything he’d seen.

However desperately he wanted to be away from that place, Weng could drive his team no faster than on the way there. If anything, the springs of the now empty wagon bucked and jarred more than ever over the rutted and tree-root ridden track increasing the risk of a horse missing its footing and ending up lame. After half an hour, and with his anxiety subsiding a little, he reined them to a halt. Climbing down he felt his way forward. Fishing some raw sugar lumps from an oilskin wrap in his pocket he gave them their favorite treat, whispering all the while, and patting and soothing them.  They’d done well. Though the truth of it was that he needed the contact – human, or friendly animal. Right then, more than anything, he didn’t want to feel alone. He couldn’t feel alone. With the horses rested a little, and his nerves better for it, Weng remounted and continued slowly towards the main track where he’d be able to whip the team up a little. 

Some time later back in Hope, Weng unhitched the tired horses from the wagon, and led them into the welcome shelter of the stable at the rear of the store. Once they were in their stalls, he began wiping them down by lamplight to remove the worst of the water and mud. This would have to do – tomorrow he’d brush them properly. Here, once more in the light and safety of his store and home, with the smell of his wife’s cooking wafting from the floor above, he started to regret his earlier panic. He told himself that he’d let the weather and dark affect his spirit. He recalled the many times that his father had rebuked him as a child for his fears and weakness. Of all of the family’s children, he had been the most cautious; always the most reluctant to join in robust horseplay with his brothers and friends. His father had since joined his ancestors almost ten years ago, and yet at times of self-doubt, Weng felt the man’s inevitable presence, like some sort of disapproving spirit bent on perpetual judgment. He leaned back against the stable wall and closed his weary eyes. He allowed himself a few moments of peace to let go of the disturbing memory, concentrating instead on the smell of his waiting dinner, and the soft grinding of the horses’ teeth on the hay in the stalls. 

Making his way upstairs, he reflected himself, it had been a good deal. The coins clinked faintly in the leather purse at his belt with each step, reminding him that he had made the correct choice. Anyway, it was all done now. Together with the down-payment, it would easily be enough to feed his small family for months to come. He could also afford to restock the store. Maybe he could even think about a new wagon and team. That last thought brought a  smile he wore all the way upstairs to his wife and a bowl of steaming broth. But better than what it would buy, the money meant something bigger – it meant that he’d done it, he’d taken a chance, and it had paid off - that’s what mattered. He’d come home with enough money to finally keep some of the promises he’d made to his wife, and to silence – however briefly - the distant and incessant voice of his father’s spirit.  Nothing could feel better than that.  Back in their provincial village in China, his wife had her choice of willing young suitors; grateful as he was for her choice, he never really understood why she had chosen a quiet, gentle young man with dreams of making a settler’s life on the other side of the world. She had held concerns over this deal in the forest at first, he could tell; but he smiled now as he thought how pleased she would be now it was all over. 

What Weng didn’t know, what Weng couldn’t know, was that besides the money, he’d brought a little something extra home.  Something tiny.  Too small to be seen with the naked eye, in fact.  He was right. Everything was indeed about to change for his family - just not in the way he was expecting. 

❖❖❖


Chapter 3 

Like many men whose only definition of ‘real work’ encompassed moving some heavy object relative to the surface of the Earth, Duncan had never had a whole lot of truck with men who had soft hands. But he did allow, that his boss of the last few years - Lionel Garrick - was a ‘right smart fella’. This wasn’t an acknowledgment of Garrick’s education.  No, Duncan meant it in the way that others might instead have chosen to call him ‘savvy’. Soft hands or not, Duncan had watched this man unerringly smell a colonial dollar to be made a mile off. Plus, and it was a big plus to a raised-in-the-dirt man like Duncan, beneath his flowery English way of speaking, Garrick had more than his share of plain old God-given toughness about him. Given how he’d been raised, it would have come as little surprise to anyone that Duncan should put such stock in a man being tough. Or a woman, for that matter. Duncan never knew his father, but his mother had been exactly that. Tough. 

Garrick had no idea – still less would he have cared – about his employee’s opinions. To Garrick’s mind, Duncan was not paid to think. In fact, and despite considerable effort on Garrick’s part to lift Duncan’s thinking just a little in order to make more use of the man, his eventual value to Garrick was simply his unswerving loyalty. That, and the fact that Duncan seemed to lack any curiosity whatsoever. This latter characteristic made him a perfect associate for efforts to wrest profit from very special – if occasionally dubious - kinds of opportunity. The truth of it was that Garrick had a couple of better men at his disposal. Hamlin, for sure. But frankly none of the others were as, well - disposable as Duncan. He had invested in all his people – his ‘strays’ as his wife Aurelia liked to call them, with varying success. In Hamlin’s case the man had been footloose and wandering until Garrick saw the his unique potential, and took him into his employ. In this case, the man had quickly evolved to become Garrick’s trusted right-hand. 

No, right now what was on Garrick’s mind, like so many others, is that he was losing money. A lot of money. The early inhabitants of Philadelphia were dying - not as you’d normally expect, but in such numbers that others quickly caught on and fled while they could. It wasn’t as if Philadelphia was a stranger to death. Every year what folks had come to call the 'spring sickness' took its deadly toll along the settlements of the East Coast. But the Yellow Fever epidemic of 1793 had definitely removed any last doubt in the minds of her citizens about the general fragility of life in the new nation, nor of the appalling suffering that might precede the grave.  Arriving with French-Caribbean refugees, the virus had never been properly understood which merely made it all the more terrifying. Science, pseudo-science, and outright quackery vied with each other to deliver a cure. And yet no matter which nostrum a victim pursued, in the end, a lucky few simply and inexplicably arose from their delirium and survived, while one in every ten of the city's fifty thousand souls went on to perish miserably.   

That is to say, five thousand deaths appeared on the official Register. In truth nobody knew how many living on the fringes of settlement also experienced a ghastly, and ultimately anonymous end. There were no official witnesses to watch as the early symptoms of headaches and nausea progressed to the characteristic yellow discoloration of eyes and skin, and then a day or so later to the 'black vomiting' as the hapless victim expelled the contents of their bleeding stomach. Cruelly it seems, some appeared to make a brief recovery just before the vomiting started, lending false hope to the sufferer, who would then simply lapse severely a day or two later, and die in agony nonetheless. Alone on the outskirts, or in the company of others in the town, one thing was for sure, it wasn't a good way to go.  

Along with its victims, the city bled, as more than a third of her people eventually abandoned everything in their effort to escape the horror. And as people fled their businesses and labors, the economic losses for men like Garrick mounted by the day. Lenders suffered in particular as loans to the dead and dying defaulted, and eventually many of those who were not yet sick, simply fled to save their lives and loved ones, with little concern for notes owed to the bank. Gradually even the big businesses of mining, logging, and manufacture began to struggle as the able labor pool waned, and investment capital started to dry up. 

Amid all the challenges, and as if to justify Duncan’s faith in his ability to sniff out an opportunity, Garrick turned a minor stroke of luck, into a break. Although lucky wasn’t how he first reacted to the news that his wife, Aurelia, had struck yet another of her interminable dinner arrangements, this time with her dear friend Mrs Judith Parish - the Governor’s wife.  In complete contrast to Lionel Garrick, Aurelia had been born to a society family, and thereby admirably suited to teach him the importance of playing out their role among what passed for ‘the right people’. She’d seen considerable potential in the man, possessed, like so many others of the energy of the emerging American dream, but lacking the connections to make it real.  

Garrick was under no illusions as to just how much he owed his business connections and success to her, and by attending the right soiree, or the christening of a child born to a particular family – but damn it, he found Edras Parish, the Governor, a monumental old bore. Nonetheless, Garrick acknowledged that despite Parish’s ceaseless posturing, the man was a wealthy and influential force in the region. More importantly, Parish was a sometime business partner of Aurelia’s father. But on the previous occasions they had met, he’d developed the certain feeling that Parish regarded him as a social inferior. Hardly surprising – as more than once he’d thought that there would have been few whom Parish would have generously considered as his social equals.  But it was more than that. Garrick persistently felt that Parish was gently mocking him, as if being privy to Garrick’s more humble origins – as he no doubt was – provided him some faint crumb of humor at Garrick’s expense.  He never doubted that without his relationship to Aurelia, Parish wouldn’t have so much as cast him a glance in the street. 

However, just as Garrick seemed to have an unerring feel for a business deal - Aurelia importantly possessed just as keen a social sense. It wasn’t just that, of course. She was ambitious, and that ambition was supported by her beauty, sharp intelligence, and all the clinical polish that an expensive finishing school had offered. Aurelia unfailingly knew who was on the rise, and who was not. She could spot pretenders to social status from a mile off, and most importantly, steer her husband away from those headed for eventual disaster – often due to a predilection for fast women, or slow horses. Yes, if she’d arranged it, then the dinner mattered, and he’d just have to make the best of it. From her he had learned a simple truth. People like her father, and the Parish’s didn’t really have friends and relations in the typical way; everyone in their circles maintained their position by having some sort of function. And in that sense, Aurelia was every bit her father’s daughter. 

❖❖❖


Chapter 4

Garrick hadn’t been far from the mark.  That night at the Governor’s mansion, he suffered all through the meal.  By God, didn’t he just! Parish was in typically fine form and spared no effort in ensuring that his guests fully appreciated his stories that emphasized his importance, and connections.  His wife, Judith did her fair share of the work as well, although usually by lavishly gilding Parish’s endless immodest monologues. With midnight approaching Garrick wondered, and not for the first time, if Aurelia really liked Judith, or was it all just part of her social machinations?  By the time that Parish invited Garrick to withdraw to the veranda to smoke and share brandy, he was beside himself with boredom, and quite dangerously, almost out of the necessary patience to pretend otherwise.

The two men seated themselves in high-back loungers as two black servants in fine livery finished pouring brandy, and passed a silver lidded pot of coarse shag tobacco for their pipes.  Once their wives and Parish’s servants were out of earshot Garrick knew to expect talk to move quickly, as it always did, from society gossip and showy efforts to impress, onto real matters of influence and profit.  As the last of the servants stepped back and softly closed the French doors, Parish passed a taper to Garrick, and sat puffing thoughtfully while Garrick packed the bowl of his long stemmed churchwarden pipe, and then pressed the glowing taper to the tobacco. 

Spying a wandering mosquito, Parish blew a long stream of smoke towards it, smiling briefly as it was enveloped in the cloud. He turned slightly to Garrick - ‘I’m told that some allegedly great man once said, and I forget who, that when times change, sensible men change with them’.

 Not entirely sure how to respond to this, Garrick settled for a slow, thoughtful nod.

Parish continued, but with a slight edge to his voice - ‘If that great man were alive today – why, I’d take my buggy-whip to him.’

Garrick knew Parish enough not to take him lightly. He wasn’t sure where Parish was taking this conversation, but a suitably engaged response seemed called for. He asked, ‘I’m assuming that your reasons for doling out said thrashing would not be entirely philosophical?’

Parish snorted gently, then shook his head. Puffing his pipe with a touch more vigor, he replied, ‘No, sir. Entirely practical in this case, I assure you.’ He looked at Garrick for a long moment, and went on, his annoyance becoming more evident as he spoke - ‘I tell you my man, I’m pestered every day and at every turn by this new breed of fools who want us to believe that all those affected by a Governor’s decisions have the right to a damned say in them!’ He gestured loosely in the direction of the street. ‘As if the average ostler or storekeeper would have the slightest idea! I tell you sir, this all stems from the blasted imbecile Thomas Paine and his like. And I am apparently expected to embrace this fatuous nonsense all in the name of the colony’s progress’. 

While Garrick had been as glad as many to substitute the rule of the British Crown for a colonial legislature, 20 years past, he had some idea of what Parish meant. The papers had been giving over increasing column space to such thinking. As Parish observed, it had become the height of intellectual fashion in the new nation to proclaim the absence of the Old World class pretensions - utter rot, of course – and of the humble equality of all her newly minted citizens. Rot or not, Garrick’s own views didn’t have quite the energy to them that clearly fed Parish’s scorn. Parish’s frequent - and frequently tedious - passionate monologues on the subject - to the effect that the only men fit to govern the affairs of the growing nation were those who’d demonstrated a head for shrewd dealing and the ability to make hard decisions, were well known. And given Parish’s long-standing friendship with his father-in-law, Garrick felt it might be useful to weigh in with something a little more substantial. 

‘Personally, I blame Paine’s years in France, myself’. He said. ‘The French have been letting-on this way for years now, you know the sort of nonsense – that the common man should be as heard and entitled as any.’ 

Slyly assessing how this was going over with Parish, he was cautiously gratified to see the man nodding slightly in what he took to be agreement. ‘That may be, and if you’re right, then like most French fashion we could merely wait for its inevitable abandonment. But no, I fear not. It’s not just the herd, you see, Garrick. If I had my way I’d just brush this nonsense off’. He waved an arm airily, ‘You know, just let it run its course and exhaust itself. But a couple of my party’s more significant political opponents have adopted this ‘Rights of Man’ rhetoric as a cudgel, and they're intent on beating us with it. I don’t credit that they truly buy into it any more than I do, of course, but damn if it’s not getting them a ready audience. The scourings of the press are having a field day with it!’ 

He bumped his fist on the arm of his chair, ‘That swine at the Tribune, McCallum, is mostly after me because I put some rowdies on to him when he owed me money. Now he’s endlessly trumpeting on about the ‘impoverished fallen’ or some such blather, and claiming that as Governor I’m somehow responsible for the bodies of the destitute from Yellow Jack! That unless my office – and believe me, he means our party – does something about it that it’s all tantamount to proof that the revolution only changed who held the power, and that the lot of the commoner hasn’t improved one whit in going from a King to a President!’  

Parish turned a stern eye on Garrick who scowled, and allowed that ‘It was all a bit much’. 

Warming to his theme, Parish blathered on, ‘Oh, and it’s all playing mighty popular in the alehouses and around the docks and such, I can tell you! Bad enough Garrick, that the successful are suddenly expected to pander to the common herd, but these dolts simply fail to grasp the reality of our position, man! As men of business we have bigger issues to grapple with. Despite the growing size and number of our cities – the reality is that they still stand vulnerable. In God’s name! Surrounded by miles of unchecked wilderness and alive with all the dangers nature can provide, pestilence on every hand, and rife with tribes of people who constantly menace our commerce’. 

Garrick hadn’t seen a native settlement anywhere near Philadelphia for long enough to consider ‘rife’ a bit of a stretch, but he felt the need to offer a more substantive indication that he supported Parish’s concerns. ‘As you say, Governor, and for protection you can forget the City Militia, or worse, the Watch - lazy swines and drunken incompetents to a man! And paid for from the tithes levied upon decent businessmen like ourselves. I agree. It’s all becoming a bit much, but what can be done?’ 

Parish paused with his pipe and looked Garrick in the eye long enough that he began to regret his use of the word ‘we’.  The governor continued - ‘As I say, I now have the problem of what to do about these wretches when they die from Yellow Jack, and with nobody but the city and state to pay for their graves.  There’s no getting away from that one. God alone knows what it’ll all cost’.

Parish paused and rang a small bell on the table at his side. One of the servants promptly reappeared with another round of tobacco and brandy.  

As he accepted a top-up, Garrick found himself fervently hoping that Aurelia would shortly plead fatigue and allow them both the means to decently retire for the evening. He tired quickly when listening to Parish’s interminable rants.  In fact Garrick was sufficiently distracted by this thought that it took him a moment or two to realize that the other man might just have uttered something of interest, 

‘Pardon me, what was that?’

Parish was quiet for a long moment, ‘I said, that it occurs to me that you might be able to help me. Or rather . . .  we may be of some service to each other.’ 

Garrick paused for a moment, then nodded slowly. And over the next hour, in a haze of smoke and brandy-breath, the deal was struck. 

Garrick sat with his top hat in his lap as the carriage rattled and lurched its way through the city streets towards their home. Looking down he reflected on the fact that he genuinely missed his old three-cornered leather tricorne hat. However, awhile back Aurelia had insisted that the fashionable men of such places as London and New York now all wore the new top hats. As if he truly cared what other men wore. Conceding that she so often knew best about such things, and with his typical reluctance to challenge her – he’d simply made the change. Privately he still thought it nonsense. Surely what mattered more was what went on beneath the hat. Looking back up at her on the opposite seat he noticed her looking at him. Watching might be a better description.  He smiled at her. She offered a slight smile in return before looking out of her window thoughtfully. By the time they rode through the gates to their home Garrick was convinced that she’d known of the deal, or at least its prospect, all along.  Walking to the house, her hand resting on his arm, he wondered, and not for the first time, what else she knew. 

❖❖❖


Chapter 5 

For a while the city’s sickness had cost Garrick dearly.  Most obviously in money, but also as his fortune began to decline, he increasingly felt a sense of isolation from those with ‘old money’ – the ones able to ride out the highs and lows with no apparent impact upon how they lived, how they entertained. As that feeling deepened, so too did his deep source of anxiety – the need for reassurance, respect, and acceptance. But little of that showed now as Garrick made his way through the early hustle to his waterfront office thinking all the way over the previous night’s dealings. The nagging shadows of doubt had faded away. They would reappear;  they always did, but for now his new venture - with the Governor, the prospect of profit, and the bright unseasonable sunshine swept them back into the darker recesses of his mind. Like many who think of themselves as self-made men he actually considered himself pretty resilient, and while he wasn’t exactly what one would call happy this morning, he was flush with confidence that this new deal Parish was the catalyst that was about to turn things around for him. 

Garrick dodged adroitly around a French-accented beggar’s outstretched hand, his thoughts momentarily interrupted. He was distracted by the faint recognition that the man’s coat and cuffs had once cost a pretty penny – maybe a former Cap Francois plantation manager, even an owner?  Not that it would have occurred to him for a second to fish in his pocket for a few coins; that was life, you see. Some went up, others down. The trick was to be sure to be among the former. He resumed his train of thought - where was he?  Yes, that’s right - the thing was to be able to move on opportunities while others were still busy blathering on about the problems, or feeling sorry for themselves.

Minutes later, Garrick stood waiting impatiently at the windows of his elegant wood-paneled corner office, a glass of hot tea in his hand, as an obsequious clerk fussed and stacked papers requiring his attention into perfectly-ordered piles on his desk. When the man hurriedly left having realized his employer’s mounting impatience, Garrick strode across a rug that would have fed a working man’s family for a year, and settled into his high-backed leather chair. As he sat, he briefly mused on the love-hate relationship he’d developed with this office. Originally chosen for its commanding view of the bustling heart of the City from which he initially turned profits and recognition, he later came to hate that same view when it filled daily with the spectacle of people trying to buy and barter their way out of Philadelphia by horse, wagon, or boat. To Garrick every one of them amounted to being further evidence of the mounting losses his nervous clerks would place upon his desk each morning. But now, with this plan – yes Things were looking up again. It wasn’t a complete answer, but it was a very good start. It was time to go to work. 

By the time the evening drew in, he’d made real progress. Garrick pushed back his chair and rubbed his knuckles deeply into his eyes. He should have been home long before. But he knew Aurelia would understand. Tired as he was, he let himself feel good.  It wasn’t even really about the money. No, it was something else, something more – visceral. It was the adrenaline rush that accompanied the conclusion of any successful deal. He wondered, was this how other successful men felt? A champion jockey perhaps as he crossed the finish line? The crowd on its feet, yelling themselves hoarse, money won - money lost, time standing-still for just one solitary moment … all eyes on the jockey? In such moments he saw himself as he knew others must - validated, legitimate, belonging. If only it would last. 

His reverie done for the moment, he labored on. It took him into and through the night, but as the earliest hint of daybreak came over the hills, it was all there. The original deal with Parish called for the collection of bodies already wrapped in winding-sheets and lime, and transporting them into the wilderness ‘at least 100 statute miles from Philadelphia, and no closer than 25 miles from the nearest non-native dwelling or settlement’ - as the contract would eventually say. Parish had been clear. He could not take the chance of this problem circling around on him and his backers and potentially doing even more damage. Once there, the cadavers were to be buried at least six feet below ground, well beyond the reach of scavengers. By Garrick’s initial reckoning Duncan and a hired crew could move the dead at a rate of 25 per wagon, and five wagons at a time. Four, maybe five days out, two days on site, four days return. A fresh load roughly every eleven days, at around $25 a wagon in profit– and best of all - no end in sight to the ravages of Yellow Jack!  This was going to generate a tidy yield, no question. 

Good as the deal was, Garrick hadn’t been long at work on the details before he saw a way to turn a tidy profit, into a killing. It was simplicity itself.  Rather than wagons making a return journey, he’d leave a gang of diggers on site and run wagon teams back-and-forth to them instead. That change, he figured, to be worth a whole additional run every 14 days or so. That was more like it. Then he really got to thinking – Parish had stipulated that bodies were not to be closer than 25 miles to dwellings or settlements – but specified ‘at least 100 miles’ from Philadelphia. Surely if 25 miles was good enough for an isolated farmstead or village, it would be enough for the city? It seemed to him that Parish were just being excessively cautious. The risks couldn’t really make that much of a difference, could they? Like many men whose expertise revolved around making money, it took no time at for Garrick to convince himself that he knew best on a matter like this.  He recalled riding with Hamlin through forests a year ago, scouting a tannery site, and running into a swampy stretch of woodland time and again. Where was it? Yes, about 30 miles from Philadelphia’s outskirts. At the time he’d considered the time wasted and the land good for nothing, but now - smiling to himself, he dipped the quill in the silver ink-pot, and starting calculating anew. 

Philadelphia’s expansion was continually northward in the direction of Trenton and New York; partly attributable to their proximity to the water with all its trade advantages, but no less a factor was that the more to the west one traveled, the more likely it became that one would find oneself – however temporarily – coming to the attention of one of many fierce tribes.  Stories abounded, some true, of the torments that were the lot of a careless traveler who became the captured object of a tribe’s ‘amusements’.  Garrick reasoned that if his people avoided going too far west of the area that Hamlin and himself had scouted the year before, they’d avoid the attentions of the natives, nor risk discovery by the patrols, and with no risk of the site becoming known.  Given a few months and a good dose of quicklime and on the random chance that someone poked around the swamp and found what was left of the bodies, they’d be just anonymous bones, with no plausible connection to himself.    He liked it.  However, if it was to work, a key ingredient was the services of a reliable man who’d keep his trap shut, and who’d get things done.  A man who also wouldn’t ask too many questions.  He smiled. Yes, Duncan would be perfect. 

Garrick rubbed his face, feeling the stubble on his chin. It had been a long night. But it was all going to be worth it.  His last thought as he locked up to head home for a wash and brief rest, was that Aurelia would approve. She always did when he found ways to wrest more money from a deal. She got that from her prosperous swine of a father. Actually prosperous didn’t cut it, the old man was filthy with blunt, absolutely rolling in the stuff. 

She would often remind Garrick, ‘Daddy always said, leave nothing on the table.  Take everything from a man and you don’t only have his money, you have him too.’

Then, she’d smile her little smile. 

❖❖❖


Chapter 6 

Garrick may have been happy with the plan, but a couple of months later and up to his ears in a wet forest swamp Duncan was anything but that. Less so each time he contemplated having to tell his demanding boss that things weren’t working out the quite way the way Garrick had so smoothly planned from the comfort of his office. Perhaps he should have done so when Garrick’s last messenger made his way back to Philadelphia almost a week back. But at the time Duncan had banked that as his Chinese work gang made progress, things would improve. They hadn’t.  

The Governor’s contract was never going to be easy money. Good money, sure, but Duncan always knew it meant hard work at the dirty end. But even he hadn’t expected things to be as bad as this, the swampy ground thick with old roots, and then one of his diggers sickening and dying but a day after that Chinese feller had came out at night to drop off supplies. One coolie more or less out of twenty wasn’t the issue, it was how he’d died. It was how the man had looked – or at least what we left of him. It was how he sounded in the hour before his body gave out. Duncan’s hand had hovered near the musket on his saddle near the end; close to making an end of it, then and there. He had felt some of the tightness leave his own chest when the throaty gurgling and bubbling ceased as the last of whatever had kept the poor creature alive was finally spent. Duncan had done his best to ignore the God-awful stench which lingered so long after they’d disposed of the remains. 

The man’s passing changed everything for his work gang. Duncan would probably have felt better if they’d done what he expected - made a ruckus and threatened to quit - not that any of them would have wanted to make their way home on foot from here. He would have known exactly how to handle that, grab one of the ring-leaders and gave him a licking with a nice piece of hickory. That’d straighten them all up a bit – plus they’d all work a sight harder in the days that followed. But they didn’t quit. Families, it seemed, needed their rice.

When the men broke and ate now the talk was hushed, and none laughed aloud. What so far had been the monotony of the forested hills’ dim light and dank underfoot, became something else. It was as if the dark, rotting forest - previously held back by the pressure of their better spirits - was now freed by the man’s death, and creeping in. Duncan overheard one of the gang saying that one of the older men – Li Minghui - had said that they’d been lied to about the job; the bodies they were to bury hadn’t died from the Yellow Fever. He’d said this was something else. Had they been lied to? Had he been lied to? Duncan couldn’t be sure, but however much Garrick was motivated to turn a buck – and by God, wasn’t he just – Duncan had always known the man to look after his people – if they pleased him, anyway. Surely the man wouldn’t have sent him out here knowing things would get this bad. Then again, Duncan had overheard that the business had been losing a whole heap of money for awhile – that couldn’t have been going down well with that high-and-mighty rich piece Garrick was married to. Duncan had overheard Garrick one day down at the stables talking to that bastard Hamlin about the money. Hamlin, the prick who thought he was so much better than all the others on Garrick’s crew. Oh sure, he was smart and all that, but Duncan had heard the whispers about him in the alehouse. How he’d been one of them Wanderers and such; the stuff they said he’d done during – even after – the war. People liked to tell colorful stories – but you only had to look into that man’s eyes to see that something wasn’t right. Hamlin scared him. Duncan snorted – must’ve scared the bejesus out of that little Chinese supply fella the time that the boss had sent Hamlin up to that no-account settlement to sort the deal! Anyway, much as Garrick clearly trusted Hamlin more than the likes of himself, he didn’t think he would have set him to this job if he’d known about this, this - whatever it was.  But still... 

Leaning with his back to a tree on the edge of the light circle from the work gang’s cooking fire, Duncan unconsciously rubbed his arms through the sleeves of his filthy shirt.  Duncan wasn’t a clever man, a fact that usually allowed him to sleep well under circumstances that would trouble an average man, or at least one given to thinking much at all. But Duncan was worried.  Sure, one death and some whispers weren’t so much to get all agitated about, and hadn’t Garrick cautioned him in advance that the Chinese were known for their superstitious nature and ‘not to stand for any of their nonsense?’ Like most living in Philadelphia Duncan also knew the symptoms and signs of the Yellow Fever off-by-heart.  Who didn’t? As he looked upon the exhausted faces of his fire-lit laborers, something deep inside whispered to him that the Chinese elder was right. He wasn’t dealing with victims of Yellow Jack. He remembered Garrick’s assurances that once the Yellow Fever victims were dead, wrapped in their lime-washed cotton winding sheets, and put on the wagons, that the living had nothing to fear from them. Even for Duncan the present situation seemed plain - either the dead man was already sick with this, this – thing, when he was hired, or something else, something worse, was very wrong with their cargo. 

In ordinary circumstances this might have been settled quickly; saddling up his horse and riding to the nearest town for  a doctor to come look at his men would have done it. But here Duncan had a problem, and it arose directly from Garrick’s plan. Duncan well knew that the actual terms of the contract were for Garrick to oversee the removal of ‘destitute dead’ to a place of common burial to be ‘not within 100 statute miles of the city’, and even to Duncan, burying them in a swamp some 30 miles from Philadelphia didn’t qualify.  Although the city’s leaders had accepted that those with families in the city expected to inter their unfortunate loved ones in reserved family plots, if a family has such means, all well and good. But in all other cases, burying is an expensive function for a city to bear, and the deal that Lionel Garrick struck with the Governor had a sound and – more importantly - affordable feel to it for a politician. Once more Duncan’s boss had proven his knack for discovering a means to profit before others would - and fair credit to the man for his unerring instinct for cash. Duncan knew that if the bodies were buried a little closer than agreed, Garrick must stand to pocket enough to make the risks worthwhile. And who’d know? Well, a doctor would if Duncan was stupid enough to go running to him. No, that couldn’t happen. 

Garrick had chosen well. Even as Duncan paced about the site, unable to settle, he knew he couldn’t afford to go near any settlement for help. Every contact with strangers was of interest to tiny communities and was sure to set tongues wagging. Even the nearest settlement, the one that the Chinese hardware trader had come from and where hardly one spoke English, was too big a risk. Besides, straying too far from a trail while traveling to any of these places might make him the unexpected guest of a tribe. That last thought brought with it a barely suppressed shudder. No. Walking through the dripping trees toward his tent Duncan resigned himself to the simple realization that the only path open to him was to keep the laborers hard at their digging. That’s right. Just be done with it all as fast as possible, and get back to Philadelphia before, he too perhaps, fell sick. That last thought caused him to wonder if his tent wasn’t a little too close for comfort to the tarp shelter used by the men. He was just about to bellow an order for a couple of them to shift his tent, then quickly thought better of it. He’d move it himself.  Just to be safe.

❖❖❖


Chapter 7 

Standing at the side of his stable doors, Weng cupped his hands and splashed the cool rainwater over his face and head, enjoying the fresh, earthy scent that rose from the ground after the night’s showers. The morning sun warmed his skin, a gentle breeze carrying the distant sound of chickens clucking and a cart creaking along the village track. He paused, then smiled as the happy sounds came to him of his daughter playing with his wife. It always seemed to him a sound that shimmered with promise; as if the happy peals of any of the settlement’s children gave true life to its name - Hope. He was grateful not only for his wife’s endless capacity to wring laughter from their child, but also in her patience and delight  in playing the role of teacher. Just as well, he thought. Their little settlement of a half-dozen stores and workshop cottages, itself surrounded by a further dozen or so outlying tiny cabins was going to have to shift for itself for some time before it could attract and pay a real school-mam – and longer until they’d be able to build a decent school.  Nowhere was the difference between the young nation’s rich and poor clearer than on the question of schooling. Still, they’d talked it over in their village council of sorts when word first reached them of highly educated French refugees from the Sugar Islands some of whom, it was said, were ready to work for mere food and lodging as governesses and tutors. After all, as the only village of any size for miles capable of supporting the nearby farmers and trappers, it was sure to grow. As he pulled his coarse linen shirt on he looked about him at the settlement optimistically named ‘Hope’ by its very first residents, and knew his child would need an education well before such things came to pass.

Right now, he had chores to take care of. Picking up the worn wagon-harness Weng turned it over and over in his hands. The straps and buckles were a mix of old and new, original and patched-up; it needed repairing, again. Even the wide padded collars themselves had lost their shape and firmness. Hell, it all needed replacing! He was surprised that it had held up long enough to pull the large order of supplies along that shitty forest track and back.  It certainly wouldn’t handle any more big jobs like that without serious attention. He shouldered the harness and strode up the track that wound through the settlement’s center, and headed towards the Owen cottage; hopefully his wheelwright friend could work some magic to get a few more weeks of use from the tack.

Owen, the Welsh-born wheelwright, was hard at work in the yard behind his cottage, the sharp tang of hot iron and smoke filling the air. The rhythmic clanging of hammer against metal echoed off the nearby trees, mingling with the sounds of birds in the distance. Weng paused just outside the work yard, inhaling the familiar scent of freshly-cut timber, mixed with the rich aroma of the forge. Owen and his wife had been good to Weng’s family, and had been the first to make them welcome. Weng was also pretty sure that Owen had never charged him the full amount due for any repairs he’d made. This time Weng was determined to pay the man properly. This time he could. 

Skirting the cottage itself Weng headed toward the work yard and workshop at the rear. The pit-sawn timber shelter and forge that was Owen’s smithy and workshop was soot-blackened and looked as if it had stood there since the dawn of time.  Weng stopped at the edge of what passed for the yard at the rear of the cottage.  Despite the lack of real warmth in the fall sunshine, Owen and his eldest boy stood sweating on either side of a six foot freshly-spoked wagon wheel, their leather gauntlet sheathed hands clamped tightly on the limbs of smith’s tongs, in their jaws a steel rim, glowing fresh from the anvil and forge. As Weng watched they began to lower the heavy rim into its seat on the wheel, 

‘Steady son, steady...’

Owen senior’s head bobbed left and right as he watched the rim settle - ‘Easy does it! We’ll get one chance to get this right or the bloody thing will rattle and shake its whole life long.’

The boy nodded, ready to move the instant his father said the word.

‘Drop it! Owen cried.

With a fluency born of practice they dropped the rim and in what seemed to be a single movement, turned and threw gloves and tongs aside as they grabbed quickly for sledge hammers. Weng flinched as the ringing noise of father and son beating the rim down into its place on the wheel stung at his ears.

‘That’ll do, lad.’ Owen said. He eyeballed the set of the rim and, apparently satisfied, turned and picked up a wooden bucket of water. He walked slowly around the rim pouring the water onto the steel in a steady dribble. Hissing and spitting the rim began to shrink and set in place on the wheel. Both men disappeared briefly as steam billowed around the wheel. Owen reappeared a moment later gently waving his hand in front of his face to dispel the vapor. For the first time his attention was free to leave the new wheel. He spied his neighbor and broke into a grin. 

‘Good morrow Weng, my friend!  As usual, you’ve arrived after all the work is done!’

Owen turned to his son and jerked his head towards the cottage’s back door, ‘Run inside lad, and see if mother has a pitcher for us of her lemonade.’

The boy left at a run, and Owen grabbed a coarse scrap of cloth and sat on the wide stump that now served as a seat. He nodded toward the space beside him, ‘Join me.’

Weng sat beside his neighbor as Owen wiped his hands and brow. Weng nodded towards the new wheel, ‘That’s a big one’ 

‘It is that. Old man McCullough is convinced that a set of bigger wheels will stop his wagon getting mired on the track each time the rains come.’

‘Will they?’ Weng asked.

‘Aye, they’ll probably help a little with ruts. Other than that, it’s just more weight.’  He grinned at Weng. 

Weng pulled the harness from his side and dropped it in front of his feet, the worn leather creaking faintly as it hit the ground. The strong, familiar scent of sweat and horse lingered on the old straps. ‘Please. Can you look at this? My tack needs fixing again.’

Owen grabbed it by one end and not for the first time cocked an experienced eye at the age and condition of the harness, ‘I’m thinking you’re actually well overdue for a new one. But I’m sure we’ll be able to sort something for you for the meantime.’ 

‘Thank you.’ Weng smiled and briefly bobbed his head.

Owen smiled. ‘The Missus tells me that she saw your wagon head south the other night. You pick up some business?’

Weng put the palms of his hands together and pressed his fingertips almost to his lips as he spoke, ‘Fortune has seen fit to smile upon my family – for a change.’ 

Owen laughed clapping the young Chinese man lightly on the shoulder. He liked Weng. Also, the hard-working lad, his wife and their child were the youngest couple attracted to their little community thus far. Hope needed more youngsters. 

‘Not before time too my boy. Well, we can take care of the harness repairs until you can get to the city for a new one.’ He thought a moment, ‘When you do go for your new one, I’ll give you the name of a man who’ll look after you. He’ll do you a fair deal.’ 

A moment later Owen’s son arrived his arms filled with a pitcher of water and some crude wooden mugs, ‘Mum says this is all there is’ - he hesitated a moment - ‘because some greedy old bugger finished the lemonade.’

Owen burst out laughing. He flicked his head toward the cottage, ‘Back you go, lad.  Your mam could do with a hand.’ His son nodded quickly and ran off bearing a cheeky grin.  Weng smiled gently, though he was still a little shocked by how freely the other settlers spoke to one another. Try as he might, he couldn’t imagine his wife ever doing this - nor of allowing their daughter to grow to show so little respect. He knew it was just one of the ways in which they were different, but thought none the less of the Owens for it. He knew how he felt was gained from all the ritualized patterns of his early life in China. 

Owen watched his boy go with a wistful look. Picking up a small twig he began making leisurely lines and shapes in the dust at their feet. ‘Hard sometimes to think that he’ll be thirteen this summer”, Owen said.

‘He’s a good boy,’ Weng offered.

‘Aye, if you keep his hands busy with enough honest work!’ Owen laughed again, pride evident in every happy crease on his face.

 Finishing his water, Weng excused himself and headed back down the slope toward his cottage-store. The sound of distant hammering faded behind him, replaced by the rustle of leaves in the gentle breeze and the soft chatter of neighbors exchanging morning greetings. The rich smell of wood smoke drifted from nearby chimneys, blending with the earthy scent of damp soil. 

As he walked he noticed that his step was a little labored. He felt warmer too than usual, and one ear seemed a little blocked. It would be ironic, he thought, if he’d actually been right when he told that oaf Duncan he might have caught cold. He’d tell his wife later.  She’d read his signs, gather herbs, and make him tea. She always knew what was best to do. With her help he’d be fine in no time. He entered the stable and took up a shovel – as always there was plenty of work to do before taking rest. 

❖❖❖


Chapter 8 

Duncan’s sigh was long and heart-felt. Damn. Reaching down he righted the cup that until moments before held hot coffee. He began rubbing the middle of his forehead, eyes closed. Not good. He had to get out of here. He frowned. He wasn’t used to making big decisions: tried it a couple of times – got fired twice. Since joining Garrick’s crew he’d made sure he knew what was wanted, and just did it. Plain and simple. Leave the thinking to others. But this … this was different, and he was alone with the problem. If he stayed and did as Garrick had asked he’d likely get as sick as his men, maybe die, and fail anyway. But if he just upped and left, well - he didn’t much like the thought of explaining that to his boss. Duncan had watched others try and explain failure: it never ended well. His head buzzed with fatigue. He’d needed that coffee. What to do? The sickness had ravaged his gang, and work had all but stopped since late the day before. If Duncan left now, Garrick would have to understand. Wouldn’t he?   

He was scared. Of the sickness. Of the forest. Desperate to get away. The memory of the men’s gurgling breaths, the wet, sticky coughs, clung to him like the damp air. Their skin - bloated, rotting, oozing. The sour stench still clung to his clothes, to his skin. It was everywhere. He gagged, bile rising. Don’t think. Just move. Duncan decided that risking Garrick’s reaction was the lesser of two evils. 

The sun was setting, and fast. He looked toward the crude tailboard kitchen at the gang’s only wagon – there was nobody preparing the evening’s rations. From the tarp shelters around the clearing’s edge a weak moan or a morbid bubbling cough said some of his gang were still alive - barely.  Moving softly Duncan unhitched a pack horse and lead it over to join his own. Couldn’t have any laborer well enough to cling desperately to a horse going and raising hell someplace, without it, well, none of them were leaving the woods. Heaving his worn bags onto the pack horse, he took one last look at the site.  Not good.  Not good at all. Traveling at night in the colonies held real dangers; not one of which crossed Duncan’s mind as he turned the animals onto the narrow trail through the forest. The hard part was yet to come, but he had the best part of two day’s time to figure out what to tell Garrick. For tonight, at least, it was enough to be putting distance between himself and the misery of the campsite. 

At the camp, silence gradually took over and, without fire or lamplight for the first time since the gang had arrived, the forest quietly closed in on its secret.

Duncan picked his way along the trail, careful. His heart hammered in his chest, and every step felt heavier than the last. The dying men, their sounds, their smell. God, the smell. Bile burned at the back of his throat, but he swallowed it down. Not the time to panic. Not here. Not now. This was no place to end up hurt or helpless. 

As his mare picked her way carefully along the path she would occasionally stop for no obvious reason. Her ears pricked forward, her body tense beneath him. Short, sharp snorts. The pack horse echoed her, nervous. Both of them staring into the trees, frozen. Listening. Duncan held his breath. The wind whispered through the leaves. Something cracked. He whipped his head around. Nothing. Just dark spaces and more silence. After a few moments, and with a gentle urge from Duncan’s knees his horse would move forward again, leading the other. Until the next sudden pause. Each time it happened Duncan felt his heart thump in his chest.  Sweat drenched the spine of his shirt. He was almost ready to yell at her; but like the mare he knew better than to make noise.  He had no idea what was spooking her, but by the time they neared the point where they would turn onto the Philadelphia track he knew, really knew, for the first time why people were afraid of the dark.  Christ!  And hadn’t that animal Hamlin lived in places like this, maybe worse, for years?  What kind of man did that?  For that matter, what kind of beast did that if it had another choice?  No wonder he made everyone but his master Garrick uneasy. 

Almost the whole journey would take him through woodland, almost to the outskirts of the city itself; but not like that which embraced the swamp. As fast as he wanted to put some distance under their hooves, the horses needed a rest, he needed it too, but the prospect of spending what remained of the night at the edge of that swampy forest, with – whatever it was that was spooking his animals was more than he could bear. He’d go on a ways, there was a spot where the track passed through a large natural clearing a bit over an hour and a half ride further on. That’s where he’d stop, rest the horses, and try for some sleep.

As he made his way east a late fog began to materialize around him. Not long after, he felt as much as he saw the trees either side drawing back from the track and guessed he was entering the clearing. Enough was enough. The vast indifferent landscape around them felt a little less threatening than before. Dismounting he walked the horses slowly to the cover of the timber’s edge and tied the reins to a branch low enough that they would be able to graze in the morning. With the animals tethered he drew his bed roll from the top of the saddlebags and prodded in the dark with his feet to find a space flat enough to lay down. Without a means to see and gather tinder and fuel, a fire would have to wait for morning. Fully-clothed and wrapped in a couple of gray army blankets he tried to find enough physical comfort and peace of mind to sleep, the implications of the events at the camp and his choice to leave really beginning to sink in.  He told himself it was partly that one o’ clock in the morning feeling when everything looks bad as can be. Maybe with a dose of daylight and a warm fire on which to brew his coffee he’d figure something out. Sleep came to him and aside from the occasional sound of movement from the horses, the glade became still. 

The thin fall sunshine was starting to touch to top of the bank of remaining mist as Duncan woke. He hated waking anyway, and especially so since the time Hamlin had told him that when a man couldn’t help make grunting noises as he stretched and turned when he woke it was a sign of old age. Just another good reason to hate that swine Duncan thought. He sat up while still rubbing his puffy eyes and trying hard – without success – to suppress small grunts and groans as he straightened his chilled and damp limbs. Fuck Hamlin! He remained sitting for a moment and brushed an assortment of tiny twigs and bits of leaf from his hair and beard. Looking around he saw the shapes of the tall timber at the clearing’s edge taking form out of the mist, the eerie profile being gradually replaced by details and the familiar rich reds and amber of fall. The air was pungent with the clean aroma of a nearby thick stand of spruce.  Chilled and stiff as he was, Duncan had been right.  He did feel better for some rest. 

He spent the next thirty minutes pushing through the autumn weeds and dead-fall gathering kindling for a fire. He made his coffee the old way, with a pinch of salt to draw out the flavor. Nothing else quite like it. The trouble was, that once the coffee began to kick in, his early sense of comfort started to evaporate along with the thinning mist. He’d been thinking about this all wrong. This wasn’t just reporting failure. It wasn’t just the dead Chinese laborers or lost supplies. No. This was bigger. Besides, they had specifically picked them just in case there was trouble. No, that wasn’t gonna be a big deal. No, the real problem was that he was about to go to Garrick and try and convince him that these bodies didn’t die from no Yellow Jack. If Duncan was right, and he was sure that he was, then maybe this was the end of Garrick’s contract. Just like that. Nothing. And Garrick paid Duncan to handle tasks like this one; and if Duncan didn’t – well, there were plenty more Duncan’s out there. No matter how he thought about this, he couldn’t predict how Garrick would react, and without that, Duncan couldn’t see a way for it to come out good for him. 

He mounted his horse and sat in the middle of the track facing towards Philadelphia. There really wasn’t much he could do. He’d just tell the man straight enough. Hell, it weren't his fault that them Chinese all took sick - fact was, he was lucky to get out of there alive, and that was the truth of it! He’d not have been of much use to Garrick dead, now would he? 

Buoyed a little with these final thoughts, he gave his horses ribs a nudge and started off. With any luck he’d make the city a little after nightfall.

❖❖❖


Chapter 9 

Duncan reached the city outskirts just as the weather turned. The night had fallen, moonless and overcast. A chill wind whipped through the streets, stirring the smoke from the chimneys. The mingled smells of burning wood, damp stone, and cooking fires wrapped around him like a noose. He slowed the horses as Garrick’s offices loomed closer, his heart pounding with each step. The speech he’d practiced in his head felt useless now. The words were slipping away, like the warmth from the night.  

Entering the stables at the rear of Garrick’s building Duncan had all but convinced himself that things mightn’t turn out so badly after all. Garrick was a businessman, he’d know good sense when he heard it. Duncan lit a single oil lamp, its weak flame flickering against the cold. He hung it near the stalls, high enough so the horses wouldn’t knock it over. One lamp would do. He’d come back to tend to the horses later. He just needed to get upstairs, get this over with. His hands reached for the saddlebags—then froze. Something wasn’t right. He wasn’t alone. Duncan spun, eyes wide, heart thudding against his ribs. The bags slipped from his hands, landing in the manure and straw with a dull thud. In the shadow, half-hidden, Hamlin stood watching.  

Duncan froze. His heart pounded so hard it drowned out the sounds of the stables. Before he could recover, Hamlin spoke. The words came slow and soft, dripping with menace.

‘Why - are you here?’

Duncan became conscious of a small muscle beneath his left eye twitching involuntarily. He really, really, wished it would stop. Had Hamlin been here all along? No, Duncan was certain that he hadn’t been there when Duncan came in and lit the lamp. 

Jesus! The bastard had moved like a ghost! The man was truly frightening; like a stalking animal for Christ’s sake!

Hamlin took a step forward into the lamplight, and just as quickly Duncan stepped back bumping the mare as he did so - she snorted her disapproval and stomped a couple of times in her stall. Duncan recovered his balance, resisting the temptation to look behind him – the real threat was to his front. He stood motionless except for the need to swallow hard. He became aware that his eye had started twitching again. Hamlin tilted his head and shoulders forward slightly, even in the meager half-light the posture signaling an explosive, and hardly-contained, lethal energy. Again, the soft, almost gentle, voice asked - ‘Little man,’ Hamlin said, his voice softer still, ‘I’ll ask you one more time—why are you here, and not at the diggings?’

In any other circumstance, calling Duncan “little” would’ve been a joke. A cruel one, sure, but a joke. Now, it wasn’t funny. Not from Hamlin. It wasn’t an insult. It was a threat. And Duncan’s fear deepened. He knew he had to respond. His mouth went dry. ‘I … they’re gone! All of them. Dead. Every last one. It wasn’t the Jack. It was something else. Something from the bodies we were supposed to bury!’ 

Hamlin didn’t blink. He stared at Duncan, weighing his words in the same way a butcher weighs meat. Duncan knew he’d said too much. He’d screwed up. Now it was up to Garrick to decide if he’d live to fix it. Before he could respond, Duncan resumed his babbling, 

‘Something’s wrong Mr Hamlin!  It’s not what they think; it took them all so quick!’ And in a moment of sudden bravado - ‘Anyway, I reports to Mr Garrick… so when the last of them sickened I thought I should come and report to him.’ Duncan groaned inwardly, regretting the emphasis on Garrick’s name as soon as it left his mouth. He rubbed the palms of his hands on his thighs nervously - sure that he’d gone an inch too far, sure that he’d given Hamlin cause to react. 

For what seemed like forever Hamlin just looked at him with a frozen expression of unconcealed dislike.  Then, with just the trace of a slight smile passing across his lips, he said quietly,

‘Quite right, little man. You do.  If the day comes when that changes - or if maybe Mr Garrick has no more use for you, then you may get to learn something new about pain.’ His smile deepened into a predatory leer, ‘You probably think you know what pain is now. But you don’t. Not yet.’ 

 He stared at Duncan long enough for the man to read the truth in his eyes, then jerked his head toward the stairs at the back of the stable and started to lead the way up to Garrick’s office. The two men made their way through the quiet office passages, the last of the clerks having left an hour or so before. Hamlin paused for a moment at Garrick’s door. ‘Wait here until you’re asked for.’ 

Avoiding eye contact, Duncan just nodded dumbly.  Hamlin tapped softly on the door and went in without waiting, closing it silently behind him. Jesus, thought Duncan, didn’t that man ever make a noise? He found it impossible to stand still. He paced up and down outside Garrick’s office, feeling sick to his stomach. It was close to ten minutes before the door suddenly cracked open spilling light into the hallway and Duncan turned. Hamlin beckoned him in.

‘Mr Garrick, your employer - would like a word.’ This time there was nothing slight about his smile.

Duncan had seen his boss in some foul states before, but nothing quite like this - hell’s teeth, but the man was incensed! Between his encounter with Hamlin in the stable, and now this, it was all Duncan could do to think straight. 

‘Mr. Hamlin tells me you’re here to report failure.’ Garrick’s voice cut through Duncan’s thoughts, sharp as a blade. Duncan opened his mouth, but Garrick raised a hand. Silence. ‘Before we get into that, let me ask you - have all the bodies been buried?’

Oh God, this was so bad.  Duncan hung his head miserably and, in a voice quiet enough to do Hamlin credit, responded - ‘No, sir.’

In the warm glow of the firelight the muscles along Garrick’s jaw shifted and tensed as he digested the implications of this. His hands on the finely turned wooden arms of his chair now resembled nothing so much as taut claws. ‘No, sir.’ Garrick softly repeated. 

‘And how many of the - um, shipment, shall we say, remain sitting out there in the open?’ Duncan hesitated, the skin around his eyes creasing into a grimace of dismay. Garrick’s voice burst out with terrifying rage, ‘Answer me you insolent prick! How many?’

Duncan cringed, his shoulders pulling downward as if trying to make himself appear smaller - ‘About half of ‘em. Mr Garrick. Sir.’

Garrick let out a long slow breath, leaned back in his chair, elbows on the arms, closed his eyes and began to massage the bridge of his nose with the fingers and thumb of one hand. After a few moments, he opened his eyes once more and turned his head to glance across at Hamlin.  ‘About, half.’ 

Hamlin responded with the tiniest tilt of his head towards the world outside the office window to his side. Garrick understood. He shook his own head fractionally in response. Hamlin got the message. 

Not now.  Not yet.

Garrick turned back toward Duncan who still had his eyes firmly fixed on the floor between his boots, his weight slowly shifting from one foot to the other – the man looked ready to fall down. ‘Duncan, sit!’ 

Duncan moved unsteadily to a nearby plain-backed chair and sat. Garrick turned to his lieutenant, ‘Mr Hamlin, if you would be so kind?’ He nodded towards a tray with bottles and glasses on the side-table and smiled. ‘It appears that Mr Duncan could use something to fortify him. In fact, I think we might all benefit from a little brandy.’  

As Hamlin poured drinks, Garrick continued, his voice a notch or two softer than before, now that a measure of control was back within his grasp, 

‘So. Where were we? Ah yes - let me get this straight -’ Garrick said, deliberately speaking slowly and with enough emphasis that Duncan was in no doubt as to what his boss thought of his story, ‘You claim that we have lost an entire work gang to some mystery illness. An illness, which incidentally, just chose to spare your wretched neck. Lucky you. You say, that my wagons and tools are still at the site, that my valuable horses are – well, who knows? That we have a number of bodies still above ground that need burying. And from what Mr Hamlin tells me, you seem to feel that we should just pack up and walk away.’ He paused, clearly making an effort to not let his temper get the better of him again, ‘Most unsatisfactory, gentlemen. Most unsatisfactory.’ 

Hamlin quietly handed around the drinks. Duncan looked beyond intimidated. He looked - petrified. Nonetheless, he tried to rally and defend himself. 

‘It’s God’s truth, Mr Garrick! I swear, it’s just as I said - we can’t go back there, nobody can!’

Garrick looked across at Hamlin, now seated in a shadow to the side of the fireplace, sipping his drink, his eyes on Garrick. For a few seconds the only sound in the room was the gentle hissing and spitting of the burning logs. 

‘Do you hear that Hamlin? If this idiot is to be believed - even I’m not in a position to examine what has happened to my investment.’ Hamlin said nothing.

Garrick turned back to Duncan with a menacing snarl. ‘Well, I don’t believe you, Duncan. And see here, for you may be glad of it. You see, if I truly believed in your mystery disease - I’d have had a couple of Mr Hamlin's … associates, gut you and heave you to the stray hogs for having the temerity to come here and risk all our lives. But, as I say, I don’t believe you. Shall I tell you what I think happened?’ 

Duncan took in Garrick’s open sneer of disbelief and settled – wisely, given his boss’s formidable and sudden temper – for simply looking more miserable than ever.  

‘I believe that your incompetence led you to hire wretched scum for the gang; doubtless already afflicted with a miasma from the docks or some such.  You then failed to realize your mistake until it was too late, and when the inevitable transpired -’ he paused, as if the effort of speech was becoming too much for his patience again, ‘Why then, Duncan - you simply panicked. That was all. You fled the forest and came here to babble this nonsense. In so doing, you left my investment to rot. That - is what I believe has happened.’ 

Knowing that he stood to gain no more than a short walk in the dark with Hamlin by arguing his case, Duncan sipped at his brandy for a moment, and perhaps fortified in the manner Garrick suggested, found just enough courage to softly ask, 

‘What do you want me to do, Mr Garrick?’

‘Oh splendid!’ Garrick said, and turned to Hamlin with a broad smile. ‘Do you hear that Hamlin? Things are looking up! Initiative - just the ticket!’ The sarcasm hung as heavy as thick tobacco smoke in the room. Then he continued - absent his smile, ‘What you will do, Mr Duncan, is fix it.’ As if it were actually possible for things to get worse, Garrick’s next words plunged Duncan one step closer to despair, ‘However, I think a change of management is in order. From here on, you will report directly to Mr Hamlin, as your immediate employer, am I clear?’ Duncan sat frozen in his chair. 

‘I shall leave it to Mr Hamlin to decide whether he is satisfied at any point with your efforts. Should he be pleased with you - then I’m sure all will turn out for the best.   However, should you make Mr Hamlin unhappy. Well...I shall let him handle that as he sees fit.’  

Garrick simply let the statement hang, and then, with the air of a man who has just successfully removed a thorn from his side, gently sipped at his brandy.

Duncan watched the two men exchange a glance. Garrick’s eyes flickered toward Hamlin. Hamlin turned slowly, his eyes locking onto Duncan. The smile he gave was wider this time, sharper, like a vulture that had just spotted its next meal.

❖❖❖


Chapter 10 

Weng drifted back to consciousness, disoriented. The world around him was blurred, muffled, like the feeling of being underwater. His tongue lay heavy in his mouth, thick and coated with a foul, dry film. It took all his strength to reach for the wooden cup beside his bed. Even the act of drinking, as he tipped the cup to his lips, felt foreign - his hand trembled, the water barely registered on his parched tongue. He croaked his wife’s name, once, twice, the sound barely a whisper as it left his cracked lips. The house swallowed the sound, leaving nothing behind but an oppressive silence. His head lolled over the edge of the thin mattress, waiting. But the answer he longed for never came. Only silence - and that faint, sickly-sweet scent creeping into the room.  Then the overpowering tiredness quietly took him again, the wooden beaker of water falling from his unconscious fingers. 

The next time he woke, his tongue was swollen and his mouth so dry it made a rustling noise when he moved his jaw.  His head buzzed with dehydration.  His eyes were crusted.  Everything in the room smelled stale. With a monumental effort he moved his legs slowly around to sit on the edge of the bed, his head in his hands. What had happened?  He felt terrible. He’d been sleeping. A lot. Yes, that was it, he remembered now, he’d been sick. He’d been working out back of the stable when the feverish vomiting had begun. His wife had brewed him a tonic and packed him upstairs to bed, and then – then what? His head held small fragments of either memory or imagination.  Her sitting on the bedside, wiping his brow with cool water from the enameled basin. Bringing him broth? He shook his head to clear it and instantly regretted it, wincing as stabbing pain raced around his temples. A faint touch of nausea returned with the pain.  Ugh, the message from his body was clear - ‘Gently Weng. Nice and easy’. 

It seemed to be twilight, not fully dark yet – but soon. His vision was slowly clearing and he could make out more details now. He turned his head, his eye caught by a smear of something dark along his otherwise cream-colored pillow.  What was that? Had he – had he been bleeding? The house was too quiet. Too still. Too dark. A heaviness lingered in the air, a pressure that pressed against his chest as he rose unsteadily from the bed, his legs shaking beneath him. How long had he been asleep? His body protested, dizzying him as it remembered what standing felt like. His hands groped through the gloom, fingers finally brushing the familiar, comforting shape of the candlestick on the dresser. The light it offered was meager, but it was something - just enough to push back the encroaching blackness of the house. Moments later he located the small flint and steel and with a little effort had light.  It wasn’t much, but then his eyes weren’t up to dealing with too much light right now. The effort of being on his feet was incredible.  How long had he been out?  His throat was too hoarse for calling out, so he started slowly out of the room, using any furniture he could reach as support. 

Pausing on the landing, he steadied himself at the rail, raising the candle overhead in a bid to see further. The tallow’s faint yellow glow was useless more than a foot or two away from its source – staring over the rail was like looking into a deep tunnel, or cavern. No light down there. No movements.  No sounds.  He turned his head gently to peer along the short upstairs hallway. He hesitated.  Then, a little at a time, his bare feet silent on the thin stripe of cheap carpet, he followed the wooden handrail that led past the stairs toward the closed door to his child’s room. He stopped outside the door and listened. Nothing.  Nothing at all. In the candle’s light his dark eyes shone with apprehension.  Finally he lifted his free hand, took the brass doorknob in his hand, and slowly swung the door open.  Peering into the darkness of his child’s room he brought the candle to his front and quickly made out the bed’s outline. Empty. Nothing. Just the sheets and blankets hanging down to the side, reaching to the floor.  He almost turned to leave – but, wait. What was that? There was something in the room.  A sort of dark huddle where the bedding stopped at the floor. 

Step by step, he shuffled forward, dread tightening around his throat like a noose. His breath left him in a rush, a cold pit forming in his stomach. No - no, this couldn’t be happening. Please, no! But deep inside, something in him already knew what he would find. It was the smell that told him. Faint, but unmistakable. That same sickening odor he had smelled in the forest—the odor of sickness, of death. He clung to the doorway, his legs nearly giving out beneath him. A faint smell.  Just a trace.  No!  Not any smell - that smell! His mind suddenly alive with the image of the sick Chinese laborer in the forest, of the man’s warning -  

‘Away, brother!  Be away from this place!’   

He recoiled, his mind filled with shocked recognition.  Tears began to flood from his wide, dark eyes now, moaning aloud - ‘No, no, no!’  His head shaking back and forth not yet ready to know, not yet ready to believe, what he would find by going into that room. What he would see when he pulled the bedding aside. The moment he opened the door, the air shifted. A gust from within the room brought with it the full, nauseating stench of rot. It hit him like a physical blow - thick, putrid, a stench that clawed its way down his throat and into his lungs. His knees buckled. The smell wasn’t just death. It was decay, festering, as if the air itself had been poisoned by it. Smells of loss, smells of pain. Weng blindly spun and tried to rush from the room, dropping the candle as he did so plunging himself instantly into darkness. As his head hit the door frame he dropped for the second time that day into darkness.  Not fighting it this time, but grateful for the oblivion it offered. 

Consciousness returned slowly. Weng’s eyes fluttered briefly, and a series of small jerks and twitches passed through his limbs, as his weakened body summoned what strength it had left to bring its owner back to sensibility.  It started slowly enough, but the effects were realized all at once - Weng’s eyes flew wide open, he started shaking his head and groaning softly, ‘Oh … no … no …’   With huge effort he rolled over onto his side: as the tears began to run in torrents down his stubbled and dirty face to the threadbare carpet on the hall, in the oldest of human postures of despair - Weng drew his knees to his chest, bent his head to his folded arms and sobbed with the depth only torment can bring. 

❖❖❖

Weng had to move. He knew he had lain there too long; and no matter how much longer he stayed where he was, nothing would change.  Pained as he was in both his heart and his body, he couldn’t miss how the hallway had become claustrophobic as the smell of his own body odor, and fear, had joined the awful smells seeping from his daughter’s room.  With studied effort, he pulled himself upright and by clinging to the wooden rail at the top of the stair, he managed to stand.  Slowly, and without moving from that spot, his face a portrait of anguish, his eyes probed into the depths of her room. Even with the curtains closed the huddled forms gradually took shape. His eyes, wide with horror, took in what was left of them. They weren’t his wife and child anymore. What lay on the floor were nothing but grotesque shapes - rotting, bloated husks of what they had once been. The air around them was thick with decay, and even as he stood frozen, a fresh wave of that terrible smell hit him. He gagged, stumbling backward, bile rising in his throat. His family had become … shells. Twisted remnants. As if it were not enough to lose them, to his grief, he had to see them like this. Decaying, dissolving – defiled almost. For a moment, a slight draft stirred the tainted air of the bedroom and Weng flinched and recoiled as the rolling stench of some dank body cavity hit him. Spinning he stumbled from the doorway, all fatigue and strain forgotten as he gathered speed down the stairs, careening off the few pieces of cheap kitchen furniture below, driven by an ancient and primal instinct desperate for light, for clean air. 

He plunged through the open doorway below and immediately lost his footing, simultaneously retching and wincing in pain as his eyes took in the sharp daylight for the first time in days. He wasn’t sure how long he lay there awash in his grief and helplessness. As he did so, other things, ordinary things, picked away at the edges of his concentration until - despite his agonized grief - he could ignore them no more.  Hope was always full of life. Even in its smallness, it buzzed with the sounds of children’s laughter, the bark of dogs, the steady clatter of tools in use. But today - nothing. Not quiet. Silence. The kind of heavy, unnatural silence that falls after a deep snow, muffling the world. But there was no snow, just a creeping dread that had stolen everything familiar. Not just quiet. Silence. The kind of profound silence that usually came after the deep fall of snow. More than that, Hope smelled – well, empty. He was profoundly aware of the smells of his body odour, of his sweat and fear, but apart from the smells he carried, he could only detect the background scent of meadow from the clearing and a mix of pine and damp underbrush from the trees that surrounded the clearing like a distant dark wall.  No aromas of home cooking. No smoke from household fires or the smith’s forge. Those were always present. Just, not - today. 

Weng’s thoughts swirled in a fevered haze. The world was closing in too fast, too much. He couldn’t keep up. Panic clawed at his mind. He had to stop it. He had to find clarity. With a desperate effort, he dragged himself to his feet and stumbled out into the yard, his bare feet slapping against the packed earth. He plunged his head into the cold water of the rain barrel. The shock of it - a bite of clean, sharp cold against the filth that clung to him - was a momentary relief, as if he could wash away the nightmare he was living. Urged on by the need to try and rid himself of the smells of the house, his trembling fingers raced to strip right there in the yard.  Heedless of who might be left to see him, his hands tore at the fastenings on his clothes, faster and faster, until naked he cupped the water and rubbed at his skin with it, kicking the clothes away and grabbing a nearby enamel wash-bowl, sluiced his body down until the ground at his feet was muddied, and he could no longer smell the stench of sweat, sickness, and death. 

He washed and drank, over and over, with his movements gradually slowing to something less urgent. The water was good, clear, and pure. It also helped clear his head enough for him to become properly aware that he stood in full view of his neighbor’s houses and think he should dress. 

Weng took the coarse towel that was left on a nail the fence post by the water-butt, and dried his face and hair. His eyebrows drew together as he stared around.  

Where was everyone?  Where were any of them?  Why was it so quiet?

Donning an overall from a hook beside the stable door, Weng began to walk barefoot through the settlement. He’d been right, no smoke issued from the chimneys.  That was just wrong. Around here the hearth was the heart of a home, and it burned from breakfast until everyone retired for the night, at which time it was banked-up so it could be blown into life the next day. In one way or another he’d been scared of things almost as long as he could remember – but something was frightening him badly now. He could feel a creeping sensation along his spine and down the back of his legs as the realization dawned that his was not the only home in which things had gone terribly wrong. Something felt bad here … very bad.

❖❖❖


Chapter 11 

Everything about Hamlin radiated sharp, cold menace. He was the most thoroughly dangerous man Duncan had ever encountered, with dark eyes that never seemed to rest, always flitting from shadow to shadow, as if hunting for threats only he could sense. The air around him felt like it had a chill, as if danger clung to him like a second skin. Usually that bothered Duncan - bothered him badly in fact. But out here in a forest he’d sworn never to set foot in again, Duncan was almost glad of it. Hamlin had stopped them from time to time as they progressed into the forest. At those time he’d mostly just sit there in the saddle, looking ahead, sometimes a slight side-to-side tilt of his head suggesting he was listening. There had been a moment, Duncan was certain of it, when Hamlin had lifted his head slightly, almost imperceptibly, and sniffed the air - like a wolf catching a scent on the wind. The sight of it made Duncan’s skin crawl. What kind of man moved and acted like that? Hamlin seemed less like a man and more like something feral, something not quite human, something that understood the forest’s dark secrets in ways that Duncan never could.

About a half-mile short of the abandoned campsite, Hamlin reined them in. This time he sat once apparently absorbing the sounds and smells for several minutes. Patience wasn’t Duncan’s forte, ‘Whatcha listening for?’ 

Hamlin speared Duncan with an unholy stare. Quietly he hissed - ‘Not another fucking sound. You got me, little man?’ He continued to point until Duncan nodded dumbly. As Hamlin turned away, Duncan felt a bead of sweat trickle down the side of his temple despite the chill in the air.

Christ! What was Hamlin's fucking problem?  

The Chinese laborers were all fucking dead. Maybe, he thought, Hamlin was just doing all this to spook him.

With a scowl of displeasure Duncan realized that if he was, it was working! Not that Duncan dreamed of uttering a syllable of any of this out loud. So he sat.  He shut up. And waited. 

Hamlin wasn’t particularly book-smart, at least not in the deeper sense, but there was nothing stupid about him. His intelligence was feral, honed by survival and war. He didn’t think of himself as wise, but he understood what most men missed - the small things that meant the difference between life and death. It wasn’t something you could read in books, but something you learned through watching other less careful men die. Hamlin had learned well. He’d paid scrupulous attention to those times when - better men than he - chose to ignore small things. And those small things oftentimes got them killed. So he’d watched. Always asking himself why it was that some men died while others lived. After a while, what had initially seemed capricious and random strokes of fate - cut this one down today, that one tomorrow - began to reveal patterns. As he watched, as he learned, Hamlin started to make some of the patterns, into The Rules. That was just what he called them. The Rules. He’d even started to rank them, because, as sure as hell, violating some got a man hurt or killed faster than violating others. 

Rule One: Break none of the Rules. Ever. 

Rule Two: See what nobody else sees, and you’ll know what nobody else knows. Look and listen - hard. Then do it over again. When you think you’re done - kick yourself for an idiot who’s missed something, then stay still until you figured out what it was. 

Rule Three: Nothing dead, stays alone for long. Dead things - especially people - called to predators, scavengers, things that yearned to feast. And if there were no signs of scavengers, it meant something else was keeping them away. That was worse. Much worse. 

Duncan would never have guessed it, but Hamlin was bothered. Not spooked as such – he lived in a personal world completely devoid of superstition. No, what bothered him was the silence, the lack of signs that nature’s little expert cleaners had yet to migrate towards the camp site, and the easy pickings that fallen two-legged creatures offered.

As they’d closed in on the abandoned camp, Hamlin recognized the signs that the route was actually following a game trail. Predators, foragers, and now humans, were all subject to the same subtle influences of terrain and nature. But a few minutes before he’d called their last halt, he saw the marks of paw and claw, and the small piles of scat under the lower vegetation, suddenly age. The forest whispered its warning if you knew how to listen. Rain had softened paw prints that should have been fresh, and claw marks on the trees had already darkened, their edges blurred by time. The undergrowth that should have been crushed by animal movement was wilted, brittle. The signs were clear to Hamlin - the forest had gone still. Even the animals had learned to avoid this place. Something had driven them away. Something foul. Something had recently altered the rhythm of behavior in this part of the forest. Hamlin wanted to know why. Without a word being able to pass among them, those that flew, those that crept, and those that padded-along, had all known to leave this place alone. There was something else. 

Hamlin held an expert’s understanding of fear in others. God knows he’d seen enough of it – he’d even caused enough of it. Back at Garrick’s office he’d watched Duncan closely as the man bore out his boss’s wrath; and what Garrick had missed, but Hamlin knew with certainty, was that as frightened of them both Duncan had been, he was nonetheless even more deeply terrified of this forest, and of what had passed here. Duncan was an idiot, no question, he might have his facts wrong, but Hamlin wasn’t about to discount the man’s fear to the degree that he missed something important.  Rule Two. 

After a while Hamlin came to the conclusion that, no matter how long they remained there, the answer wasn’t going to be found at this spot. He motioned Duncan to move in front for the final short leg to the camp. Swaying gently in time with his horses’ walk, Hamlin watched Duncan’s back and thought carefully about how he’d handle this.  The swamp was the answer. He’d certainly not touch the bodies – Duncan could do that - but there would be no more burying. No. They … that is, Duncan, would wrap them in weighted winding-sheets, and simply walk them into the bog to rot, well away from any chance of discovery. His gaze locked for a few moments on the receding back of the man who’d botched the original job. 

The other question became what to do with Duncan once the site was cleaned up. One simple factor over-rode all others, if Duncan took sick, hell - if he even looked like he had a mild maiden’s swoon - he was destined to meet his Maker via the gateway of the swamp. Hamlin allowed himself a brief wry smile at the notion that if man was truly made in the image of his Maker, judging by Duncan, the Maker must present a poor picture indeed. He despised Duncan, but if it came down to it, the man wouldn’t know what hit him.  Hamlin would finish him quick and clean. On the other hand, if sparing the oaf offered Garrick a perpetually grateful lackey … well, it was too soon to decide. First things first. Get the work done. Hamlin knew that Garrick would be fine with whatever he decided. 

A few yards in front, Duncan suddenly reined in his horse - they were there.  Hamlin could make out the slightly brighter dappled light that spoke of a small clearing; expecting Duncan to turn, he waited for a few moments.  As he watched Duncan, the smell of something rotten, of something foul, began to wash around the fat man and slyly elbow aside the smell of sweat. Hamlin was just about to tell Duncan to buck his ideas up, and snap to it - when he caught his breath. The first tendrils of the stench curled toward him, carried on a faint breeze, and Hamlin’s stomach turned. It was a sickly, bloated smell - decay mingled with something foul, something that didn’t belong. No wonder the animals had fled. The rot in the air was more than just the smell of dead bodies - it was the scent of something wrong, something unnatural. His gut twisted in a way it hadn’t in years. Whatever had happened here, it was older than fear, older than death. He could smell it clearly now, and with each additional breath he felt the slow twists begin deep in his stomach, the place where fear lives in every man, the place where it makes its unwelcome home. Hamlin had long lost his fear of men; he’d seen what they could do, and he knew well what he could do. He’d killed up close and personal, well inside the intimate distance within which it was possible to watch the last questioning look in a man’s eyes become replaced by the opaque glaze of death. This - this was different. This was something from nature that felt dangerous and – old even. No. Not old - ancient. Ancient enough to stir up equally ancient fears held deep in a collective soul. 

It took Hamlin a moment to snap back and realize that Duncan was staring at him, the man’s mouth working slowly and silently. He returned the stare for a second and licked his dry lips. 

‘Come here.’ Duncan stayed rooted to the spot. 

Hamlin beckoned, and spoke gently and quite deliberately absent of any malice, ‘Duncan – come here.’

Duncan came slowly to the realization he was being spoken to, and brought his horse’s head around walking her back and stopping next to Hamlin. Hamlin winced as he smelled the bitter aroma of pure fear exuding from the man’s skin. Neither of them liked each other, and neither cared that they each knew it, but if Duncan was to be of the least bit of use Hamlin needed to get him back in the present and with what little passed for his wits about him.

Suddenly it was like he was once more in the war: when far from the sounds of brass bands, and the adoring eyes of their sweethearts bidding them farewell, the young volunteers froze for the first time as the appalling reality that is war gaped open before them. Hamlin knew there were times it was expedient to slap a man out of his shocked state, but there were others when a few soft words and a steady manner would do the trick. This was such a time.  Hamlin gestured back down the track. ‘We’ll camp back there.’

Turning his own mount he led the way some 100 yards back to a small space in the brush, dismounted, and began to snap off a few stray saplings intruding on his chosen spot.  Hamlin’s eyes flicked toward a smaller patch of ground across the track. His voice was steady but firm, like a man instructing a green soldier in battle. ‘Set up there. Clear the brush, pitch your tarp, and make a fire. We’ll need the warmth soon enough.’ He wasn’t about to let Duncan crumble under the weight of his fear, not yet. They had work to do, and Hamlin needed the man’s hands steady, if not his mind.

Duncan, relieved at having a mundane chore to perform, nodded numbly, and set to work. Hamlin's instincts had lost little of their sharpness across the years since the war. With the camp set and a fire crackling as it heated their food, the spirits of both men lifted. With their eating done, Duncan looked up as Hamlin dug around for a moment in their pack-horse’s saddlebags and turned with not one but three large bottles of whiskey in his hands.  Seeing the keen look in Duncan’s eyes, Hamlin wasted no time in straightening up the man’s thinking. 

‘Hold your horses, little man.’ 

He set the bottles down at a distance from the fire - one by itself and the other two together. He then fetched a large roll of cotton calico, and dropped it beside the bottles. Hamlin squatted in the firelight in front of Duncan, ensuring as he did so, that the man could see a pair of bottles, another one set aside, and the cloth. 

‘I want you to listen very carefully to me.’ Hamlin gestured towards the solitary bottle of spirits, ‘I know that you like your drop, and I’m not personally averse to a small one after I’ve eaten - especially for the cold.’ He pointed, ‘That’s what this here bottle is for, but when it’s gone, it’s gone. Clear?’  Duncan nodded, then switched his attention to the pair of bottles and the calico. Hamlin followed Duncan’s look and spoke softly,  

‘Now. Those two, well, they’re going to keep us alive.’

A slow frown labored its way across Duncan’s filthy brow - he had not a clue what Hamlin meant.

Hamlin exhaled slowly. ‘You listen carefully, now. Those two are for your hands and for that there cotton – only. If it’s your aim to finish the work we’re here to do, and go back alive, you’ll do exactly as I say.’ He pointed again. ‘Before you go to work you’ll wet a piece of that calico with the whiskey - just wet it a dab, mind - and then tie it over your mouth and nose. It stays there until that work is done. After, you’ll come back here and wash your hands and face with soap, then you’ll take some more fresh cotton, wet it with the whiskey, and wipe it all over your face, your hands, and your arms up to your elbows. Do you understand?’ Duncan’s slow nod and mouth hanging slightly open was far from reassuring.

‘It’ll stop most sickness from touching you. We did it in the war, back when men were dropping like flies from all manner of rot and plague.’ Hamlin’s voice was low, even as he watched Duncan’s slow nod. ‘This is our lifeline, Duncan. You follow it, or you die. Simple as that.’ There was no softness in his tone, no room for negotiation. Duncan might not have fully understood, but Hamlin’s eyes told him that disobedience would cost him far more than sickness. 

‘Here’s the bit I know you will understand clear enough.’ Hamlin waited until he was sure he had Duncan’s undivided attention - ‘those there bottles keep both of us safe. If you don’t follow my orders to the letter - if I even suspect you’ve used that whiskey for anything other than keeping the sickness off you - I’ll take my blade, cut you deep at the elbows and knees, twist the limbs, and leave you out there in the forest for whatever’s lurking to find you. You won’t bleed out fast. You’ll lie there, helpless, until something smells your blood.’ Hamlin’s eyes held no mercy, no room for doubt. ‘That’s your future, Duncan. Understand?’

Duncan said nothing, but his wide-eyed look told Hamlin that he was finally saying something the idiot understood. Hamlin stood, collected the cloth and three bottles of whiskey, and put them under his tarp.

‘Get some sleep. We’ve got a hell of a lot of work to do, and not much time to do it.’ Hamlin lay down by the fire, his eyes closing with the ease of a man who had long learned how to sleep with death hanging over him. Duncan, on the other hand, stayed motionless, staring into the embers. The glowing coals reflected in his wide eyes as he replayed Hamlin’s threats over and over in his mind. He barely noticed the cold night creeping in, or the distant rustle in the forest. There was no comfort here, only dread that pressed in from all sides.

❖❖❖


Chapter 12 

The path through the heart of the settlement had never been planned. It had simply worn thin over time, a meandering brown stripe against the pale green of the meadow grass, shaped by the footfalls of people going about their daily lives. Weng moved slowly along the path, every step deliberate, his balance still unsteady. His first instinct was to bury his wife and child. But the weight of that task felt beyond him, an effort of heroic resolution he didn’t possess. Maybe he could ask for help from a neighbor, if he could find one.

Movement flickered at the edge of his vision, tugging his gaze toward the dark line of trees at the clearing's edge. A shadow of dread passed over him. He raised a trembling hand to shield his eyes and squinted toward the long grasses near the forest. There - ears, just visible. Weng tensed, but his focus sharpened. It was a dog, just a dog, cautiously watching from the shelter of the timber. As it stood a little higher in the grass, Weng recognized the familiar fawn-colored coat of the Owen’s dog. Sweep? Sweet? He couldn’t remember the name, but he recognized the animal.

‘Dog!’ Weng clapped his hands on his thighs and leaned forward, beckoning. The dog hesitated, unsure. Weng felt a pang of desperation - he didn’t want to be alone. Gingerly, he took a step toward it and called again, ‘Here, dog, here!’ After a moment of uncertainty, the dog broke into a sprint, bounding toward him in a flurry of wagging tail and eager licks. Weng dropped to his knees, tears flooding his eyes as he embraced the animal. Relief washed over him, as palpable as the dog's warm breath against his cheek. He wasn’t alone anymore.

Minutes later, Weng rose to his feet, the dog now trotting faithfully by his side. But as they moved deeper into the settlement, the uneasiness crept back, prickling along his spine. The cottages stood eerily quiet, their windows dark. He stopped outside the Hollis cottage, the front door ajar.

A chill passed through him. He folded his arms, his body tensing as he stared at the open door. The air felt heavier, the sky above thick with the gray of approaching weather. What had once been a place of life and warmth now felt drained, hollow. The silence pressed in on him, broken only by the soft panting of the dog at his side. He didn’t want to go inside. But what if someone was there? What if they needed help?

The dog watched him, ears pricked, unwilling to follow him any further. Weng swallowed, forcing his legs to move forward. He stepped onto the rough log that served as a doorstep, peering into the dark hallway beyond the door. His heart pounded in his chest as he strained to hear any sound, any movement. ‘Hello?’ His voice seemed too loud, echoing unnaturally in the stillness. No answer.

He pushed the door open with a creak, the floorboards groaning under his weight as he stepped inside. A faint draft stirred the air, bringing with it a familiar, sickening stench. Weng recoiled, gagging, his feet carrying him back outside before he even realized he was moving. He bent over, hands on his knees, retching. The dog barked, agitated, then fell silent, its nose twitching as it caught the scent. Weng straightened up, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. He knew that smell. Everyone knew that smell now.

Ruffling the dog’s ears to calm it, Weng muttered, ‘There’s nothing for anyone there. We’re not going back.’

He cast his gaze around the rest of the settlement. The other cottages were just as still, just as silent. No animals, no people. No movement. He wasn’t going inside again. Not after what he had smelled. It would be enough to call out, but nothing more.

Together, Weng and the dog moved on, the sky above growing darker, the clouds thickening as the light slowly began to fade. He had to finish searching before nightfall.

❖❖❖


Chapter 13 

Hamlin had to give the man his due. Duncan might have been a solid worker once - before strong spirits ruined him and left him the washed-up mess he was today. It seemed that the whiskey sanitation measures had done much to allay Duncan’s fears and - despite being well out of shape - he’d worked tirelessly in ditching the bodies. The grisly work had likely just spurred Duncan to finish fast, eager to be out of the hellish bog. Whatever the reason, in little more than a day they were all but done - one body after another wrapped, weighted, then sunk in the bogs. Hamlin still had to find another site for the next load of corpses. But one thing at a time. First, pack up the supplies and the dead work-gang’s wagon. Then head south to check out the spot he had in mind. 

Duncan paused at the bog’s edge, grimacing as he stretched. His spine popped and cracked - a harsh reminder of the work and his age.  Breathing through that whiskey-soaked bandanna had been hell. Still, he’d worked fast. Once or twice, he thought he caught a tone of approval in Hamlin’s voice - but that could’ve been wishful thinking. What he knew for sure was that Hamlin's manner had dropped back down to its typical impersonal level; the one that suggested a barely repressed capacity for violence - of a cold anger carried for so long that he no longer seemed to bother much about upon who, or where, he’d lay it down. In other words, an improvement.  As he came closer to the fire that they’d kept stoked since their arrival, Hamlin nodded towards Duncan’s hands. 

‘Wash ‘em in whiskey - up to the elbows - then come sit a spell. There’s coffee.’

With hot tin mugs of coffee in their hands, Hamlin picked up a short stick and began making map-like marks in the dirt, 

‘First, we need to pack up and get the hell out of here.’ Duncan nodded enthusiastically. Hamlin went on, ‘then we head south a-ways. Maybe a half-day travel with that wagon.’  He stabbed at a point on his crude dirt map, ‘there’s a spot we’ll look over for the next loads.’ At the mention of more bodies Duncan’s eyes took on an anxious squint.

‘Problem?’ And just like that, there was that icy black-eyed look of menace again.

Duncan shook his head, ‘No. I just thought -’

‘Thought what? That this was it? That Mr Garrick is just supposed to waltz over to the Governor and say - sorry sir, I know I gave you my word and signed my life away, but you see it just can’t be done? And by the by, here’s your money back, no hard feelings.’ 

Duncan rapidly shook his head, ‘I know what you think of me - Mr Hamlin - but I’m not quite the fool you take me for.’ His voice took on an edge of barely constrained desperation, ‘It’s just … well what if it happens again? What if another bunch of coolies die? Folks will start asking questions for sure. ‘Sides, I still say that weren’t no Yellow Jack that done them in.’ He paused, judging Hamlin's reaction, ‘In God’s name Hamlin …. Mr Hamlin, you seen it for yourself. You know what folks with the Jack look like. You know from when we got here that I was never wrong on this. There’s something else ...’  His voice trailed away into silence. 

Hamlin needed to put a stop to this, and now. ‘What are you, a healer now? Some kind of doctor? An apothecary, maybe? It’s the Jack alright. I grant you it’s a bit different to some we’ve seen, but neither of us is a medical man.’ Hamlin shook his head as if weary with the whole subject and reached for the soot-stained coffee pot. 

‘Get started on loading the supplies on the wagon, I’ll fetch the team. We’ll eat when we camp south of here.’ 

Duncan stayed silent, flicking the dregs of his coffee into the fire. It hissed like the mood between them. Dropping the mug to the ground he walked towards a pile of shovels and began gathering them up. Inside he knew that Hamlin was just being loyal to Garrick. He’d seen how he’d set up that whole whiskey cleaning deal - a pretty smart arrangement - Duncan had to admit. But he knew what he’d seen in the way Hamlin moved about the site. The man knew something just wasn’t right. 

Hamlin watched him go. He’d never give Duncan the satisfaction of knowing it, but deep down he acknowledged that the oaf had a point. This wasn’t just the Yellow Jack. Maybe one of the coolies had been fresh off the boat from someplace and had brought something with him? Something nobody had seen around here before. Not that it mattered; whatever the answer, it now lay buried in the bogs, and nature’s work would soon reduce it all to sludge and bones. The one thing of which he was sure was that it was all over now. He made his way to where the hobbled wagon team were  grazing on what little forage there was and untied them. For all his mastery of woodland and weapons, Hamlin too would be glad to be gone from this place - and the sooner the better.

Hamlin led the little convoy as they began to retrace the route to the main track. Duncan sat perched atop the wagon’s seat; it had the advantage of keeping his legs well away from the muck raised by the horses’ hooves, it had the disadvantage that he kept needing to duck to avoid the lowest branches on the trees. And Duncan wasn’t really in a shape anymore that was built to duck. Duncan’s own mare was hitched to the tailboard of the wagon alongside their pack-horse. Even on the soft ground, they made more noise than Duncan liked. The trail was clear enough - no risk of getting lost, so long as they kept steady. The last thing they needed to have to deal with was a broken wheel or axle on the wagon. A lame horse would also be unhelpful, but they had enough spare mounts for that.  

Then it rained. The rain pattered overhead, weaving through the branches, dripping down in steady, rhythmic beats. Around them, the forest groaned and creaked under the damp weight, the air turning colder by the minute. The forest’s muted colors deepened, shadows thickening like bruises. The air itself seemed to press against Duncan’s nostrils, thick with the damp, rotting stench of earth and decaying matter. It clung to his lungs like tar. Hunching down, both pulled their coats and hats more firmly about them and urged the horses on. 

Ironically, cold and wet as he was becoming, Duncan was feeling a good deal better. They were leaving behind the pervasive atmosphere, stench, the sounds of death, and struggle. He could still hear the wet rattling noises in the chests of his diseased men if he put his mind to it. Yes sir, every hoof-beat was just one step closer to home. With the team only needing to follow Hamlin's horse, he was free to relax the reins and contemplate what he would do after the next couple of days were over. Once he and Hamlin had finished scouting out a new site, they’d be within a long day’s travel of the city. So far he’d settled on pot-luck stew with warm bread and a mulled pint at his favorite waterside alehouse, followed by the equally warm, and copious, charms of one of Mrs Buckley’s girls - perhaps the new giggly redhead he’d noticed recently. A nice tin bath in front of the hearth, and an upstairs room - one of the fancy ones. Not a bad plan at all. 

These happy musings were interrupted by another of Hamlin's interminable halts. Duncan had to throw his weight onto the wagon’s brake arm in a panic so as not to let the team run straight into Hamlin's mount. The crashing of hardware stowed behind him caused Duncan to jump, and Hamlin turned to share another of his dagger-looks.  

‘Sorry.’ Duncan pretended to tip his face away from the rain in order to avoid Hamlin's glare.

Hamlin held his annoyance in check; but it seemed that any time he even came close to thinking a little better of Duncan, the fat oaf managed to get under his skin. The thing was that any signs of threat would be nigh on impossible to detect in this rain, but habits were habits, and sticking to The Rules had kept him alive often enough that the lost minutes meant nothing in comparison. He wheeled his mount and rode down the side of the team until he was level with the wagon. His expert eye quickly checked that the tarps were positioned to keep most of the rain from being free to run all over the deck.  They’d need that space to sleep on tonight. Although if Duncan pissed him off again he might just force the fat swine to find somewhere else to sleep, perhaps a night spent wet and shivering would help sharpen his wits.

Hamlin made his way back around to the front, and tried to make out details around them. Christ, but it still stank. Not like before, but even so.The water bodies surrounding the game trail didn’t ever really flow, so much as seep, and all that seepage achieved was the further accumulation of years of mold and decay. There were swamps where they’d be stopping tonight, but nothing like this one. With a gesture at Duncan to follow, he led them off again.  They’d not stop again until the main track.

❖❖❖


Chapter 14 

Weng and Dog had spent over an hour carefully working their way around several of the cottages, each the same as the last. He’d soaked a strip of cloth and tied it around his face, barely keeping the stench at bay. Now, he kicked each door open and waited, giving the choking air inside time to escape.  It wasn’t perfect, but beat taking the full strength stench that came from trying to hurry. Most of the cottages were smaller than his own home, comprising just a single space, or perhaps two single-floor rooms. These were easiest to check, leaving only a couple big enough that he’d needed to go inside. He reached the far end of one side of the settlement and looked back.  There was only one home in the row he’d not checked - the Owens’ place. 

He’d stopped by the track leading to the cottage and Owens’ work-yard, but found himself unable to face what he was all-but-certain he’d find; instead, choosing to go on to check others’ first. But now here he was back at the entry path. It was wider than the others’ and wound around to the back of the house to the smithy. Surely if there were any of the Owens family left they’d have made themselves known; there would have been signs. But there was no getting around it; there was only one way to be sure. 

Approaching the large cottage once more Weng motioned to Dog, ‘Stay.’ He noticed it wasn’t as if the dog had actually seemed keen to come with him. The falling light made the darkness inside almost complete. He called out twice. Nothing. He went back outside to a water-butt and wet the cloth again, tying it around his face he made his way back and gave the front door a kick. Stepping back to let the air briefly exchange he noticed that Dog was nowhere to be seen. He gave it a minute and stepped inside. Checking didn’t take long. Huddled shapes on two beds. Another slumped over a crib, like they’d tried to shield the baby from death itself. Weng barely noticed his tears as they ran freely. There was no life here. Tears sprang again, this time less due to the cloying odour, and more to the memory of lost friends; these people had been decent to him and his family. He was turning to leave when from the direction of the work-yard he heard Dog barking. 

Weng stumbled back outside, blinking in the sudden light. ‘Dog! Where are you?’ The barking led him toward the back of the yard Weng broke into a shuffling run - God, he felt so weak, like it or not he needed to eat soon - and he entered the yard where just days before he’d watched as the Owen men had fitted a rim to a wheel. 

Dog stood barking outside Owen’s smithy, rushing to Weng before darting back to the lean-to. Over and over, the animal’s frantic movements pulled Weng toward the shadowy workshop. ‘Alright, alright, I’m here. Enough!’ Dog settled down and making some cough-like half-barks, stared into the shadowy interior of the smithy. What was back there? Weng moved cautiously now, his pulse quickening. Dog fell silent, watching the shadows.

If the quiet of the settlement had felt strange, the silent smithy struck Weng as positively unearthly. The soot-blackened brick forge could usually be felt on the face from two to three yards away, its bright yellow maw looking like a tiny gate to hell itself. Weng reasoned that standing cold now meant that it must have burned the last of the charcoal with which it was fed at least two days ago. Absent too was the whooshing sound of the large leather bellows that hung from the rafters and would usually be forcing in great gulps of air to the charcoal until it burned so brightly that it could hurt the eyes to look too long. And, of course, the ceaseless ringing of hammers and tools on the enormous black anvil – itself anchored to the remains of a large timber stump. That noise he recalled could be distantly heard at times even inside his own home at the far end of the settlement. Not today. 

Without the forge or lamps alight it was surprisingly hard to see deeper into the smithy. From here all he could make out were the rows of work-dented and scarred tongs, hammers, and shaped lengths of iron now visible hanging silently in the steel loops fastened to the anvil stump. Weng stood stock-still and listened. Nothing. Dog sat outside and made soft whining noises, but wouldn’t come any closer.  

He almost accused Dog of chasing a squirrel or raccoon, when he felt it - a sound, so faint it barely registered.  He stood there, with the hair slowly crawling on his arms and neck.  There! He heard it again. This time, he recognized it - a feeble cough. Weak, like the last breath of a dying man. Weng pressed into the darkness of the smithy cursing to himself as his shins found what seemed like every piece of metal in the place as he did so. There, at the back of the smithy on a makeshift litter was the Owen boy; the same lad he’d thought so disrespectful to his father just days before. The boy was sick. Very sick. He smelled bad and Weng tried to hide his disgust as he approached. Weng leaned over, holding his breath as he touched the boy’s thin, fever-slicked shoulder. 

‘Hey, it’s me. Weng. You know me.’  After a bit of silence - ‘Can you hear me?’

Another moment or two passed and then with what seemed to be an appalling effort, the boys eyelids fluttered a little, then finally opened. There was no immediate recognition there. Just pain. The boy’s face twisted into an expression of anguish.   A tiny, dry rasping sound showed the boy was trying to speak. 

‘Wait. Don’t talk.  I get you water.’ Weng ran back outside to the water-butt and filling the wooden ladle that hung there, carefully carried it back to the boy. The boy coughed as he swallowed, hesitantly at first, then greedily as his parched body demanded moisture.  It seemed that the effort of drinking and coughing had exhausted him and he lay back and closed his eyes. As Weng watched, it dawned upon him that he would have to share with the boy what he knew of their family’s fate. But not yet. A minute or so later, the boy’s eyes started to flicker open again, 

‘Where’s my Da?’ he asked in a hoarse and pleading voice.

Weng looked away and busied himself wetting a cloth to mop the boy’s face,

‘Inside. He’s looking after the others. I’m here to look after you until he comes out.’ 

The boy started coughing again and with each spasm his face twisted in agony. 

‘Where’s my Da? I want to see him.’  His voice was starting to acquire an urgent, panicky edge.

Wend forced himself to adopt a calm tone. ‘Soon. First you must rest. You see him then.’ Weng watched as the sudden effort of thinking and talking drew the boy into a dazed stupor. Moments after his breathing showed he had passed back into unconsciousness. 

Weng sat beside the boy, absently stroking Dog’s ears, lost in thought. The boy was plainly sick with the same thing as the others had been, perhaps for a while now; but he was still alive and that suggested he might - like Weng - pull through.  But without help it seemed unlikely. The boy was in a bad way. But what help? Weng knew nothing of caring for the sick, and right now he himself was barely able to stand. Even if he got the boy onto a wagon where would he take him? He’d not last the trip to Philadelphia - the rough track would probably finish him off. Weng stood and lit an oil-lamp against the growing darkness, hanging its soft glow on a spike from one of the large beams. Outside the rain began to fall, beating a steady tattoo on the roof of the smithy.  At least they were dry in here; he could light the forge and keep it warm. They had enough clean water, and there was bound to be some food in one of the houses. He shivered at the thought of going inside any again. But it had to be done. First things first - he’d light the forge. 

For centuries the instinct of humankind has taught us that producing a fire under adverse circumstances lifts the spirits as almost nothing else can, except hot food - which usually follows. For almost an hour, Weng sat with Dog beside the forge. The dull red glow cast flickering shadows on the walls, and the slow, steady heat seeped through the cold stonework. He leaned into it, the dry warmth driving away the chill and filling the air with the faint scent of ash and charred iron. From time to time he took a wet cloth and wiped away the fevered sweat that coated the boy’s face, neck, and chest. Eventually Weng acknowledged to himself that nothing in this world, or any other, was going to get him to seek food inside the house until daybreak.  

Ruffling Dog’s ears Weng stared down into the friendly face. ‘I can’t keep just calling you Dog.’ As he spoke the animal gave a couple of muffled thumps of his tail on the floor to show he knew he was the object of attention. After a little thought Weng made his decision, ‘Your new name is Huo-er.’  No reaction. ‘Don’t worry, it’s a good Chinese name.’ He slid his body further down and pulled Huo-er closer. Whatever he had on his mind, his exhausted body relentlessly sought rest and he passed into a deep sleep. As Weng’s breathing slowed the shadows of early evening lengthened, the only light for miles the soft glow of the forge and the yellow pool of light cast by the oil lamp. Gradually the silent darkness deepened all around this huddled oasis of life. 

Sleep, however, was not kind to Weng. It wasn’t long before he began to dream. It started benignly enough.  He was outside the back of his house washing his face in the cool water of the rainwater butt. Small sparkles circled on the surface of the water reflecting the bright sun overhead.  Something - he doesn’t immediately know what - makes him turn and look towards the house. It all looks just as it should. Then a movement higher up catches his eye and his gaze is drawn upward to the sash window that gives daylight to the landing at the head of the stairs. As his dream-picture clarifies his blood turns to ice - now he sees his wife, their small child held in one tight arm, its mother’s face a mask of fear as she beats against the glass with her free hand hard enough to shatter it and pour shards onto the ground down below.  Except, it doesn’t break. Now she’s screaming out to him in raw terror and the child, driven by its mother’s fear, has its mouth open wide copying her desperate cries. He can see all this, but he can’t hear her - not even a muffled thumping on the glass. There’s nothing but what he can see. Every second or so she spins to look back into the hallway behind her, whatever it is that she sees, when she turns back to the window in a renewed frenzy as her panic deepens. He’s trying to run into the door at the bottom of the house.  His wife and child need him! He’s running, but it’s all in slow-motion.  His arms and fists pump furiously, and the veins on his neck and reddened face bulge with effort, but his legs continue their slow strides. Just as he begins to make it to the door he takes one last look up – she has stopped screaming and beating, as if in horrified resignation she and the child just stand there waiting for - whatever. Tears cut tracks down her cheeks as she seems to sink slowly - as if into a bog - and she slides down from his view.

Weng woke like he’d been slapped. Hard. For some time he just lay next to Huo-er his muscles rigid as his breathing slowed to something like normal. Even the fragments of dream-memory are so painful as to twist around and around in his gut. His eyes brimmed with tears. He lay there awash with the grief, the raw and terrible awareness of not merely having his world shattered, but from being forced towards the dawning realization that it had been his decision, his willingness to accept the suspect order for supplies - over his wife’s reservations - that had taken her and the child from him. He’d been the one to visit the site. It was his wagon that the sick man had clung to. It was Weng who then drove that wagon carefully all the way back to Hope. Back to his family, to their neighbours and friends.  Back with a sickness that crept upon them all. 

A fit of coughing from the other side of the forge snapped Weng into the present. He crawled quickly across the packed floor to check upon Owen’s boy. Not good. The labored breathing and fever were still very much in evidence. How old had his father said the boy was? Thirteen was it? Sponging him once more with water from the nearby rain barrel, Weng knew for sure that the boy wasn’t going to get to see his fourteenth birthday without some urgent help. He knew that the only possible help that might get here on time was - and he couldn’t believe he was actually considering this - from the forest swamp campsite where he’d dropped the supplies however many nights before. There was a chance, a slim one that someone there would know what to do; maybe had nursed somebody else sick back to health. The boy’s breathing had taken on a ghastly burbling note and when Weng lifted his eyelids - the whites were all that showed. Sweat glistened on the boy’s burning skin, his clothes soaked through. Enough! Weng had to act - there was no other choice.

❖❖❖


Chapter 15 

His decision made, Weng moved with a sense of urgency, Despite this, he realized that it was close to midday by the time he had braved the interior of the Owen's place scrounging up what food he could. From behind the smith's workshop, Weng had found Owen's short two-wheeled cart. This was a blessing, it's size would make it easier to maneuver when he got to the narrow forest tracks where he was headed. It took him but a few minutes to manhandle the cart into the open area in front of the forge and hitch up one of Owen's horses. He was pleased to note that the horse he chose was a good deal younger and in better condition than his own. Quickly adding some lanterns and oil to a box at the back - best to be prepared, just in case - Weng rubbed the dirt and sweat from his palms onto the legs of his denim coveralls. He cast an eye across at the Owen boy. He didn't look good, that was a fact. Weng had no idea how much time the boy had, but knew the more of it that he wasted standing here, well - he needed to get moving. Taking the last few moments to get as much water as he could into the delirious boy, Weng whistled at Huo-er and with a crack of the whip over the mare’s ears, started to trace his way across the open space of the settlement, and back towards the route to the site of the drop-off at the forest campsite. 

He tried hard to minimize the tendency of the short buggy to bounce over the track's rutted surface. Truthfully it wasn't clear that the boy would notice, but still. Huo-er stood on the seat beside Weng his nose constantly pointing this way and that as he tested the scents that drifted through the dense trees and undergrowth. The canopy overhead was still thick at this time of year and only a little dappled light made it all the way down to the floor. In fact, the track to the campsite was almost as difficult to navigate as it had been the first night; except that this time there was no rain. Ironically this just made the forest feel worse. At least back then the patter of the rain had the effect of drowning out any of the usual forest noises. Now, without the sounds of drips and splashes it seemed that every minute crack and rustle was intensified.

The deep ruts left by his wagon days ago still scarred the ground, a reminder of the last time he’d crossed this threshold. Weng reined in the horse and glanced at the boy - still asleep, his breaths shallow and ragged. Leaning over the side rail, Weng studied the earth beneath him. Something was off. There was more to be seen here. He wasn’t a tracker, but even he could see the telltale signs - hoof prints scattered through the clearing. Two, maybe three horses had passed here, but whether they’d carried riders or wandered loose, he couldn’t tell. Weng slid off the cart, landing on the soft ground with a dull thud. Huo-er followed, silent as ever, and together they moved toward the edge of the clearing. The place where the lamps had flickered days ago felt eerily unchanged, yet more threatening. At the treeline, Weng stopped to listen. The silence pressed in, so complete it felt unnatural. Even Huo-er, normally eager to chase after scents, stayed glued to his side, ears flat, his eyes fixed on the darkness between the trees. The dog stood close by his side and stared unmoving out into the shadows beneath the trees. Weng reached down to stroke the dog's ears - although whether for the dog's benefit or his own he couldn't say. He cleared his throat, then called out, ‘Hello!’ The sound was immediately absorbed by the dark vegetation. The boy in the wagon gave a soft moan. Looking down, it was clear where the passage of men's feet had recently worn a faint track. Weng clicked his tongue and followed by Huo-er, he started to follow the trail.  

Ducking beneath hanging branches, and in and out of the thick undergrowth Weng almost stumbled into the empty campsite before he knew it. He stood stock still for a few moments taking in the scene before him. The only sound was a faint whistling and whining from Huo-er. The dog didn't like this place. Weng understood. He felt it too. From where he stood, a couple of large tarps still hung in the trees. Beneath were the signs of an abandoned cooking area, with scattered pots and utensils - some appeared to be half trodden into the muddy soil. Folded empty sacks seemed to have been used as make shift seats. Beyond this, several lower and smaller tarps were slung from the trees, as makeshift shelters. He moved carefully forward as if afraid of being suddenly discovered. Pausing every couple of steps, he continually looked around. Two things struck him - firstly, whatever items were strewn around, none were personal. There was a ladle, a couple of old pots, a bent fork half buried in the muck, a tin plate over there - but nothing such as a man might carry on himself. He glanced back at the dog. Huo-er remained on the spot where they had first entered the campsite, eyes only for his master. Something else caught his eye. The earth wasn’t just trampled - it was smeared. Dragged. In places, the mud looked gouged, as if something heavy had been pulled through it, the wet soil clinging desperately to whatever had passed. The marks had begun to dry a little, but standing back he could see a few of them. And as he looked he realized something else, they all eventually went in the same direction. 

Slowly, and being careful to place his feet outside of the marks, he began to follow them. He followed the trail of smeared earth, his stomach tightening as he neared a slope where all the marks converged. They led straight to the edge of the bog, where the thick, muddy ground gave way to stagnant water. It was as if something - no, several somethings - had been dragged here, then disappeared into the muck. The marks were more obvious there, each load having done its bit to etch the groove in the muck a little deeper. There was also some discarded items at the edge that he couldn't quite make out from here. He hesitated at the top, torn between wanting to see more, and the near certainty that whatever there was to be found - wasn't going to be good. 

He turned and looked back, ‘Huo-er!’ Even to his own ears, his voice sounded tremulous. He watched as the dog slowly picked his way over to his new master, every step showing  the animal’s reluctance. Bolstered slightly by the dog's presence, Weng carefully stepped down the slope using the lower branches of the trees as a brake. A few seconds later, he stood at the edge. The ground here had been churned up during the heavy rains. The ground told a story. Scattered boot prints showed where someone - maybe more than one - had paced back and forth. He crouched, studying a second set of prints. These were deeper, sharper, like the kind made by boots worn by a man used to being in the saddle. These had a distinctly sharp heel print - they were the type often favored by men who spent a lot of time in the saddle. They gave the appearance that this man had watched the other by the water. This - watcher - hadn’t moved about much. He’d stood still long enough for his prints to dig in that bit further. Stood, and watched. 

Weng squatted and - careful to touch nothing with his hands - used a stick to turn and expose the discarded items. There was clearly a broken shovel, and numerous short hanks of rope - such as you'd get by trimming something you'd tied, and some sheets of canvas - again looking as though a larger piece has been repeatedly cut with a knife. He stood still. One thing was clear. Whatever had been happening on the edge here, ended – there. His eyes were drawn to the still, dark water just beyond the edge. A thick green scum clung to the surface, choking the swamp in a foul blanket. But there - a patch of clearer water, a couple of yards across, disturbed, like something had broken through the stagnant film. As he stared in silence he knew that the clear patch amid the scum hadn’t just, happened. It had been caused by something, perhaps more than one something, passing down through the surface and breaking the thick floating layer. The dog started making faint whistling sounds through its nose, and this snapped Weng back to life. He carefully stepped backwards from the swamp’s edge, and with an effort of will, turned his back on it, and pulled and climbed his way back up the greasy slope until he stood once more with his dog. He took a long deep breath, and then let it out audibly. His fingertips were brushed the dog's ears, ‘Let's go boy, there's nothing-’  

The swamp belched, a thick, wet sound that chilled Weng to the bone. He spun around, every hair on his body standing on end. From the gloom at the water’s edge, something rose - a dark, twisted shape, bobbing and rolling on the surface before it sank back into the depths. It didn't take Huo-er's barking to get Weng moving. He didn’t wait to see it sink - his legs moved before he could think, sending him sprinting through the camp. He stumbled, dodging the ropes that held the sagging tarps, the sound of his pounding heart louder than his footfalls. By the time he stopped in the centre of the clearing his breath was coming in ragged gasps. He knelt to regain his breathing, as he massaged a rope mark on his neck. The dog stood by him, facing the way they'd come, hackles up and growling deep within his chest. 

As he too looked back at the trees, he knew why he'd run. Even a child in these times would know a winding sheet when they saw one. The sight of that canvas-wrapped shape, bobbing on the surface, could mean only one thing - death. The shape had provoked instant recognition - Weng knew what he saw was the wrapped head and shoulders end of a body, a body temporarily buoyed up by either the swamp’s gasses, or its own putrefaction. In that moment, he understood with shocking certainty that the smears were on the ground - were the marks of bodies, dragged, one by one, down to the water's edge for disposal. And in that same instant, he saw and heard again the sickly Chinese laborer, ‘Away brother!’ 

What had happened in this place? Had all those men died? Who had buried them? Had that repulsive man, what was his name? Yes, that was it - Duncan, had he died too? Slowly he stood knowing that whatever had happened here, there was no help to be found for the boy. No help for anyone. No. He should take the Owen boy back to Hope. With a little luck, they’d make the settlement before dark. His breathing slowly steadied. He crossed back to the buggy. The boy was quiet now - good, Weng thought. Rest would do him good. He climbed up, and moved aside the blanket on the boy's face. As Weng looked down to check on him - he stopped. A few moments later Weng turned and sat gently on the buggy's seat. He folded his arms around his knees, and began to cry softly. The silence of the clearing absorbed his misery.  When he felt Huo-er push his muzzle against his chin, he pulled the dog to him in an embrace and cried, long and silently. 

❖❖❖


Chapter 16 

Governor Parish's view that the cities, towns and settlements of the fledgling nation faced a number of not inconsequential threats would have found some sympathy with Captain Nathaniel Pitman, Captain of Militia. Pitman was acutely aware that this land which had begun with the merest trickle of settlers, had within a single person's lifetime turned into a veritable river of immigrants. Each year's population growing faster than the early authorities could properly account for it. Worse, despite the rapid growth of the early population centers, many immigrants fanned out across vast tracts of wilderness - but nonetheless expected the protection of the newly constituted government. Pitman knew because it was his sworn duty to provide such protection as the leader of a Militia Patrol based in the north-western outskirts of Philadelphia.

Truthfully, Pitman preferred being out among the settlements over the work in the cities. He'd developed good relations with the people across the dozen or so small settlements, and kept a firm hand on his men to keep things that way. The natives weren't a whole lot of bother hereabouts either. Fact was, that by the time Pitman and his men rode into somewhere, whatever trouble there had been, was over. And aside from being handed the occasional person to escort under charges to face justice in Philadelphia, the biggest problem was the Wanderers - former members of the military, reduced to living like tramps. Not as many as there'd been right after the end of the revolutionary war, for sure. But they were still a menace in his eyes, and he’d taken more than one under arrest - especially come winter. Food got lean, and some of them took to surviving any way that they could.

This patrol had been a quiet one. He'd sat through some folks in a couple of places explaining how there'd been a "misunderstanding " after which they'd insisted that - black eyes and a few stitches notwithstanding - everything was all fine and dandy now, yes sir. He'd given them a lecture on their civic duty to rub along with one another, and left it at that. The facts were that life was hard out here, and tempers got frayed, and sometimes somebody might up and run off at the mouth or something, but rarely was real harm done. Deep down people out here needed each other, and they knew it.

No, this time out was one of the good ones. He and his men would be back in Philadelphia in a couple of days riding. They had just one more stop to make - Hope. One of the smaller places in his area. A little more than a dozen or so families, about half in the settlement, the rest scattered through the forested hills nearby. Never had any troubles there.

About an hour after Weng left with the buggy, the Militia Patrol emerged from the northern trail into the clearing at Hope. As was their custom, they reined in their horses at the settlement’s edge, dismounting quietly to avoid causing alarm. Normally, this was when the children would burst from their homes, laughing and shouting, eager to meet the soldiers. But today... there was nothing. The air was cold with silence - no hammers from the smithy, no mothers calling out to their children, no smell of hearth smoke. The emptiness pressed in around them, thick and unnatural.

Using just hand signals, Pitman signaled to his men to spread either side of the track, muskets held ready. They were all war veterans who knew their stuff. One or two chose to shoulder their musket, and instead drew a pistol, with a tomahawk in their offhand. Better for inside the dwellings - they knew a man can easily get tangled up with a musket in a confined space. Two men stayed back to hold the horses, while the others quietly moved up on the nearest buildings. 

Pitman halted near the corner of Owen’s cabin, his boots sinking slightly into the damp earth. Across the way, three of his men gathered near the stable of the Chinese family’s house, ready to enter. Pitman raised a hand, signaling them to proceed, while he and two others turned into the smithy’s yard. That’s when the smell hit him—a sour, gut-churning stench that clung to the back of his throat. Death. It always had a way of announcing itself before you laid eyes on it. And here, it clung thickly in the air. Pitman knew without stepping inside what he’d find. 

But what was this? What misfortune had fallen upon this place? Surely not Wanderers or natives - not with this many able bodied men about. He had paused outside the cabin door and gestured to his sergeant. Seeing that Pitman was about to enter, the man nodded showing that he was ready to cover him. Pitman turned and took a soft step over the lintel, and entered a short, dark passage. He stood still, his pistol ready - and listened. Nothing. Something caught his eye before he could move on. There was a long metal pipe leaning against the wall that he immediately recognized as a musket. Whatever had happened here, nobody had gone for the weapon. Also nobody else had taken it - which ruled out Wanderers and natives. He was about to take a further step when shouting erupted outside. Damn it! They were supposed to be able to operate quietly! He backed up to the outside door, his temper rising. 

When he found out who...

‘Captain, Sir! Come out now sir!’ It was his sergeant. 

Pitman stepped back out into the daylight as the first of the Militia troopers who'd entered the Asian family's home burst around the corner. 

‘Sir, it's a sickness sir! It's done for every last one of them!’

Pitman reacted in an instant, ‘Troopers rally on me! See to it sergeant, nobody goes in any buildings, d'you hear?’

‘Sir’ The sergeant took off to find the remaining men.

The breathless troopers comrades had joined him and were now lining up to attention.

Pitman's face was tight with concern, ‘Now, report. What exactly did you find?’

‘Sir. They're dead sir. There's no sign off that Chinaman what lives there, Sir. But the missus and little one - well they look something shocking sir.’

One of his comrades chimed in, ‘It's a sickness right enough sir. They’ve been dead for a few days, but their skin and everything's just all wrong.’

Pitman absorbed the news, his mind turning over the possibilities. ‘Do you think it’s Jack?’ he asked, though he already suspected the answer.

‘Not sure, sir. It doesn’t feel right. But it could be…’

Pitman nodded grimly. ‘Right. Until we know more, no one goes inside. I don’t care what you find stay out of the buildings.’

The troopers exchanged uneasy glances but didn’t hesitate. Whatever this sickness was, none of them wanted to test it. Jack or not, anything that could take down a whole settlement wasn't to be messed with. The sergeant returned with the last of the troopers. Pitman had already made up his mind. His duty was clear.

‘Sergeant, we'll split the patrol in two. You and I will each take a side of the path. Nobody is to go into the buildings, and if you find some poor soul - alive or dead - outside, they're not to be handled without my say-so, is that clear?’

‘Sir!’

Pitman continued, ‘It's musket butts on the outside. You can make enough noise to raise the dead, but nobody goes in. Carry on!’

The sergeant nodded and led his half of the patrol down one side of the path, while Pitman took the other. For the next few minutes, the only sound to break the oppressive silence was the hollow thudding of musket butts and tomahawks against doors and walls. Each heavy thud sent shivers down Pitman’s spine. He knew, with every strike, that no one would answer. And still, he hoped.

At the far end of the settlement, the two groups met again, their faces tight with grim understanding. Pitman exchanged a look with his sergeant - a shake of the head was all it took. No survivors.

Pitman faced his patrol, his expression dark. ‘Whatever this sickness was,’ he began, his voice low, ‘it’s left not a single soul alive.’

At the back of the group, one of the younger troopers made the sign of the cross, his youthful eyes wide with fear.

‘Now listen,’ Pitman continued, ‘our job is to make sure it stays that way. Whatever killed these people doesn’t leave this place. Understand?’

The men nodded silently. None of them needed reminding of the stakes. This was no ordinary sickness. ‘We don't want whatever this is getting around. Sergeant!’

‘Yes, sir?’

‘Burn everything.’

The sergeant turned to his men, ‘You heard the Captain, it all burns,’ he pointed to one of the troopers, ‘Simpson, flint and steel and get us a fire going - move sharply lad!’

The young trooper slung off his pack and began unpacking his fire making kit. A quarter of an hour later the troopers made their solemn way through what had been the young settlement, setting each building in turn ablaze. By the time they reached their horses, a thick column of beer-bottle colored smoke rose from each building amid a fierce crackling as the flames consumed everything. A couple of hundred feet up each billowing stream merged into one enormous pillar of smoke reaching high into the sky.

‘Pitman motioned for his sergeant to join him, leading him a few steps away from the rest of the patrol. ‘The only risk now is us,’ he said, his voice quieter. ‘I don’t think we’ve caught anything, but we’ll take it slow on the way back. No sense rushing and bringing something with us.’

The sergeant nodded, understanding the unspoken fear in Pitman’s words. They would know soon enough if this sickness had marked them too. ‘Two days to the stables,’ Pitman continued, ‘and if anything shows up... well, we’ll deal with it then.’

‘Very good sir.’ He turned back to the patrol, ‘Mount up!’

As the patrol started out along the southern track, Pitman the last to leave. He looked back, shuddering despite the warm afternoon air. 

❖❖❖


Chapter 17 

Exhausted beyond reason, Weng barely had the strength to dig more than a couple of feet into the soft, swampy ground. Each thrust of the spade sent shocks of pain up his weakened arms. The sickness had drained him, leaving nothing but hollow determination to bury the boy. But even that resolve faltered as he stood over the shallow grave, the dark earth piled loosely on top. He whispered a prayer, though in his heart, he knew the swamp wouldn’t keep its secrets for long. Creatures would come, drawn by the scent of death, but he had no more strength to give. His family awaited him in Hope, although he wasn't really sure what he was going to do when he got there. It wasn’t long after Weng returned to the narrow, winding track that he noticed it - the dark column of smoke rising in the distance. At first, he thought it a cloud, but the way it twisted and grew unnerved him. It came from the direction of Hope, and though the wind carried no sound or scent of the fire, a heavy unease settled over him. Wildfires weren’t unknown in these parts, but something about that pillar of smoke didn’t sit right. He urged the horse onward, the uneasy feeling deepening with every step.

After another half-hour of trudging through the forest, the oppressive silence was shattered by a distant but unmistakable sound - hoof beats, many of them. Weng’s heart leaped into his throat, and Huo-er’s sudden barking made his pulse race. From between the trees, a column of mounted soldiers broke into view, their horses’ hooves kicking up dust as they moved down the narrow track. Weng pulled the reins to halt his wagon, his breath catching as he waited, unsure whether to feel relief or fear.

The lead riders raised an arm and the patrol came to a halt. Murmurs rippled through the ranks of the riders as they spotted Weng, their surprise palpable. The horses shifted restlessly as Captain Pitman and his sergeant nudged their mounts to the front, both men dismounting with slow, deliberate movements. Weng felt their eyes settling on him, measuring, calculating. For a moment, neither spoke, the weight of unasked questions heavy between them. Weng raised a weary hand in greeting and climbed down from his buggy's seat. As Pitman approached Weng he registered the other man's tiredness, and more. He hadn't seen such a look since the days of the war when horror had a way of etching itself upon young faces. He'd always found guessing the age of Asian people tricky, often seeming younger than their true years, but He'd guessed that Weng was around 30. Looking at him now, well - he gave the appearance of a man older than that. 

Pitman broke the silence first, his voice low and careful.

‘Good day to you, sir.’

Weng, too tired to muster much more than a nod, lowered his head in return.

‘Captain.’

The silence that followed stretched thin, an awkward tension hanging between them as they sized each other up, both waiting for the other to speak. The distant smoke still rose behind Pitman, a dark reminder of what had been lost.

Weng broke first, nodding his head beyond the Captain's shoulder to indicate the distant plume of now thinning smoke, 

‘That’s a lot of smoke’.

Pitman nodded, his face became grave.

‘Weng isn't it?’

Weng nodded.

‘Can I ask when you were last at home?’

‘Just this morning.’

Pitman felt a mix of shame and relief wash through him as the realization dawned upon him.

At least I don't have to tell the poor bastard that he's lost everything. 

It struck him then how much Weng’s thin body was shaking with the effort of keeping upright. Pitman spun and gestured to the side of the trail. ‘Sergeant, get the men to the trail side and clear some space, we'll stay here for the night. This man will eat and rest with us’.  Adding after a moment’s thought, ‘There's a flask in my right saddlebag, bring it would you?’

He turned back to Weng, took him gently by the elbow steered him to the nearby side of the track until Weng could lower himself. He slowly, lowered himself until he sat with his back to a young tree. As the Captain did likewise they were joined by the dog. Pitman took a moment to rub the animal's ears and gather his thoughts before speaking. Pitman watched Weng for a long moment, then leaned in, his voice barely above a whisper. ‘You know there’s nothing back there for you, don’t you?’

Weng blinked slowly, as if the words were sinking in, dragging him down into their weight. His lips parted, but no sound came at first. He lowered his head, a long breath escaping him. He knew. Of course he knew.

Weng closed his eyes, the gesture as slow and heavy as the weight of the truth settling in his chest. He nodded, just once, as though even that small movement cost him more than he had left to give. Pitman reached out, his hand resting briefly on Weng’s trembling shoulder, offering what little comfort he could.

‘I'm really most terribly sorry’.

The sergeant appeared beside him carrying a battered pewter flask and a tin cup. Pitman took them with a nod, ‘I think some food please sergeant.’

‘Yessir, the men are getting started now’. He stared at Weng for a moment, then his eyes briefly met Pitman’s, and he turned away getting back to supervising his men. 

Pitman pressed the small cup with its amber contents into Weng's hands. ‘Here, sip this, it'll help’.

Weng sniffed the liquor gently then said, ‘I don't drink. My wife doesn't-’ He froze. A few seconds passed then he raised the cup to his lips. He looked at Pitman, ‘Thank you, Captain’.

‘Nathaniel. Please’.

Weng nodded and with effort - offered a thin smile. ‘Nathaniel, what of the smoke?’

Pitman nodded, and looked at Weng, ‘I'm sorry Weng", he paused, The men acted upon my order … I had to … it was necessary to stop the spread of -’

Weng held up the palm of his hand, and nodded several times to show he understood. ‘I was going back there to bury them, but I wasn't sure that I could’. His voice descended to a tired whisper, ‘Maybe this is better’.

Pitman gave Weng’s shoulder a squeeze, ‘I'll go see how that food's coming along, you need to eat.’ He rose and left Weng and Huo-er sitting in quiet company.

A little later Weng put aside his plate. He couldn't remember the last time he'd felt this full.

It feels like days.

He looked past the brightness of the firelight. The soldiers had fed Huo-er who was now the object of considerable attention and happily playing with the men. Pitman handed their plates to a trooper, with a smile of thanks, then turned to Weng.

‘I've been meaning to ask you, what took you out of Hope?’

Weng drew a deep breath. Pitman sat patiently.

Just let him talk. 

After a long pause, Weng explained how he'd found the Owen boy still alive. He told Pitman how he'd dropped supplies to a campsite - then thought to get the boy there for assistance.

Pitman considered Weng's story, then asked, ‘This campsite, did you know what work these men were doing there?’

Weng shook his head emphatically, ‘I don't know. I didn’t really see anything...I just went there a few nights ago to deliver supplies’.

Pitman looked thoughtful, ‘Tell me about these supplies.’

Weng explained everything, starting with the rider's arrival at Hope with the letter. How he'd gone out with his wagon. He told Pitman everything - everything that is, his wife’s misgivings, and the Chinese man's warning. He told of finding the campsite empty on his return with the boy, but again, left out the wrapped body in the swamp.

I'm not even sure what that was.

Pitman gazed into the flames, watching as they twisted and danced, the embers crackling in their slow demise. ‘Duncan, you say?’ His voice was low, almost lost in the sound of the fire. He didn’t look at Weng, keeping his eyes fixed on the flickering orange glow. ‘Did you get any other names?’

Weng, his face half-hidden in the shadows, shook his head. ‘Only him.’

Pitman’s brow furrowed, the lines deepening as memories stirred. His voice, when it came again, was rougher, as though dredging up something long buried. ‘What about another man - strong, quiet, tall ... white scars tracing his face like old battle lines?’ His gaze flicked briefly to Weng, gauging the reaction.

Weng finally pulled his eyes from the fire, hesitating before meeting Pitman’s. ‘Not at the campsite ... but the man you describe, he sounds like the one who came to Hope. The messenger ...’ He swallowed hard, the unease thick in his voice. ‘Do you know him?

Pitman exhaled slowly, his breath carrying a hint of weariness. ‘The first man, Duncan, yes. We’ve had ... words.’ He almost smiled, though it was far from a pleasant thought. Yeah, they’d exchanged more than words. A man like Duncan never learned without trouble.

Yeah, hadn’t he just?  

Your rider - Hamlin, most likely. They work for the same man.’ Pitman paused, the name stirring something deep within him, like an echo from a darker time. Memories uncoiled, half-forgotten but never fully erased.

Weng’s voice dropped to a whisper. ‘He frightened me. There was something about him... dangerous.’ He shuddered slightly as if the very name could conjure Hamlin back into the night.

Pitman nodded thoughtfully, ‘Yes. Oh, he's certainly that. They usually work for a man called Garrick. Have you heard of this man?’

Is Garrick dangerous too?’

Pitman’s lips twisted into a grim smile, the kind that carried no humor. ‘Not in the way you’re thinking. But a man like Garrick doesn’t need to be - not with someone like Hamlin on his leash. It’s enough to make others tread carefully around him.

Weng nodded to show he understood. ‘It sounds a lot like China’.

Pitman put another couple of pieces of timber onto their fire, squinting as sparks briefly rose and the flames leaped for a moment. ‘I guess the real question is, what in Hell's name would bring the likes of them the way out here into a swamp? I mean what’s out here for them? Ho pondered a moment longer. ‘Whatever it is - there has to be money in it.’ 

Weng said nothing. 

‘Anyhow, we'll stop by the place on our way back to the city’. Seeing a look of instant dismay flash across Weng's face, he added - ‘We won't dwell long… just to get enough for me to make a report’.

Weng looked away to the fire again.

What will you report? He wondered. He silently assured himself he'd been right to hold back the grimmer details of his story. That had always been his way. But what of it? None of this was of Weng’s making.

I only tried to act in the best interests of my family. I took what opportunity the fates offered - I was powerless to see what was coming... and if I had, what could I have done? One man, alone?

Having consoled himself, he reached out and pulled Huo-er close, before resting his head on his rolled up jacket. Sleep came quickly.

As Weng’s breathing took on a slower and deeper cadence, Pitman looked at him in the flickering amber light. What - and who - in God's name had this young fellow gotten involved with?  He knew Weng to be genuinely decent, and visits to the settlement had convinced Pitman that Weng was nothing more than a hard-working immigrant. He kept largely to himself - and like other Chinese of his acquaintance, seemed to put a lot of store in the idea that everyone was born to the role they played, and the like. But harmless, for all that.

Pitman already knew one thing with certainty - if Duncan was involved in anything - then Garrick was somewhere in the background turning a buck. Duncan was pretty much a drunkard and cheap lout who could barely buckle shoes without being told what to do. The city patrols had locked him up more than once until he’d sobered up enough to behave himself.  But Duncan was strictly small-time. He tipped the pewter flask and poured a measure into his cup. He sipped at the whiskey thoughtfully.

But if Hamlin was involved - that was an altogether different matter. Pitman and he had both worn the same uniform in the past, and both commanded men … but that's where any resemblance stopped. Oh, the man had got his results, no question about it. And he wasn’t short of courage by any means. But there were whispers of things done, alehouse stories told with hushed voices, even his ideas of how to maintain discipline among his men – well, they’d eventually become accusations that even the young Continental Army could no longer ignore – especially with peace looming. Pitman had learned not to judge men based on campfire stories or barroom whispers. But Hamlin - Hamlin was different. Pitman didn’t need rumors to know that. He’d seen firsthand what the man was capable of. There had been ... incidents. Methods that pushed men too far, that left scars on more than just the body. He even remembered the day it all came to a head. Pitman had been inspecting the turn out of sentries going on duty, when Hamlin had suddenly burst from their commander's tent wearing a livid expression - pure murder. He stopped long enough to glare at Pitman for a few seconds, before turning on his heel and storming off towards his quarters.  

Well, that must have been an interesting conversation.

Shortly after, Hamlin had left the encampment in a hurry. Pitman remembered the way he’d ridden past, spurring his mount like a man with no more to lose. He hadn’t even slowed as he passed the sentries - just a blur of motion, anger, and something else... something darker. He saw that Hamlin’s uniform was gone, replaced by rough riders’ clothes - and that was the last that anyone in the regiment saw of him. A day or two later Pitman had carefully inquired of his Colonel as to Lieutenant Hamlin's whereabouts. 

The man was instantly thrown off and - avoiding looking Pitman in the eye - murmured some a vague and unconvincing response about, 'Gone. All for the best, don't you know … least said the better'.

That was enough for Pitman. Like all soldiers, he’d learned early in his service when to let well alone.

Over the next few months Hamlin was all but forgotten, with the war over, Pitman sought a transfer to the Regional Militia as an officer of the peace. After some months stories caught his ear. Something about a Wanderer of astonishing martial skill. A man for hire of whom it was said wasn't given to showy or indiscriminate violence… but, if you needed a hard man for, well, hard work...'

Pitman could never be sure it was Hamlin - but as the stories grew he never had any doubt.  Like all stories, they were no doubt embellished, but there were details in them, unsettling details and if the man wasn’t Hamlin, it was stretching coincidence a long way.

Pitman blinked, forcing himself back into the present. His gaze flicked to Weng, now lying still by the fire. If this young man had crossed paths with Hamlin - and Garrick - his troubles were only beginning. Pitman could feel it, that sickening churn in his gut. Weng had stumbled into something he didn’t understand, and it wouldn’t be easy to claw his way out. The fire’s glow was dimming now, its warmth retreating as the night deepened. Pitman pulled his coat tighter around him and lay back, but his thoughts didn’t settle. They circled restlessly, following dark paths he didn’t want to tread. Sleep wouldn’t come easy - not with Hamlin’s name now hanging in the air like a warning.

We’ll just have to see what the campsite can tell us tomorrow.  

❖❖❖

It was late morning when Weng, riding near the rear, raised a weary arm toward the barely visible trail snaking its way into the swamp. The patrol came to a halt in eerie silence, the only sound the faint creaking of saddles and the restless stamping of horses. Pitman cast a measured look at the darkened entrance, then turned to the sergeant, voice hushed but firm. ‘You and the rest hold here. O’Flaherty, you’re with me.’ He picked three more, and together they formed a small knot of men, tense and watchful, as if the trees themselves were waiting to swallow them whole. After an initial attempt at refusal, Weng reluctantly found himself on a troopers spare horse and last man in line as they set off for the clearing.

The journey to the clearing felt shorter this time, but also more surreal. The oppressive silence of the swamp, the muted thud of hooves on damp earth - everything felt too still. Weng rode in a daze, wondering how they had arrived so quickly, and yet, each minute had stretched with the weight of something unseen lurking just out of sight.

He watched as the men dismounted, and Pitman and the Corporal showed a good deal of interest in the marks showing the passage of wagons and horses. Pitman and O’Flaherty crouched low, their boots sinking slightly into the damp soil. They moved with the precision of hunters, tracing faint impressions in the earth, marks that Weng had never noticed on his last visit. The two men whispered now and again, their sharp eyes darting between faint clues, as though piecing together some silent, terrible puzzle. Weng, watching from the edge, felt the cold weight of dread settle in his stomach. They were finding more than he ever had, their eyes constantly roving over the ground. Every now and then, each drew the others’ attention to something. There was much pointing and nodding in agreement. Weng couldn't hear their quiet discussions from where he sat, but it seemed to him that they were learning a good deal. He was just starting to get restless when Pitman and O’Flaherty suddenly straightened and turned to him. 

 Pitman gestured for him to join them - ‘Weng, if you please’

The other two troopers who’d sat patiently through the clearing’s examination - all the while constantly scanning the trees about them - dismounted and tied their horses to nearby brush. Pitman gestured at the faint trail worn by feet through the trees in the direction of the campsite. ‘Corporal O’Flaherty, Weng and myself will proceed down there. You two flank us and keep watch’. 

Weng’s suspicion that these men were seasoned professionals was confirmed in an instant. At Pitman’s subtle hand signal, they melted into the treeline like shadows, their presence swallowed by the thick underbrush. Weng blinked, and they were gone. It unnerved him how silent they were, how quickly the forest had claimed them, leaving him feeling exposed and vulnerable once more.

‘Weng, the Corporal and I will lead. It is important that under no circumstances do you cross in front of either of us, is that clear?’

Can’t have you shooting me if there’s any trouble. Weng nodded his understanding. 

‘What I need you to do is to look about and see if anything catches your eye - if anything looks disturbed since you saw it last.’

Again Weng simply nodded to show he knew what was being asked of him.

Pitman and O’Flaherty shared a long look at each other in silence, each drew their sword and a pistol, then turned and silently entered the treeline. Weng had to admit to himself, he felt a lot better being here with these men. Now it was hard to credit that he’d ever come here alone.

But I did. For the boy. What else could I do?

As the two men in front of him caught sight of the campsite itself, Pitman raised a hand and all three stopped. The swamp pressed in around them, heavy with the weight of its silence. The thick foliage dampened every sound, swallowing the faintest rustle, the smallest movement. The air was suffocating, thick and still, with not even the distant call of a bird to break the oppressive quiet. It was as though the swamp itself had forgotten the world beyond its borders, locked in some ancient, stagnant breath. Weng couldn’t be sure, but he thought that just every now and then he caught a faint gurgle as the swamp went about its process of digesting everything it touched. 

Apparently satisfied, Pitman gave a short gesture with his sword hand, and he and O’Flaherty began to move into the campsite proper. Weng trailed behind them, his steps faltering as the familiar dread clawed at his chest. He stayed back, too far to feel safe, but not far enough to escape the oppressive atmosphere of the place. Each step forward was a reminder of the last time he’d been here - of the things he had seen, and the things he had chosen to ignore. Truthfully, he’d been so scared the last time he was here, he couldn’t really be sure he remembered much of it. But the further he went in, the more familiar it seemed. There were the large tarpaulins, and nearby a tattered blanket hung on a branch, wet and caked with mud. The litter of cups and utensils – it all looked the same.  As they came onto the area of smaller tarps, Pitman motioned him to stay still. Once more, Pitman and O'Flaherty began a close examination of the site. It seemed to Weng that they had particular interest the same scoured marks pressed into the dirt that he’d seen when he was here before. Every now and again, one of the men, would wave silently for the others’ attention - then hold up fingers. It took a moment for Weng to understand what they were doing - each silent exchange between Pitman and O’Flaherty, each set of fingers raised, told a story. They were counting. Estimating how many men had been here, how many had left. Or worse, how many had never left at all. 

Pitman gestured for Weng to come forward, putting his finger to his lips as he did so. Weng did his best to copy the catlike movements of the men, and a few seconds later he was next to them, when O’Flaherty reached up and gently brought him close. His voice was soft in Weng’s ear.

‘Is this as far as you got?’ 

Weng shook his head, and slowly pointed to a gap between two looming trees at the top of the bank. O’Flaherty nodded, and flicked him a slight smile. He held his hand up to Weng to remain there.

Stay up here, away from the water’s edge? No problem at all!

Weng nodded at O’Flaherty, and the Corporal turned back to his Captain, and together they passed slowly and silently through the gap in the trees, and in moments were lost to sight.  Initially happy to remain at the top, Weng quickly found being alone the less comfortable option. Damn, but the men were quiet! He waited, rooted to the spot and was just wondering whether or not he’d imagined hearing the soft hoot of a whippoorwill in the trees ahead, when he jumped with horror as a voice at his elbow said softly, ‘Beggin’ your pardon sir - but the Captain would like us to join him’. It was one of the troopers detailed to protect their flanks. 

Weng stood with his mouth open, ‘I didn’t even hear you -’

It was then he saw on his other side the remaining trooper. Weng’s heart was beating so fast and loud he was surprised that the men couldn’t hear it. ‘How do you move so -’

‘Sir, the Captain -’ the trooper pointed down the bank.

Still recovering from his shock, Weng stumbled forward to the gap in the trees. Behind his back the two troopers shared a glance and a quick grin, they weren’t above finding humor in Weng’s discomfort.  Down the bank O’Flaherty knelt by the water’s edge and Pitman stood next to him, both very intent on the bank’s edge. O’Flaherty held one of the rope off-cuts Weng had seen before. He stood and for several seconds both men looked out onto the water’s. Aside from small bubbles of marsh gas floating to the top, nothing disturbed its surface.

Pitman nodded at O’Flaherty, and turned to Weng, ‘You’ve done well. Are you alright?’

Weng gave an unconvincing nod.

Pitman made a sweeping gesture, 'Before we take our leave … this … all this, is it just as you saw it?

Weng froze for just a moment - his mind yelling inwardly, It's nothing to do with me! I want nothing to do with whatever this was! 

He looked away towards the top of the bank and shook his head. Pitman’s silence stretched on, and Weng felt his own uncertainty twist into something darker. He glanced up, meeting Pitman’s gaze for a fleeting second before the weight of it forced his eyes back to the ground. There was something in the Captain’s expression - something that told Weng his lie had not gone unnoticed.

'Nothing different...it's the same'. He mumbled.

Pitman smiled and squeezed Weng’s shoulder, 'Come, I think we've all had enough of this place'.

The men started back up the embankment, Pitman at the rear. At the top of the embankment, Pitman hesitated, his hand instinctively rising to push his hat back as he stared down at the murky water. The swamp felt alive beneath him, its dark, scum-covered surface hiding secrets too foul to bring to light. He stood there, for a long moment, as though waiting for something to stir beneath the stillness.

God, what a foul place. 

He still had no idea what Duncan and Hamlin wanted with this vile spot, but his instincts told him the answer probably lay at the end of a rope and hook with strong men dredging the water. He turned and made to catch the others up. One more thing was troubling him. He looked at Weng’s back as he wove his way between the trees. 

One question gnawed at Pitman as he watched Weng’s figure retreat between the trees: what had scared the young man so deeply that he would lie about this place? What - or who - was powerful enough to make him keep silent, even now?

❖❖❖


Chapter 18 

Each time Pitman crossed the threshold of Chief Pieter De Vries' office, it felt like stepping into a monument of neglect - a testament to how little the city's leaders valued the Militia. The room was a pit of disarray. Shelves sagged under the weight of forgotten files, and the wood of the desk had long since surrendered to age, its surface a battlefield of scratches and ink stains. De Vries might be good at playing indifferent, but this office - this ruin - seemed to reflect something more: a man worn down, his fire long extinguished by the grind of  colonial politics. 

'Sir, it's clear that something’s amiss. I'd like to take a small patrol back there and see what we can find. If we're quick, we'll not be gone more than five days'. 

With his crossed feet propped over the corner of a desk that looked ready to collapse at any moment, De Vries studied his nails. 

'We can be discreet, sir.'

De Vries let out a sharp, cynical laugh. ‘Discreet? In this city? You know how that goes, Pitman. One whisper in a back alley and every alehouse from here to the docks will be buzzing by morning. Secrets don’t last long in cesspools like these.’

Pitman held his silence. Patience was key here. De Vries, though weathered and worn, was no fool. He had been a better man once, a man with purpose. Now, whatever strength he had left was buried deep beneath layers of cynicism. Pitman sank into a chair that creaked ominously, its wood threatening to buckle under his weight, a reflection of the fragile authority De Vries still wielded. He winced as it creaked beneath him - but it held. He'd given De Vries a summary of the patrol - as he always did on his return.

The actual paperwork could wait. 

De Vries sighed, his eyes narrowing as he shifted his weight. ‘And the Chinaman? Where is he now?’ The question came out with a deliberate edge, as if the answer might hold more weight than Pitman had anticipated.

'We left him down at the Vincent Street church. Father Boudain, the priest there is a good man, they'll take care of him'. 

De Vries nodded slowly.  'Indeed, Captain '. He eased his body up out of his chair with a soft grunt, came around to the front of the well scarred desk and perched his ample frame on the corner nearest Pitman. They looked at each other for a long while in silence. De Vries' frown momentarily deepened.

Here it comes.

'You really think there's something to this?' De Vries asked. 

Pitman took his time so as to appear to consider the question carefully before responding. 

The thing was not to get greedy - don't grab at what you want too soon.  'Very much so, Sir. I do'. He watched De Vries' reaction for a moment, then leaning forward, continued, 'And it looks as though Garrick’s right-hand Hamlin is involved, sir'. 

De Vries exhaled, rubbing his jaw thoughtfully. ‘That complicates things. He knows you, doesn’t he?’ His brow arched, the question hanging between them like a blade waiting to drop.

Pitman kept his tone neutral. ‘We served under the same commander near the end of the war. I expect he might remember me.’ A deliberate understatement, though Pitman suspected Hamlin never forgot anyone who crossed his path - least of all those who might know his secrets. That's probably not the half of it.  

'Anything there that I should be aware of?'

Pitman shook his head, keeping his voice even. ‘Not to my knowledge, sir.’ But inside, a knot tightened. Hamlin was the kind of man who bore grudges, long and deep. Someone had whispered in the commander’s ear all those years ago. The question was whether Hamlin still thought it was him.

'I can't have a man with Garrick’s...' De Vries paused for a second, 'interests, calling foul because he claims there's personal motives under any Militia inquiries - am I clear?' 

Damn! He was going to go for it. 'I understand perfectly sir. There's nothing like that'. Fingers crossed. 

'God alone knows how often I have to tried to skate the thin ice with the Governor’. Apparently satisfied, De Vries returned to his chair behind the desk. 

‘Just you, Pitman. You can take that Corporal of yours, O'Flaherty. He's smart and got a tight lip by all accounts. I don't want a whisper of this to get around. And only five days mark you - not one more. When you get back, you both report immediately to me. Talk to nobody, and you take no action against Garrick, Hamlin, or even that bloody fool Duncan without my express permission. Clear?' Pitman rose, saluted his chief, and took his hat from the peg by the door. 

'Pitman?'

He turned back to De Vries. 'Sir?'

De Vries leaned back, the weariness settling over his features like a heavy cloak. For a moment, his voice softened. ‘Go carefully, Pitman.’ It wasn’t an order. It was a warning.

'Of course, Sir'.

After Pitman left, De Vries remained seated, staring at the closed door as if the weight of his thoughts was keeping him rooted to the spot. Troubled was an understatement. By law, he should inform Governor Parish of every open investigation, but this one … not yet. There was no reason, at least not one he could name, to distrust the Governor. Still, something gnawed at him. Pitman would be back in a few days. Perhaps by then, the situation would be clearer. Perhaps. Pitman was a good patrol leader, but he had the luxury of distance from the men who’s only interest in the City Watch or the Patrols was to protect their own businesses and homes. As far as the rest of Philadelphia’s citizens went, they could go hang in so much as Parish and his ilk ever spared them a thought. 

You have to be realistic in my job. Have to be, however much from time to time it hurts. 

❖❖❖


Chapter 19 

Pitman left the militia office in two minds. He knew he needed a bath, a meal, and some sleep. But he also knew all three would be the better if he dropped by Saint Vincent’s and checked on how Weng was getting sorted. Rationalizing that it wasn’t much out his way, he turned down the street and picked his way among the few still making their way home, or in search of a drink. 

Saint Vincent’s was far from the grandest of the city’s churches, and its coffers were always lean. More often, it felt less like a place of worship and more like a sanctuary for the city’s lost and forgotten. The pews had long since been joined by communal tables, and the echo of hymns was now complemented with the murmur of tired voices over shared meals. The resident priest, Father Boudain,  originally come from one of the sugar islands, had been here for a bit on two years to Pitman’s memory, but the man had made an impact in the city and his name was spoken with respect by high born and low alike.

Pitman knew not to try the doors of the church proper at this hour. Instead, he made his way to gap between the small church and an adjacent building, lit only by the soft yellow light of an oil lamp hanging a few feet away over a single dark timber door.  He was reaching for the large bronze ring handle when the door opened from the inside with a loud creak and cast a triangle of light into the small passage. Just inside the lintel was a small Chinese boy of some 15 or so years, and Father Boudain. The priest stood with his hand on the boy’s shoulder and seemed to be offering some friendly parting counsel. 

With a final pat on the boy’s shoulder, Father Boudain smiled warmly and ushered him into the night, his gaze finally settling on Pitman. ‘Monsieur Capitaine,’ Boudain greeted, his voice low and welcoming. He opened the door wider, the soft glow from inside spilling into the alleyway. ‘Come in, come in. You are always welcome here.’

Removing his tricorne hat, Pitman made a brief bow and stepped inside. ‘Thank you, Father.’ From the outside, one might have been forgiven for expecting darkness and gloom, but instead, was a well lit long room. At the back a row of windows would have let in daylight to shine upon rows of tables and benches, polished to a shine by long use, at which a group of some twenty or so Chinese, and a handful of others were in the process of devouring hot soup. Two young European women were making they way around the room ensuring that each man got his share. 

Boudain made a wide gesture with one arm across the room. ‘As you see, Capitaine, it is dinner time.’ He paused as if remembering his manners. ‘Are you hungry?’

Pitman returned the smile. ‘Not just at present thank you, Father.’ It was then he noticed the dog that Weng called Huo-er under one of the tables, making short work of whatever had been put in a bowl for him. Pitman pointed to the dog. ‘I wanted to stop by on my way home and see that our friend Weng is alright.’ 

Boudain’s smile faltered. ‘Of course, Capitaine. Weng is resting now, in our dormitory. Our nurse tended to him after you brought him in, though...’ His voice trailed off, and he shook his head. ‘It is unspeakably tragic, what happened to his family. No man should bear such a loss.’ Boudain gestured to a couple of chairs at a small table. They sat and one of the young women looked at them, then raised an eyebrow in silent query to the priest. He nodded briefly and she hurried from the room. 

‘I understand poor Weng’s family were not the only souls lost in that village, Capitaine.’

‘No Father. There were at least another 30 or so. There was a boy who almost …’  Pitman paused. ‘Weng alone survives.’

The Priest quietly crossed himself, and his lips moved in a silent prayer. Pitman realized that the Priest’s habitual smile made him look younger than he was. Close up his iron-gray short hair and tight skin across the cheekbones revealed an older man. A man who had also seen his share of mourning and troubles. 

The young woman returned with two earthenware mugs of ale. The two men clinked them together briefly, and drank for a moment. Pitman hesitated slightly. ‘Father … about Weng. It’s only fair that I tell you his troubles may not yet be over.’ Boudain said nothing. Pitman went on. ‘I doubt that he understands all of it himself. But through no fault of his own … he may draw the attention of … some people. For the time being, he would do well to be discreet in where he goes about, or works.’ Pitman took another swallow of ale. 

‘Of whom do we speak, Capitaine?’ The priest asked quietly. 

‘I’m looking into that now, but perhaps Mr Lionel Garrick, and … one Mr Hamlin, an employee of his.’ 

The priest’s eyes darkened. ‘Yes, Capitaine, those names are known to us. As are the whispers that follow them. We will make certain Weng remains unnoticed, for his own sake.’ His thin smile carried a weight of understanding that needed no further explanation.

‘If anyone should come asking, and I don’t expect so, but just in case -’ 

The priest nodded. ‘We shall be sure to pass this along to you or your men without delay.’

‘Just myself or Corporal O’Flaherty for the time being, Father. If you don’t mind.’

‘Of course, Capitaine. As you say.’

The men sat in silence for a couple more minutes as they finished their ale. Pitman rose. ‘I must be getting along Father. Thank you for the ale.’ Pitman gestured toward the gathered men. ‘What you’re doing here is remarkable, Father.’ Boudain’s face softened, pride tempered by humility.

‘We do what we can. It’s small work, but in times like these, small things can save lives.’

Pitman lingered at the door, offering a small nod. ‘Good night, Father. And ... thank you.’ As Boudain gently shut the door behind him with a familiar creak, the warmth of Saint Vincent’s faded, leaving Pitman alone with the chill night air.  He paused in the shadow at the entrance to the alleyway. For the moment he appeared to have that bit of the street to himself, except for a cat trying to be inconspicuous amid a nearby pile of rubbish. Pitman’s mind turned over the challenges. He needed answers, but where to start? Duncan was the weak link, but De Vries had explicitly ordered him to stay away. Still...there were ways to maneuver around an order, if one was careful enough. A plan was already beginning to take shape in his mind. 

A fine rain had started to fall. With a sigh Pitman realized his dinner, bath, and rest would have to wait a little longer yet. He shrugged his woolen cape up higher around his neck, adjusted his hat to keep the rain from his face, then turned down the slope and headed towards the wharves. 

❖❖❖


Chapter 20 

Pitman moved carefully through Dock Street’s narrow alleys, where the thick scent of saltwater mixed with the sour stench of alehouses and fish markets. This side of the Delaware was where trade thrived, but it also drew men looking to lose themselves in the darker corners of the city. The eastern shore offered only a few scattered lights across the river, while this side was well supplied with cheap alehouses and hostelries and the docks buzzed with the hum of drunken songs, clinking tankards, and murmured deals made in the shadows. 

Although there was more than one alehouse along here, Pitman knew that more than one had turned found reason to turn Duncan out into the street - which left just his lodgings, Garrick’s yards, and a couple of alehouses down near the very edge of the water.  The alehouses often cricked their windows slightly ajar to allow the worst of the smokey atmosphere to escape.

Taking care not to be seen, Pitman made an examination of each alehouse’s patrons. At the second he got lucky. What passed for the latrines were outside and set just back from the alehouse’s front. Pitman was just moving slowly between pools of shadow, when the front alehouse door burst open spilling light into the muddy street, and Duncan staggered out, checked his balance, and with what seemed to be considerable effort pointed his large frame towards the latrines.

Pitman melded into the shadows, the stench of brackish water and rotting fish thick in the air. The few oil lamps along the dock did little to cut through the oppressive darkness, leaving only pale halos of light, flickering against the damp boardwalk. He waited - his breath slow, deliberate, the way a predator waits, knowing his prey is stumbling blind. Duncan wasn’t long in coming out. When he emerged it seemed that he was heading not back into the alehouse, but off in a direction that Pitman presumed led towards whatever hovel the man called home.  The darkness seemed to thicken around the older landings of the wharf, deep shadows clinging to the wooden structures like silent sentinels. Duncan, in his inebriated state, picked his way forward cautiously, unaware of the danger that lurked just beyond his vision. Too late Duncan sensed that he wasn’t alone. 

‘Who’s there?’ he demanded, his voice slurring with a mix of bravado and fear. ‘Show yourself or it won’t go well for you!’ He dimly registered a darkly clad figure an arm’s reach away, the shadows playing tricks on his groggy mind. 

Pitman’s voice came to him, quiet and cold.  ‘I’m sorry Duncan, but I’m not sure that we’ve ever been properly introduced.’ Before Duncan could register the words, Pitman’s hand struck - flat and fast - sending the man to his knees. The blow wasn’t wild; it was precise, practiced. Pitman didn’t need to waste strength. He knew exactly where to hit to make a man crumble. The big man swayed, blinking and gaping as his drink-sodden brain tried to make sense of what was happening. Blood began to seep from one corner of his mouth, and in the thin lamplight his eyes gained a hunted look. 

Pitman didn’t want Duncan recovering his wits, he needed to keep the man off kilter. 

‘The rule here is simple. In fact, even a man like yourself should be able to understand.’ He leaned forward over Duncan. ‘I ask you a question, and then you answer quickly, and truthfully. Do I make myself clear?’ 

Duncan tried to rally his nerve. ‘I don’t answer to you! Whoever you are! I only answer to -’ 

Pitman’s fist sunk deeply into the expanse of Duncan’s gut. He folded up, eyes bulging as he struggled to draw breath. ‘Take your time Duncan. Do you see that there might have been a better answer to my question?’ Pitman tugged at his gloves, the leather creaking softly as he flexed his fingers. There was no hurry in his movements. Duncan’s fate had already been sealed, and Pitman knew it. Every gesture was deliberate, reminding the man at his feet that control had shifted completely. 

A few moments later, Duncan’s wind started coming back to him. ‘I haven’t done anything!’ He protested. ‘I don’t know anything!’ His breath a sort of wheeze. 

The swamp, Duncan. Let’s talk about that.’ Pitman’s voice was soft, almost conversational, but there was no mistaking the command in it. Duncan’s head jerked up, eyes wide with the sudden realization - this man knew. He knew about the encampment, the bodies, the secrets Duncan thought buried. ‘Apparently, you do work there for Garrick.’ Pitman leaned a little closer. ‘What was it that he had you doing?’ 

‘It wasn’t down to me. I just supervised. Hamlin and Mr Garrick didn’t tell me anything.’ 

Hamlin, of course. Well, there was likely to be a little of the truth in there. Pitman sighed. He reached down and grasped a fistful of Duncan’s lank hair, and twisted. Duncan whimpered in pain. ‘What did you supervise?’  

‘Nothing wrong! Just the burying. We had to bury them. The poor ones. Them what dies from the Yellow Jack.’ Pitman let go of Duncan’s hair, and unconsciously wiped his gloved hand on the shoulder of Duncan’s coat. 

‘Who else was there, Duncan? Who helped you?’ Pitman’s question cut through Duncan’s stammered excuses.

‘Just laborers… Chinese men, for digging… nothing more,’ Duncan muttered.

‘Where are they now?’ Pitman pressed, his voice tightening. Duncan’s face paled.

‘Gone,’ he whispered, barely audible. ‘Sick … all of them … gone. You ain’t never seen the like!’  

Pitman frowned. All of them? ‘What happened to the bodies?’ Then before Duncan could answer - ‘How many men are we talking here?’ Even by the lamplight Pitman could see the sheen of sweat on Duncan's face. 

‘Twenty all told.  All of them. We buried them too.’ 

‘We?’ Asked Pitman, even though he suspected he already knew the answer. 

‘Mr Hamlin and me. Least ways I did, that bastard just gave orders … like always.’ Duncan spat a mixture of saliva and congealing blood down onto the dark water beneath them. 

Pitman checked back the way they’d come. There was the sound of raucous off-key singing as the patrons of the nearest alehouse belted out a bawdy favorite, and the water made soft lapping sounds against the pilings of the wharf. Otherwise it was quiet - nobody had seen them. ‘And then?’  

‘Then what?’ 

‘Pitman sighed softly. ‘You said you buried the bodies ... and then?’ 

‘Oh, we came back to Philly. Him and Mr Garrick has to find another spot … a new place to …’ Duncan’s voice trailed away to nothing. Pitman straightened up. He stared down at Duncan for awhile. Clever, Duncan was not. But even he must understand what his life would be worth if Garrick learned that he’d said so much as a word about their business.  

Pitman quickly made his mind up, and looked at Duncan without a shred of pity. He stepped back, his voice calm but edged with finality. ‘You’re leaving Philadelphia, Duncan. Two days. No more.’ Duncan looked up, wide-eyed, the looming figure above him more terrifying than the shadows that surrounded them. ‘If you’re still here after that, Garrick will know everything. Hamlin too.’ Pitman’s voice dropped lower. ‘And you know what they’ll do.’ He watched as the other man slowly catch on and Duncan’s face twisted in a grimace of worry. ‘Two days, Duncan. You see, you’ve talked to the militia, Duncan. If you’ve even a shred of horse-sense, you’ll get yourself gone.’ 

Bending forward again Duncan clutched his face between his palms and rocked gently back and forth on his knees as the last fragments of his world fell inward. Pitman was right in his guess. Duncan knew exactly what his life was worth if his employer ever found out he’d talked.  

‘Please!’ He begged, bowing his head deeper.

‘Two days Duncan. That’s all.’

By the time Duncan thought of anything else he might say, any plea he might make, Pitman had gone - swallowed by the nearby shadows. 

As Pitman made his careful way back towards the buildings and alleyways, he reflected on the likelihood that De Vries would learn of this encounter. Not likely, he decided. And probably worth the risk. He’d not got much - but better than nothing.  And Duncan being out of the picture was to the general good. Interesting though - Garrick wasn’t a man to perform a service for nothing. So the real question is who is paying for this, and more than that - why all the secrecy?  He was suddenly more hungry, dirty, and tired than ever. It could all wait for morning. 

❖❖❖


Chapter 21

The heavy doors of the Chamber of Commerce creaked open, the navy-clad attendants in their powdered wigs pushing them wide. Aurelia winced as the stagnant air from inside spilled into the street - a mix of sweat, tobacco, and, she mused, far too many lies. Garrick emerged moments later, awkwardly fussing and fiddling with his top hat.

Oh dear, he really can’t get used to it, can he?

Garrick was taken aback to see his wife at this time… at least, here. He recovered quickly and pecked her proffered cheek. ‘My love, what a pleasant surprise,’ Garrick said, frowning briefly. ‘Everything alright?’ Aurelia slid her arm through his, her smile poised. 

‘Surely it isn’t a crime for a wife to join her husband for coffee, is it?’ Her tone was light, but there was something in the way her eyes lingered on his. 

Garrick forced a smile, but a whisper of tension in his gut remained. He tried to force himself to relax. ‘Not to my knowledge, and a welcome refreshment and company after that.’ He jerked his head back in the direction of the Chambers. 

‘Dull, I suppose?’ 

‘Worse. As usual, so much froth and front about the problems of our city, but scarce a man in fifty with a practical clue about what is to be done.’ He shook his head in frustration. Her next words struck a chill in him. 

‘That’s why Philadelphia needs men like you, and Edras Parish,’ she said, giving his arm a squeeze. ‘I mentioned as much to Julia this morning.’ 

The knot in Garrick’s stomach tightened. He felt the shift in the conversation - this wasn’t a casual meeting. Julia Parish, of all people. Aurelia’s words had been placed carefully, and now Garrick knew he was walking a delicate line. The air around him suddenly felt crisp and clear, the street’s smells sharp and familiar as his senses focused. ‘Did you now?’ He responded, careful to keep his tone neutral.  

They strolled together taking care to avoid both the abundant puddles and beggars’ outstretched hands, and wound their way towards the warmth of the Merchant’s Coffee House. Previously well known as the London Coffee House, it’s proprietor had wisely, and promptly, renamed it during the rebellion. Garrick didn’t actually like the Merchant. It was, to his eye, a place in which everything felt just a touch too fancy. Large, elaborately-mullioned windows with velvet drapes looked out onto the chilly streets, and the floors carpeted with deep red carpet from somewhere exotic, and populated with gilt chairs that did everything but provide comfort. 

They paused in the entry as two black attendants in navy livery and wigs carefully removed the filth and grime of the streets from their shoes. Garrick noted with disgust – and not for the first time -  the dark head of some exotic animal with enormous horns mounted above the entrance to the salon proper. Given the assorted dandies populating the room, the head struck him as the grossest sort of over-compensation. But, as he was only too well aware, Aurelia and her friends liked the Merchant. 

An attendant in deep red livery, no doubt to distinguish him from the others, and only too well aware of Aurelia’s social status sat them at a reserved table, and then scurried away to fill their order. Garrick tried to ignore the sidelong glances and muted comments as patrons recognized Aurelia. 

‘I like it here.’ She said, apropos of nothing.

Garrick just nodded slowly in acknowledgment. He was more interested in exactly why they were here, but knew to wait until she was ready lest he appear over-anxious.

Aurelia’s gaze lingered, her smile thin. ‘And how is the business of… disposing of the unfortunate souls, my love?’ Her voice was silk, but Garrick felt the tightness riding beneath it. 

That bitch Julia Parish must have put a cat among my pigeons. ‘Well enough, my dear. Although we’ve run into a little bad luck - one of my underlings seems to have taken a holiday unannounced.’ Despite himself, Garrick winced slightly at his choice of words, knowing her views on the subject of luck. To Aurelia, and no doubt courtesy of her father’s attitudes, luck was how fools explained the inadequacy of their own preparations. For them, ‘bad luck’ was merely synonymous with bad planning. 

‘Who?’ She asked as she seemed to study the table top. 

‘Duncan,’ he admitted. 

Aurelia’s eyebrow arched slightly. ‘Well, that was only a matter of time, wasn’t it?’ Her words, casual as they seemed, were like a blade drawn across his nerves. ‘Julia mentioned that the bodies have been attracting attention at the tanner’s yard. People are starting to ask questions.’

Their coffees arrived and Garrick waited until they were alone once more before responding. ‘There is no need for concern, my dear. There are always - bumps on the road with an enterprise such as this. And besides, early this morning Hamlin and I took things in hand.’ He lifted his eyes from his cup to be met with a fixed smile. ‘ You’ll see.’ He added. 

Her smile gradually faded. ‘I do so hope that the… bumps … are as you say, in hand. If it were to become more widely discussed, the matter might not be so easily … buried. There are those who might question the compensations to which Edras and we are entitled for all our hard work’

Setting aside the idea that Parish had so much as lifted a finger - what compensations? Surely his contract to the city would bear scrutiny – unless that is, Edras has his thieving hand in the cash box on the deal. With effort, Garrick gave her his best nonchalant smile. ‘All will be well in but a day or so.’ 

‘I’m sure of it, my love.’ Her smile lingered for a moment before she returned her gaze to her cup, frowning. ‘The coffee seems different. Do you think that they changed it?

Garrick wasn’t sure how to respond. He was pretty sure that the sour taste at the back of his mouth would have been there, coffee or not. The thing was – he’d lied. All he knew of Duncan’s whereabouts was Hamlin's report that the swine had failed to report for work early that morning, and assuming him to be drunk and still abed, he’d sent a boy round to roust him from his lodgings. The boy had been little time in coming back to affirm that Duncan and his few things were gone in the night. Moreover, the landlady had wanted to know who’d make good the sixpence Duncan owed in overdue rent. 

He’d put Hamlin on to finding Duncan, but for all they knew his drunken remains floated somewhere in the Delaware. The coffees finished, and Aurelia’s business apparently concluded, Garrick saw her to a carriage, and then paused on the boardwalk outside the Merchant. The reality was that until they knew where Duncan had gone, and why, he presented a risk that Garrick hadn’t wanted to acknowledge to Aurelia. 

Damn it. Where the hell was Duncan? 

Garrick could feel the fragile threads of his plan starting to fray. Until Duncan was found - or silenced - he remained a dangerous loose end, one that could unravel everything if left unchecked.

❖❖❖


Chapter 22 

Lionel Garrick sat in his high-backed chair, hunched over the barren expanse of his desk, his pale fingers wrapped tightly around a wine glass. His face was drawn, his eyes distant, locked on nothing in particular. The room’s shadows deepened as the last rays of sunlight slipped away, casting Garrick in an almost ghostly light.

So, just like that. He’s gone?’ The room felt colder to Hamlin, despite the steady chill outside. It wasn’t the temperature that caused the drop, but Garrick’s fragile composure - on the verge of crumbling entirely. Hamlin spoke softly. 

‘He’s not at his lodging, and the Harbormaster says that nobody has been pulled from the river for a day or two. We checked the ferry and wagon companies - nothing. I sent lads to all the alehouses and whorehouses such as Duncan might afford. The landlord of The Captain’s Daughter down by the wharves remembers seeing him but one night past. He says that Duncan was somewhat the worse for wear when he left, but still able to keep to his feet.’ He paused, turned to look through the window into the far distance. ‘Wherever he is, he’s still breathing,’ Hamlin said coolly. 

Garrick looked up, his expression tightening. ‘That’s a bold assumption, considering you haven’t found him yet.’

‘His landlady says that what passed for his things were missing from his room, add to that he didn’t pay her the rent owed, and I’d say he’s taken to his heels.’  There was a knock at the office door.

‘What?’ Growled Garrick. 

A young lad poked his head with trepidation around the edge of the door and made brief eye contact with Hamlin before retreating again. Hamlin crossed the room and disappeared into the corridor closing the door silently behind him. Garrick was on the brink of bellowing his name in impatience when Hamlin reentered the room. He crossed over to where Garrick sat.

‘Well that solves that. The boy says that someone - with keys - has taken one of the mares and saddles from the yard last night. I think we can guess who.’ Whatever he thought on the matter, Hamlin judged there was no point in bringing up how often he’d tried to persuade Garrick to let Duncan go. 

For his part, Garrick was suddenly thoughtful. ‘It makes no sense, Hamlin. Why on earth would he not only go, but risk a hanging offense if he’s caught for stealing?’ He looked at Hamlin. ‘ Do you suppose all that blather he let on about the Chinese dying took hold of his senses?’ 

Hamlin shrugged. ‘None can say, except Duncan.’ He looked thoughtful. ‘I suppose that’s what bothers me.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Now that he’s plainly turned from you - what he might say. And to who.’

Garrick nodded slowly. ‘I’ve another problem. According to Aurelia, the Governor is starting to make noises about delays in shifting the … stock... out of the city.’  

Hamlin quick took in the implications. ‘So we need a new site, and someone to wrangle the laborers. And quickly.’ Hamlin said.

Garrick rubbed knuckles deeply into his eyes and exhaled a long breath. ‘That’s about the size of it.’ He looked up at Hamlin, his face pale and drawn. ‘I need you to take care of the site, and Duncan’s replacement. One of our existing men, mind – nobody new.’ Hamlin gave a brief nod. ‘Meanwhile, I’ll file a complaint about the stolen horse and saddle, get De Vries to spread it along the coast. Maybe we’ll be lucky, have him arrested as a horse-thief and returned.’ Hamlin doubted they’d ever see Duncan again, but kept his thoughts to himself.

‘Where do you plan to look for a new site?’ Garrick asked. 

Hamlin pursed his lips for a moment in thought. ‘I’d not go too far from the old one. Go too much to the north and it’s just an expanse of dense forests too hard to dig in, too far west there are logging camps, as well as savages. South is out, it’s mostly homesteads - strangers get noticed. No, I don’t think we need to go too far from the original site – plus if we keep the distance short we’ll make up the turn-around all the sooner.’

Garrick liked the logic. Especially that last part – it would get that bastard Parish off his back. ‘Do it.’ He said and pulling open a drawer, reached for a quill, paper and ink. Hamlin said nothing and turned to leave the room.   

Hamlin was nearly at the door when Garrick’s voice halted him. ‘Hamlin.’ He turned, his expression unreadable. In the wavering candlelight, shadows played across the room, making Garrick look smaller somehow. Garrick looked at him, pausing as he chose his next words with the precision of a man accustomed to exercising power. ‘There’s another loose end.’ 

‘Which is?’ 

‘The Chinese fellow we got the supplies from - ’ Garrick needed to say no more. Hamlin gave a brief bow of his head, the barest acknowledgment of the order, then turned and left the room. 

Alone in the dimly lit passage Hamlin stopped, lost in thought. A cold draft slipped through the corridor, sharpening his focus. The matter of the Chinaman would be dealt with easily. That wasn’t what gnawed at him. It was Duncan. Men like Duncan didn’t just disappear He didn’t like this. He didn’t like this at all. In his experience, they didn’t just up and take off without reason - for the most part they would far rather be told what to do than make their own choices. Sure he’d been spooked at the campsite, and frankly so had he. But that didn’t seem to be it. Hamlin moved down the passage, the faint echo of his footsteps adding to the oppressive atmosphere. Although there was little doubt in his mind that the one thing to galvanize a man like Duncan into action was fear. But fear of what?  

The question gnawed at him as he pushed open the heavy wooden door and stepped into the courtyard. The night air was sharp, carrying the distant sounds of the city - a dog barking, a cart rattling over distant cobbles, the muffled conversations of the few late-night passersby. 

As Hamlin made his way to the yards, his movements mirrored the sharp efficiency of his thoughts - each step precise, each decision calculated. But no matter how methodically he turned the problem over, Duncan’s disappearance hung like a dark cloud in the back of his mind, a loose end he couldn’t shake. Men like Duncan didn’t just vanish. Someone or something had driven him away, and that loose end needed tying up as much as the Chinaman. 

Hamlin’s expression remained unreadable, but his mind churned with familiar calculations. He had dealt with loose ends before. Approaching the stables, the scent of hay and horse sweat mingling with the cold air, Hamlin’s resolve hardened. Loose ends would be tied. Duncan would not be an exception. 

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 23 

Pitman and Corporal O’Flaherty sat in the cramped office that served as the Militia Captain’s quarters, though in truth, it was little more than a converted storage room at the rear of the stables. The dim light from a few flickering oil lamps cast jagged shadows across rough-hewn walls, cluttered with ledgers, maps, and the occasional forgotten piece of tack. The ever-present odor of stale straw and horse sweat permeated the air, a constant reminder of their surroundings. With time, Pitman had learned, one got accustomed to the waft of stale straw and horse urine each time someone opened the door. He’d also found that the smell of a strong brew of coffee helped, and the enamel coffee pot bubbled away atop the pot-bellied stove he’d had installed. 

Earlier, Pitman had informed Sergeant Dunne that he’d be taking the lead on a special patrol for the next few days, leaving vague mention of ‘tidying up some loose ends from the Hope business.’ There was no need to explain the full truth yet. Not to Dunne. And certainly not to De Vries. O’Flaherty was a sharp man, good when things occasionally took a bad turn, tight-lipped, and generally thought likely for a promotion when the time came. He already knew much of the matter, but Pitman filled him in on the extra details arising from his talks with De Vries, Boudain, and an abbreviated account of the discussion with Duncan. No point in giving him too many details. 

‘Garrick and Hamlin, sir? Begging your pardon, sir, but if that Chinese feller has got offside with them … well ... it’s not good, sir.’ 

‘As you say, Corporal.’ 

There’s something else, sir,’ O’Flaherty hesitated before continuing. ‘One of the stable boys heard talk - a horse, saddle, and tack were stolen from Garrick’s yards two nights ago. Duncan’s missing, and the rumor is, he’s the one who took it.’ 

‘Really? Interesting,’ Pitman glanced down casually at the notes in front of him. ‘Does his friend say anything else?’ 

‘Only that some feller got put up in Duncan’s place, and they’ll be doing some hiring in light of all the work they have on.’ Pitman looked up as O’Flaherty continued. 

‘Strange thing is that he says that they are only looking for Chinese to hire. Probably means there’s hard work to be done.’ 

‘Strikes me this man of yours says a lot.’ O’Flaherty simply grinned at him by way of response. ‘Do keep me informed if he says anything else.’ 

‘Yessir.’ 

Pitman pulled a hand-drawn map from beneath his notes. It may have been hand-drawn, but it wasn’t bad for all that. O’Flaherty studied the map, tracing the familiar north-western routes out of the city. The swamp campsite where they’d uncovered the grim scene was marked, as well as the now-desolate settlement of Hope. 

‘See here, Corporal, we now know that Duncan’s gang were disposing of the poor victims of Yellow Jack out here at the swamp.’ He stabbed the map with his finger. ‘From what we know, things went bad out there. Very bad. They lost a whole crew and if Duncan is to be believed, buried the poor wretches at the same site.’ O'Flaherty looked grave. ‘Thing is, it seems that they’ve a good deal more bodies to deal with. I’m thinking they’ll not got to the same place as they’ll probably figure it be down to the swamp gasses that did those men in.’ 

‘Yessir.’ O’Flaherty was noncommital. 

Pitman gave him his lead - ‘So, if it was you Corporal, where would you go next?’ Pitman sat back as O’Flaherty studied the map and pulled a pouch of tobacco from his coat pocket. He let the Corporal continue while Pitman stuffed the bowl of his long-stemmed pipe. Finishing, he passed the pouch to O’Flaherty, and with a nod of his head indicated he should help himself. As O’Flaherty did so, he began to share his thinking.  

‘I don’t think I’d go far, sir to be honest.’  Pitman smiled and puffed gently on his pipe.  

‘Go on.’  

‘Well sir, you’d not be wanting to go far, not if you’re paid by the load, so to speak. No, the shorter the better.’ The Corporal began to trace lines on the map with his finger. ‘You see sir, if you went westerly your problem is that with the rains the bullock trains from the logging churn up the tracks something fierce -  you’d be dead slow and that’s a lot of folks to be seeing your business.’ He frowned. ‘I don’t reckon the tribes to be much of a bother, but you never know. South? Well that’s all homesteads and such, and people like that can be right nosy, and I doubt they’d be at all happy to find cartloads of dead being run near their fields.’ His finger traced northwards. ‘Up here the trouble is the terrain gets thick in these forests, you’ll remember all that bother we had last year flushing out those Wanderers.’ 

Pitman nodded to show he did indeed remember, and not with pleasure. 

‘Plus the digging is hard going around there. One or two holes is fine, but not if there’s plenty to be done.’ His finger circled over the markings showing the original swamp camp. ‘No. This here swampy area goes about a mile or three up and down from here.’ He stabbed his finger with finality on the map. ‘I’d be going back around here sir.’ He tapped with his finger. ‘It just makes sense.’  

Pitman laughed and slapped his hand on his knee. ‘That’s it. I knew I could count on you for this, O’Flaherty.’ The Corporal shifted slightly in his seat, hiding a brief flicker of pride at the Captain’s rare praise. They weren’t men for much flattery, but Pitman’s words held weight.

‘Begging your pardon sir, but will we be looking for wherever they sets up next?’

‘We will, that’s our first step. But that still doesn’t answer why in tarnation they’re being so secret about it all, after all – on the face of it they’re doing everyone a favor.’ The two men stared for awhile at the map, drawing on their pipes, each lost to his own thoughts. 

Pitman stood, walked to the stove and poured coffee into two cups. ‘One piece of the puzzle at a time, O’Flaherty.’ 

‘Yessir. Shall I have the stable lads ready us some mounts for the morning?’ 

‘Yes. Please do. We’ll head away at first light. Once you’ve had your brew, I suggest you run along home Corporal - we’ll be away a day or so, so you should spend a few hours with your family.’  

‘Yessir. Thank you sir.’

They spent the next ten or so minutes discussing the supplies and sites at which to pitch camp before O’Flaherty took his leave. Left alone in the dim office, Pitman knocked the ashes from his pipe and methodically packed fresh tobacco into the bowl. As he struck a match and the blue smoke curled upwards, he leaned back in his chair, eyes narrowing. None of this was adding up. A simple disposal job shouldn’t involve this level of secrecy. Outwardly it was just a piece of sanitary business. But with Garrick and Hamlin involved … the dead Chinese ... there had to be more to it.  He’d assured De Vries there was no lingering tension with Hamlin. That much was true - strictly speaking. But their shared past meant there was always an undercurrent, a knowledge that at any moment, they could find themselves on opposite sides of a dangerous line. Hamlin could have no specific grudge against him - but each knew the other - and if there were any untoward dealings involved in this, then that set he and Hamlin on opposite sides. That would undoubtedly become ... interesting. 

He would also have to be careful with De Vries. Pitman liked his boss, and the man had earned a stout reputation -  but earned quite some years before. And now, of course, he reported to that detestable Governor Parish, who was pretty much the law for miles around, and talk was that Garrick’s in-laws were in thick with Parish and his family. If De Vries were pushed, Pitman couldn’t say how much he’d be able to depend upon him, if at all. He blew a long final plume of smoke towards the ceiling. 

Well, we shall see.

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 24 

Weng sat in the dim, musty vestry of Saint Vincent’s, its wooden beams casting long shadows across the stone floor. Father Boudain, and Yusheng Gu - a senior parishioner and de facto leader of the small, but growing Chinese community - with eyes and a face that spoke of years of toil, were discussing how the church and its benefactors could assist Weng with lodgings and work. 

Weng listened, his heart heavy with gratitude yet tangled in confusion. The words they spoke seemed to float in the air, a blend of English and the tones of Chinese, creating a tapestry of sound he struggled to grasp right then. 

He had been raised in the tranquil expanses of a rural village, a place where Confucian principles were the threads that wove life together. Respect for elders was not just a practice but a sacred duty, and societal roles were as fixed as the stars in the night sky. His world had been one of clear lines and duties: honor his parents, ensure their well-being, and be a pillar in his community. 

None of this had prepared him for the outpouring of generosity he was now experiencing. The idea that these strangers, with their kind eyes and gentle voices, would offer him shelter, work, and help him recover from what he’d lost was overwhelming. His mind raced with images of his family, lost to the fever that had swept through his settlement, leaving him with nothing but memories and the clothes on his back. 

As Father Boudain spoke, Weng felt a strange blend of warmth and coldness. The warmth of human kindness, so foreign and yet so desperately needed, mingled with the cold reality of his new world - a world where the rules were different, the customs strange, and every gesture of goodwill a mystery he was still trying to understand. ‘We will find you a place to stay, Boudain said, his voice steady and reassuring. ‘And we will find work for you, something that will help you… help you, rebuild your life here.’ 

Weng nodded, his throat tight. He wanted to say thank you, to express the depths of his gratitude, but the words were caught in the labyrinth of his mind. Instead, he bowed his head, the weight of his past and the uncertainty of his future pressing down on him.  Father Boudain seemed to consider something for a moment, then turned to Yusheng and inclined his head towards Weng. ‘Perhaps we might have a few moments?’ 

‘Of course Father.’ He replied. 

‘Xiexie.’ The priest responded with a smile. 

As Yusheng left, Father Boudain gently guided Weng to a quiet corner of the room, careful to be away from the hearing of those preparing the church for its next service. The warm glow of the oil lamps flickered softly against the wooden walls, creating an intimate and calm atmosphere. The soft murmur of distant conversations provided a comforting background. 

Father Boudain placed a hand on the young man’s shoulder, feeling the tension in his muscles. He looked into Weng’s eyes with a mixture of compassion and urgency. ‘We must speak of something, Weng,’ he said softly. 

Weng, respectful and attentive, gave a short bow in reply. ‘Yes, Father,’ he answered, his voice barely above a whisper. 

The priest took a moment to choose his words carefully, aware of the delicate nature of the situation. He could see the weariness and sorrow etched on Weng’s face, the weight of his recent losses bearing heavily on him. ‘Weng,’ Father Boudain began, his tone gentle yet firm, ‘you have been through much hardship, and now you are safe here with us. However, there are matters that … for the time being …  require your utmost care.’ 

Weng nodded, his eyes wide with attention. 

‘The Capitaine Pitman spoke to me about certain individuals,’ Father Boudain continued, his voice low and measured. ‘Mr. Garrick and Mr. Hamlin are names you probably recall. These are dangerous men, involved in things that could bring harm to you – or others.’ 

Weng’s brow furrowed in confusion and concern. 

‘They may be ... interested in you in some way. The Capitaine is looking into this now.  It is important,’ Father Boudain said, placing a reassuring hand on Weng’s arm, ‘that you remain as unobtrusive as possible. Do not speak of what you have recently seen or experienced to anyone outside of myself, the Capitaine, or Yusheng. Do you understand?’ 

‘No.’ He looked at the priest, his eyes searching for something that would help him understand. ‘I have done nothing wrong. I don’t know these men …’ And just like that, with a chill that struck right to his bones, he remembered where he’d heard the name Hamlin before. Pitman had spoken of it in the forest. Weng froze in silence. It was not lost on Boudain. 

‘Avoid drawing attention to yourself, and if anyone asks about your past, tell them as little as necessary.’ 

Weng looked down, the weight of the priest’s words sinking in. ‘I understand, Father,’ he replied, the uncertainty gone, his voice now tinged with fear. 

‘Good,’ Father Boudain said, his voice softening with empathy. ‘We are here to protect you Weng, but you must also help us by being cautious. Your safety and -’ he gestured towards the door into the nave, ‘The safety of those around you may also depend on it.’ 

Weng nodded again. ‘I will be careful, Father.’ 

Father Boudain smiled, the lines of worry momentarily easing from his face. ‘Thank you, Weng. Remember, you are not alone. We are here for you.’ 

With a final pat on Weng’s shoulder, Father Boudain rose and gestured towards the main hall. ‘Come, let us join the others. There is warmth and comfort in the company of friends.’ 

Weng followed, feeling a sense of both burden and relief. He knew the path ahead would be difficult, but he also knew that within the walls of Saint Vincent’s, he had found a refuge and a needed ally in Father Boudain. 

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 25 

Hamlin rose well before dawn, quickly washing and dressing. Silently, he cleaned and checked everything - rifle, pistols, knives. This routine was part ritual, part practicality. Curtains drawn, the single candle cast flickering light as he moved through the familiar motions. It calmed him. He recalled stories from a fellow officer in his regiment who claimed to have traveled to China and Japan. Much of it was rubbish, but there were tales of monks—not Christians—and warriors capable of prodigious feats after hours of silent contemplation. Others had scoffed, but Hamlin found a strange truth in it.

Though untutored in such methods, Hamlin knew the effects of mental preparation as well as physical. His reputation was built on ghost-like movements in the forest, his ability to fall upon enemies in the dark, dispatching them swiftly. In open combat, his ferocity was unmatched. He had no clear understanding of where these instincts came from but was astute enough to realize that quiet contemplation, especially at night, sharpened something inside him - something primal.

This was such a time. Sometimes, Hamlin wondered how much longer he could continue like this - age catches up with everyone. Reflexes slow, attention to detail fades. He didn’t know how long he had. What he did know was that the ordinary life, the one others led, had been closed off to him from the moment he first tasted war. War hadn’t made him; it had revealed him. A man for whom survival in the harshest conditions brought an eerie calm to his otherwise restless mind. It hadn’t gone unnoticed. His commanders were quick to exploit the young soldier with nerves of steel and a gift for battle. 

Promotions followed. So did the decorations. But there were whispers, too - stories shared in hushed voices, suggesting Hamlin relished war a little too much for decency. A few of his superiors had tried to counsel restraint. Out of respect, he listened in silence. Later in his tented quarters he’d fumed! These armchair warriors, many who’d never a half of his experience – especially in the dark of the dense forests – had the temerity to lecture him! As if war was a game, a game with rules! That might sound good retold in front of dainty ladies in the parlor, but in the cold, dark wet of the night, with a man’s grip on his knife or tomahawk greased by the blood of those he’d killed in silence - it was a travesty, dammit! The darkness within him matched the night ahead. As he finished his preparations, packing his things into a leather roll and saddlebags, that familiar deadly calm descended over him. 

Hamlin took his time at the ostlers where he kept his horse. A man always prepared for the unexpected, he never stabled his mount at Garrick's yard. The stables there were fine, and free, but he preferred knowing that, if necessary, he could leave quickly and without questions. Unlike Pitman, all of Hamlin’s preparations were his own. Men such as he didn’t make a habit of relying upon others for very much at all, and then only when they paid for it. The Ostler knew his trade and the coat of Hamlin’s dark chestnut mare shone in the light of the oil lamp. He packed his horse and swung up into the saddle. He realized the leather had been cleaned and oiled without his asking. He respected people who were as good as he was at what they did. As he passed the Ostler who was holding the stable door to the street, Hamlin paused, and passed down a couple of extra coins with a nod. The Ostler touched his hand to his forehead in thanks, and closed the door behind him. 

Hamlin let the mare walk. They had a good distance ahead, around 30 miles by his estimation. Most of the path was poorly lit, and the risk of laming his horse wasn’t worth the extra speed. Besides, when they reached Hope, he would need time to scout the settlement unseen. It was always the dogs that posed the problem. He’d need to arrive quietly, see to his horse, then make his way with the wind in his face to where he could observe the settlement at his leisure. Meanwhile he let himself tune into the forest that enclosed man and horse as soon as the last houses gave out. 

❖❖❖


Chapter 26 

Trooper Wallace led two mares and a pack horse into the yard by lamplight, preparing for the commander’s trip. He tied them to the hitching rail by their lead ropes and began grooming each one, mostly by feel in the dim light. Corporal O’Flaherty would inspect the preparations, and Wallace wasn’t about to risk any errors. He brushed each animal carefully, focusing on the spots where the saddles and girths would sit. Meanwhile, Trooper Harker, the youngest in their patrol, packed the saddlebags with food, blankets, lanterns, oil, and a tent for the pack horse.

‘Wally, why do you think it’s just the Corporal and the Captain going this time?’ Harker asked. 

Wallace paused. ‘Don’t you reckon if it was any of our business, they’d tell us?’ 

‘Just asking,’ Harker muttered, tightening the straps on the saddlebags and bedrolls. ‘Walker said they’re heading back to Hope. And that swamp.’ Wallace didn’t initially respond, and focused instead on ensuring the animals’ backs and girths were clean. ‘If you worked as well as you talked, we’d all be out of a job.’ 

Harker remained silent, loading the supply rolls just as he’d been taught. Wallace placed the saddle pads on the other two mounts and lifted the saddles into place. He pointed to the mare closest to Harker. ‘When you’re done, saddle her up. Make sure it’s centered properly on her back.’ He knew that Harker knew how to saddle the animal up, but the boy needed to know his place a little better, and giving him instruction was just Wallace's way of letting Harker know who was who. 

The two Troopers quietly set about securing the girths under each horse, fitting the bit, bridle, and long lead rope for the pack horse. Wallace double-checked everything, knowing O’Flaherty and Pitman would arrive any moment. He led each animal in a small circle, making sure everything moved smoothly. Satisfied, he heard the voices of the Captain and Corporal coming across the yard. He ducked beneath the reins of the animals, grabbed Harker’s sleeve to pull him to his side, and both stood straight to attention as Pitman and O'Flaherty approached. 

Pitman paused, his gaze sweeping over the men, paying special attention to their boots. Poorly maintained boots in the field meant trouble - and could jeopardize the entire patrol. The Troopers looked sharp. Pitman nodded. ‘At ease.’

As Wallace and Harker stood at ease, O’Flaherty went about checking the animals. His voice came across in the dark. ‘Who secured the load on the pack?’ O’Flaherty asked. Harker started to reply, but Wallace cut him off. 

‘I’m responsible for the fit-out, Corporal.’ 

O’Flaherty jerked his head, and Wallace scrambled around the animals. In O’Flaherty’s hand was a loose leather strap from a bedroll, its corresponding buckle dangling uselessly. Not the end of the world, to be sure. But details count. Wallace straightened his back.  

‘Corporal! Won’t happen again, Corporal.’   

O’Flaherty satisfied himself with a nod at Wallace that it wouldn’t. He’d no doubt that young Harker was responsible and in for a rollicking once he and the Captain rode away, and a good deal of unpleasant chores - just to ensure that the lesson was drilled home. Pitman and O’Flaherty mounted up, with the Corporal putting a couple of turns on the pack animal’s lead rope around the pommel of his saddle. When a call rang out. ‘Captain, sir!  

Pitman turned as a trooper passed up a couple of sheets of paper. Pitman looked at them for a moment, then passed them to O’Flaherty. ‘It seems that our Mr. Duncan is wanted as a horse thief.’ 

O'Flaherty raised an eyebrow, and read the sheets.’ Humph! Not much of a reward given that it’s Garrick’s purse that’s standing it.’

Pitman gave out a short laugh and nodded to the troopers. ‘The gate please.’ Moments later the two men trotted away from the patrol’s yards and Wallace turned to stare at Harker, still bristling over the loose strap. ‘Blockhead.’ Harker, only too well aware of what now lay in front of him, made an inaudible groan. 

Despite the heavy morning mist, they made good time, and the city soon thinned around them. The cold weather kept the track firm, but Pitman remembered O’Flaherty’s warning from the night before: in a few weeks, rains and logging trains would turn these tracks into a quagmire, impassable for days -sometimes weeks - to all but the strongest bullock teams. The forest held the damp like a sponge, and the thick canopy above them constantly dripped onto their woolen capes. The air was heavy with the smell of wet earth and decaying leaves, a sharp contrast to the crisp, cold air of the fields they passed on their way here.

The light was poor, filtered through the dense foliage, casting everything in a perpetual half-light. Shadows danced and shifted with the movements of the branches, adding an eerie quality to the already somber atmosphere. Logging wagon trains aside, it was mostly a place of isolation, where the silence was broken only by the occasional distant cry of a bird or the rustle of an unseen animal in the underbrush.

Almost two hours into their ride, Pitman glanced across at O’Flaherty, his face faint in the dim light. ‘I’ll be glad when we’re done.’ He said, his voice low. “’It’s easy to forget how oppressive this place is.’

‘Aye.’ O’Flaherty replied, his tone equally subdued. ‘I remember last summer around here too. Hotter than a furnace and swarms of mosquitoes. Seems like this place has ways to make you miserable, no matter the season.’

Pitman chuckled. ‘We shouldn’t be far from the turn off to that original camp. With the ground in this state there should be plenty of sign if they’re using the site. That way we mightn’t need to go all the way in. We can camp up near the track where we stopped with young Weng.’ 

As they pressed on, the light continued to fade, and the forest seemed to close in around them. They’d gone but another three miles when they encountered the turn-off.  ‘There.’ said O’Flaherty, pointing to where a side-track headed westwards into even denser growth. ‘That’s the way to that camp site.’ 

The men dismounted, let the reins trail so the horses could look for forage, and squatted at the edges of the side trail. The Militia Patrols boasted some of the best trackers one could find outside of the native tribes. Pitman and O’Flaherty were no exceptions. They moved with a practiced ease, not speaking, their eyes scanning the ground and the surrounding foliage with the precision of experienced hunters. The dense forest canopy overhead allowed only slivers of light to filter through, but they had no trouble navigating the shadows and dim light. Every detail mattered, and their senses were attuned to even the slightest disturbance. 

Crouching low, their fingers brushed lightly over the soil, feeling for any inconsistencies. ‘O’Flaherty pointed to a faint depression in the mud.  Pitman, knelt beside him with care, narrowing his eyes as he inspected the mark. ‘Patrol horseshoes.’  

‘Looks like nobody’s been this way since we passed through, Sir.’ O’Flaherty moved a few paces ahead and indicated a broken twig. ‘Snapped clean, but the break is brown. Nobody’s been this way since then.’ 

Experience taught them to look a little deeper lest anyone had simply made an effort to remain hidden. They continued a few yards along the trail, their movements almost silent. Pitman nodded, straightening up to peer through the underbrush. ‘No. It’s all old.’  

They moved back to their mounts. Instead of riding, they walked for a while, grateful to stretch their legs, until they reached their previous camp. Just as they were about to hitch the horses, O’Flaherty spoke. ‘Look at this.’ 

Pitman stepped carefully toward him. ‘What is it?’ O’Flaherty pointed to a sapling along the trail. 

‘The bark’s rubbed - too high for a man. Likely a horse, carrying a pack or saddlebag.’ They moved with deliberate steps, mindful of their surroundings as they checked the site. 

‘Whoever it is didn’t want to be noticed.’ Pitman pointed. ‘There, they built their fire on the ashes of ours.’ O’Flaherty stepped in to look closely. ‘Recently extinguished. Whoever they were, they kept if going just long enough to cook I reckon. They didn’t stay long.’

They continued their inspection, finding more subtle signs: a faint imprint of a boot in the soft earth, a strand of cloth caught on a thorn bush, and then a few hoof prints. These were very soft about the edges and indistinct.  

‘Wrapped in cloth.’ Said Pitman as he picked a Hessian thread from one of the impressions. ‘Like an Indian-fighter. Who the hell these days needs to obscure their horse’s marks like this?’  

O’Flaherty looked up the dark trail towards Hope. ‘They were heading north.’ He concluded, tracing the direction of the faint trail. ‘ We may find our answers in the morning.’ 

The find reduced both men to silence as they set about making camp. The darkness came fast with the sunset and soon enough men and horses found themselves instinctively drawn into the small circle of light and warmth from their fire.

❖❖❖


Chapter 27 

Hamlin reached the outskirts of Hope just as Pitman and O’Flaherty, unknown to him, were inspecting the side trail to the swamp encampment. In the fading light, he noticed where the dense forest gave way to the clearing, the treetops thinning ahead. He had been meticulous in his approach, ensuring the breeze blew toward his face. A whiff of unfamiliar scent would be enough to set any dogs at the settlement barking. For what he planned, stealth was his best, most practiced weapon.

He dismounted about fifty yards inside the treeline and prepared his horse. She was aging, but he’d chosen her for a reason - once a war horse, she wouldn’t spook easily in the dark. It would take a bear, a wolf, or a man to rattle her. He tied her to a lead rope, leaving enough slack for movement, and spent a few moments stroking her nose, murmuring softly until he was certain she was calm. Her hooves were still wrapped; there was little chance she’d give him away. 

By feel, he tucked one of his pistols into a bag on her rump and hooked his unloaded rifle to the saddle. He needed only one pistol - just in case - and planned to stash it in an oilskin at the edge of the clearing. If things went south, he could grab it quickly, just enough to dissuade any civilian from pursuing him. He didn’t expect to need it, but experience had taught him to prepare for anything.

He took a small piece of rolled-up cloth in his pocket. Unrolling it his fingers closed around a small piece of charcoal from his earlier cooking fire. With his other hand he opened a small container of cooking fat, moistened the tips of his fingers on the grease, and then began to work the two together into a dark paste. Within moments he had what he wanted, a black paste that smeared easily across the bright parts of his face, hands, neck and wrists. Pausing every minute or so to listen, he went to work applying the dark mixture. When he finished, hidden in the shadows, anyone carrying a lamp five or six feet away would barely notice him. He unslung the bag from his shoulder - it was the last thing that might snag or make noise - and moved his knife to the front of his belt, adjusting it diagonally across his belly. The dark handle and sheath wouldn’t catch the light, and he’d greased the blade earlier to ensure it would draw with nothing more than a faint whisper.  

He was ready. He gave the mare one last encouragement, then tied a fine jute cord to the saddle which he paid out as he moved on just the balls of his feet towards the edge of the clearing. His mouth held open slightly to improve his hearing, Hamlin paused just inside the treeline. Sure that he was undetected, he moved to the edge of the grass, laid down the oilskin with the loaded and cocked pistol inside, and loosely tied the end of the jute to the oilskin bundle. He paused to listen again, this time for a good two minutes. Nothing. 

He knew that from where he crouched the rear of the Chinaman’s house was to his front about seventy-five yards away. Never getting over a low crouch, he took his time moving towards the house aiming to stop about halfway. Once there he’d get down to the ground. Few nights were so dark that to a prone man objects like houses, or sentries, didn’t nonetheless stand out against a night sky. He’d use that technique to orient himself for one last stretch across to the house itself. But something was off. He stopped halfway and waited. It wasn’t freezing, but the kitchens should have had the ranges lit for cooking by now. Yet no lamplight showed in any window - not just at the Chinaman’s house, but anywhere. Something was very wrong. He could smell an old fire, for sure. But it was as if the place was deserted. Hamlin dropped lower, scanning in a figure-eight pattern - an old trick to help his eyes in the dark. The roofline of the Chinaman’s house came into focus, and … what was that? A horizontal line, almost like … It took him only a moment to realize it was a roof beam. Shifting his position five yards to the right, he saw it clearly. Most of the roof was gone! What the hell had happened here? 

Hamlin quickly made his way back until he located his oilskin wrap. He extracted the pistol, pushed it into his belt, and then began to slowly and quietly make a full circle of the clearing. He was nearly 30 minutes in coming back around to the oilskin. In that time, he’d seen enough. Every house had been gutted by fire. This wasn’t the kind of blaze that spreads in a dry spell - it was deliberate. Each building had been set alight and left to burn. Nothing remained of horses, dogs, or people, as far as he could tell. And although Hamlin was undeniably brave, he’d lived this long by being cautious.

He made his way back to the mare, softly calling to her as he approached. She snuffled and snorted her delight at not being alone and he stroked her nose and whispered to her awhile. He decided to bed down – no fire this time –  and check the settlement by daylight. Sleep was awhile in coming, as Hamlin lay looking up into the dark sky he tried to make sense of what he’d seen. Eventually he and his mount settled into the light sleep that all forest creatures know.

❖❖❖


Chapter 28 

Hamlin awoke early as was his habit. Dawn was yet to break the horizon, but random twittering and the beat of wings overhead spoke to the forest coming to life for a new day. He walked through the trees back to the clearing’s edge and stood there relieving himself. The faintest of streaks of light between the clouds had begun to show in the east and with it, he could begin to discern the same broken roof-lines that had told the story of Hope’s ruin the night before.  He went back to the mare, poured water for her into his tricorne hat to drink, and decided that a small fire to make a hot brew wouldn’t go amiss. He used a small latrine shovel to dig two narrow holes about 6 inches apart and each about ten inches deep. That done he broke through the dirt between them to make atunnel of sorts between the two holes. He used his flint and tinder to get a fire going, then poked the burning sticks through to the other side over which he placed a pot of water. He could now feed the contained fire and it would remain nearly smokeless. He would let the mare graze when he checked the settlement. For now some hot coffee and dried meat would do for its rider.  

Hamlin broke camp about thirty minutes later. He secured all his kit, loaded and slung his rifle on his shoulder, and the second pistol in his belt. His knife and tomahawk would do him no good at range and in daylight. He led the mare out of the trees and stood at the clearing’s edge, now plainly lit in the morning sun. 

Jesus. What the hell had happened here?

He began another circuit of the clearing but by no more than halfway he could see that there was no threat here and the rifle was returned to the scabbard on his saddle. He tied the mare’s lead rope to a large section of downed tree and let her graze as he made his way around the pathetic group of burned out homes. He came first upon the Owen place, recognizing the smithy. He stood before the forge, now covered in fallen timbers, ash and charred beams. As his eye roved the destruction it paused on a shape on the ground. Hamlin walked forward and with the toe of his boot swept it out from the pile of ash.  A hammer head. Interesting. He looked up and around and quickly saw what he was looking for, moving back and forth he gradually brought the objects together. He stood and stared down at the collection. Hammer heads, tongs, chisels, cutters. Tools. What smith leaves his home and doesn’t take his tools? More to the point if this had been the work of thieves or natives – they’d have taken them. He turned and looked back at the Owen house. Like many of the structures, it was badly damaged by fire, but not fully consumed. He walked up to the house and stood scanning the piles and of ash and charred timbers. After a few seconds he saw it – there! The distinct shape of a pot could be seen, and what looked like a metal end of a kitchen rack. He turned away and went round house to house, now certain of what he was looking for. By the time he had almost reached the Chinaman’s place, every single home had showed evidence of household goods, there were even shovels leaning against the remains of a fence. OK. So not thieves, or raiders such as natives, or a band of rogue Wanderers. So what in hell causes everyone to leave everything behind, set light to their homes, and just … go off? It was at the remains of the Chinaman’s he got his answer.  

He was picking his way across what had been from the looks of it the stables beneath the living area, when he realized that the partly burned timbers and boards had fallen from above. He went to turn away and he saw something pale. A familiar shape. Something round and smooth he’d not seen since the war. Casting about he found a section of timber he could use for a rake, he went back and started moving away the debris until he could see it clearly. Hamlin leaned back against the remains of a wall and started to put the pieces together. As he did so his eyes never once left the small skull that could only belong to a child. He wasn’t perturbed by the skull – he’d seen worse, and many times. It was more a case of memory for that fool Duncan ranting about the sickness among the coolies. The more he looked around, the more it became clear. This wasn’t any raid, or accident. It was … sanitation. Hope had been burned out - bodies and all - to prevent the spread of … whatever it was that took these poor soul’s lives. Inadvertently it seems, also taking care of one of his loose ends in the process. In fact, it may even have been the Chinaman’s contact with the swamp site that brought it here.

Now, wasn’t that just ironic?

Anyhow, Hamlin wasn’t going to go digging through all this to count them up. The other areas had burned through good and hard and like as not any more remains were buried under a wagon-load of debris. He brushed the ash from the lumber from his hands and headed back to collect his horse. He spied a well head and decided he’d also have a wash to get rid of his dark camouflage.  

No, just this once he was satisfied with what he already saw. No need to make a deal out of it. He could go back to finding a new site, and maybe, if he was lucky, the chance to finally take care of Duncan.  

❖❖❖


Chapter 29 

Pitman stirred as the first pale streaks of light leaked into the dark sky and began to creep across the tops of the tallest pines. Still half asleep he managed to eventually open an unwilling eye that immediately darted around as if helping him remember where he was.

Mother of God, but it’s cold!

The fire had given its last a couple of hours before and his thick military-issue blanket had a fine mist of dew on it. He sat up, managed to get his eye into action. He turned slightly to look across at O'Flaherty's still sleeping form and wondered – not for the first time – at what point a man became too old for this. Probably a while ago if the stiffness in his hips was any guide. He flicked away the blanket and stood, pulling his thick frock coat tightly about him, and focused his attention on rebuilding the fire. Within a minute or so the kindling crackled and spat as the flames took hold.  Pitman squatted there for awhile, just content to hold the palms of his hands to the growing flames. On the other side of the fire, the mound of blankets that was O’Flaherty stirred.  Moments later, his voice muffled by a layer of blanket drifted across to Pitman. 

‘Hell’s teeth but it’s freezing out here!’ Silence, then – ‘Remind me again about which of my misdemeanors condemned me to coming back to this place?’ 

Pitman chuckled. ‘Where shall I start?’ There was a pause.

‘I see. It’s like that is it?’

‘We’ll have some hot chicory soon enough.’ Said Pitman, hanging a pot of water over the now respectable fire. 

O’Flaherty sat up. ‘It’s the damp out here, you know. Makes so the cold gets to a man’s bones.’ He shook his head slowly as if in disbelief. ‘When I’ve some warmth and food in me, I’d better take another look at that map.’

Pitman crossed to the pack horse and dug around until he had the food haversack. He rummaged around until he found a tin container, opened it, and let out a soft whistle. ‘Remind me to give young Harker a pat on the head.’ O’Flaherty raised one eyebrow in query. Pitman grinned and poured some beans into his gloved hand. ‘Not chicory - coffee.’

‘Definitely a boy destined for great things.’ O’Flaherty acknowledged dryly. Pitman folded a small handful of the beans into a cloth square, then using the butt of his knife as a hammer, gently broke them up. He poured the beans into the boiling water and reached for a small pan. 

‘I’ll take care of that if you like.’ O’Flaherty said. ‘Can’t have you doing everything now, can I?’ He grinned at Pitman who simply surrendered the pan, and then handed over a wrap of salt pork and another of hard tack biscuits.  

O’Flaherty set to cooking the pork while Pitman produced the map from an oilskin roll. ‘I’m not keen to be out here any longer than necessary, but I think we can make a decent job of it and head back tonight. We’ll get there late, but at least we’ll sleep in our beds tonight.’ 

‘Amen.’ O’Flaherty murmured. As the men ate and drank, they agreed on two areas they’d need to check before heading back. ‘What do you expect to find?’ O'Flaherty asked. 

‘Truthfully - I’m not sure. Another camp, or signs of one perhaps.’ 

‘Do you see any need to go back to the other place?’

Pitman thought for a moment. ‘Not sure that there’s any more to see. Let’s see how we feel once we’ve checked these out.’ He said, a finger prodding the map.

Within the hour they’d broken camp and led their horses out from under the trees, and back on the north-west track towards Hope.

❖❖❖

Hamlin hadn’t hurried his horse, after removing the muffles from her hooves he’d let her set a walking pace as he turned away from Hope and began to check for alternative disposal locations. Within the first hour he’d checked one site - not great but might do in a pinch - and continued on with two more possibilities to check. The morning had turned out cold but clear, with narrow sharply-defined shafts of sunlight poking down through the forest canopy to create pools of light and extra warmth on the ground. Where these fell, slow thin whisps of mist rose twisting in the light. The forest trail was eerily quiet, save for the occasional rustle of leaves or snap of a twig underfoot, sounds that seemed amplified in the stillness. Nonetheless long habit made him keep the mare to the edges of the trail, seeking the shadows without consciously doing so. 

Hamlin quietly reined in his mount. He sat stock still in the saddle, gently stroking the mare’s neck to keep her quiet. A feeling - he wasn’t immediately sure what - held him there in silence, senses prickling, eyes staring down the trail ahead,  ears scanning for sounds. The trail took an angled turn about fifty yards ahead limiting his view. He sat there in near certainty that something ... someone, was nearing his position. Ever so slowly he reached around with his right hand to his rifle, then - not taking his eyes from the road - he gradually pulled back the hammer and made the weapon ready. He eased it in its  scabbard slightly, ready to draw it rapidly should he need to.

There! Soft horses hoof-beats. Not stealthy, just a horse, no wait … there was an out of cadence sound … two or more walking. One horse might be a loose animal, but unlikely to stray this far from pasture. More than one meant - riders. Just then, for a brief moment he thought he heard quiet voices, and no sooner was this in mind, when the shadowed outline of two men riding abreast came around the bend with a pack animal bringing up the rear. The sharp contrasts between light and shade made discerning details hard. Hamlin decided he was best to sit and let them get closer. Wanderers’ pockets didn’t normally stretch to a third animal,and if they did, it probably got eaten in the first hard winter. So, who were these men? 

Pitman raised a hand, cutting O'Flaherty’s words short and brought the horses to a halt. They sat there for a few seconds staring up the trail to where the solitary rider sat half in shadow on the trail ahead. Pitman nudged his mount into a walk, and as he and O’Flaherty moved forward they gradually increased the gap between them until each was riding at opposite edges of the trail. The air around the trees felt heavy, thick with the scent of damp earth and decaying leaves. Pitman continued, head on to the other rider whose face was in shadow. Importantly, the other man kept his hands on the pommel of his saddle, and it wasn’t until Pitman was less than 10 yards away that he could discern the face of the lone rider.  

Hamlin! What the devil was that swine doing out here? Pitman reined in and O’Flaherty - careful to remain on the opposite side of the trail - did the same.  

Hamlin broke out a thin smile of recognition … a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. The temperature might have been icy, but that smile made the mood cooler still. When he spoke, his voice was soft, but it didn’t lack menace. ‘Pitman.’ Hamlin didn’t so much as spare O’Flaherty a glance. 

Well… Mr Hamlin. I’ve had warmer greetings,’ Pitman smiled his own thin smile.  

Hamlin actually seemed to find that slightly amusing. His smile widened a little. ‘Be grateful for small mercies, I could’ve offered you a colder one.’

Pitman glanced at O’Flaherty. The man's shoulders tensed, muscles straining against the weight of restraint. One wrong move and this trail would be painted with blood. Pitman fought to keep his own breathing steady, aware that a heartbeat too quick could tip the scales. Even if they both went for Hamlin, and won - everyone would lose blood - possibly fatally so. He gave O’Flaherty a reassuring nod. To his relief he saw the muscles in his Corporal’s shoulders relax a little, even though his vigilance remained. He turned his attention back to Hamlin once more and walked his horse forward a step or two until the horses’ heads were almost together.

‘Must be important business that brings a man out overnight in such weather.’ He’d noticed the still damp bedroll sticking out from behind Hamlin’s saddle. Then he noticed something much more important. It was a small thing, but there were hessian hoof wraps hanging next to the bedroll. These were clearly very wet and had been hung there to dry. His eyes hardened as he recognized these. Hamlin missed nothing. He saw Pitman’s gaze and knew what the other man had seen. He remained silent for a few moments. 

‘Mr Garrick doesn’t like leaving things to chance.’ He paused and then went on. ‘He has business ... interests. There are few trails in these parts suitable for quantities of men or supplies, especially given that proper winter will soon be upon us. I like to scout things out and see which ones are serviceable.’ 

Pitman had to acknowledge that as a lie - which it certainly was, it wasn’t bad. Not bad indeed. He nodded in apparent understanding. Watching from the side, O’Flaherty knew what Pitman was thinking. He too had seen the hoof wraps and wondered why on earth Hamlin needed to silence his mount out here, or alternatively, confuse its prints so that they couldn’t be recognized from the shoeing. 

Hamlin spoke again. ‘And what brings the Militia all the way out here, as you say, in the cold, and just ... the two of you?’ Despite the fixed smile, he managed to make the last part sound like a half-threat. 

‘Some dead Chinese.’ Pitman said carefully, all the while watching the other man’s face.

‘I’m not sure I follow.’ 

‘We ... received information that a number of laborers in Mr Garrick’s employ were stricken with a disease - and all apparently perished … out here.’ 

Hamlin nodded slowly.

Duncan!  That’s why that useless swine had run. He’d been talking to the Militia – possibly to Pitman himself. Bastard! The fucking Militia. Garrick was going to have a fit when he hears about this.

‘Hmm. Not close to it myself, but yes, I understand there was some … misfortune.’ He actually managed to look grave for a moment. ‘You of all people should know Pitman, we live in hard times. War, hunger, sickness. So many ways for a man to die.’ 

Pitman’s eyes narrowed, small creases forming on the bridge of his nose. ‘Indeed.’

The corners of Hamlin’s mouth curved up for a moment, as though he would have liked to smile, but then lost the inclination, so he assumed his usual mask. ‘Gentlemen. Time is wasting.’ He nudged his mare out and around Pitman’s horse and began down the trail. He called back over his shoulder. ‘Sorry I couldn’t help you more.’

‘We’ll need to speak again about the laborers, Hamlin - and with Mr. Garrick.’ Pitman called to him. 

Hamlin stopped his horse, and turned in his saddle. A sneer on his face. ‘Ah yes. Lost causes. Your favorite as I remember.’ Without further word he gave his heels to his horse and set off at a canter.  

‘Prick.’ Muttered O’Flaherty who’d been silent until now.

‘Indeed.’ Pitman added quietly. ‘You saw the hoof muffles on his pack gear?’ 

O’Flaherty looked at his Captain and nodded. ‘I was wondering about those. What possible use can he have had for them out here?’

Pitman frowned. ‘I don’t know. But I think we’d better do our best to find out.’ He looked down the trail the way that Hamlin had come. The prints of his horse distinct in the damp soil and leaves. ‘We’ll follow those until we lose them, then it’s foot for us Corporal.’ O’Flaherty smiled, the man enjoyed tracking and it would be good to see what that bastard Hamlin had been up to. Swinging into their saddles the two men set off at a walk. 

❖❖❖


Chapter 30 

As a rule, Garrick did not dream. Not for him slumber interrupted by assorted monsters, or even of more prosaic things. But on those occasions on which he did, he dreamed only of Aurelia. Usually of situations incurring her displeasure, or even of losing her. Sometimes both. Unfortunate, but there you are. He had dreamed this night, perhaps because she’d stayed overnight at the Parish’s mansion with that irksome Julia. An occurrence that had been a little more frequent of late. This time his dream had them in a garden. In it he reached out with his hand to brush the smoothness of her warm cheek – as he did so, her smile dropped, her eyes went cold, and she stepped away from him.  And that was that. Moments later he surfaced, coughing slightly against the morning dryness in his throat. With some effort he sat up, and propped himself back against the headboard. He stayed there for a while, eyes closed, and gently flexing his neck to each side. He rubbed his eyes and then looked towards the window and the edge of the heavy drapes where a sliver of light poked through. He could tell it wasn’t long after dawn and he’d need to get moving. He’d been invited to breakfast with Aurelia and the Parish’s and although people of their station - as Aurelia would often refer to it - didn’t breakfast until mid morning, he first wanted to get an update from the new foreman on his recruitment of a fresh batch of Chinese laborers - hopefully he’d have good news to share with Aurelia and that pompous ass, Parish. Either way, Garrick would prefer to avoid her inevitable displeasure by being late. 

❖❖❖

Some little time later Garrick’s carriage pulled up in the white graveled driveway of the Parish residence. It hadn’t been a happy drive. Garrick’s foreman was finding it hard to recruit laborers, claiming that they’d heard rumors of deaths among his first crew. How the devil had they come to know of that, when they’d been isolated at the swamp site?  

He doubted that fool Duncan had told them. To deal with it, he’d given his approval to the foreman to offer the Chinese higher day-wages, and made a mental note to get Hamlin on to supervising the whole task once Garrick was done with this infernal breakfast. 

The mansion loomed before him, a fortress of wealth and status that always stirred a deep, uneasy ache in his gut. The imposing red brick facade, the flawless Flemish bond, every detail screamed a world that threatened to pull away from his reach, no matter how hard he tried. The symmetry of the Georgian architecture, with its large, multi-paned sash windows and elegant shutters, managed to be both beautiful and intimidating, a stark reminder of the social heights he aspired to but had not yet reached. As his beloved tended to gently remind him. 

A uniformed footman approached, to open the carriage door, his impeccable attire and confident demeanor only heightening Garrick’s sense of being an outsider. Garrick stepped out before the grand entrance framed by columns and topped with an intricate pediment. The doorway, with its rich carvings and glossy paint, hinted at the opulence within, and he hesitated momentarily – as he always did - before stepping across the threshold. A maid, her uniform in crisp black and white held the door and gave a slight bow as he entered. The entrance hall dazzled with magnificence. Polished hardwood floors gleamed, capturing the soft glow of the chandelier hanging overhead. The walls were adorned with exquisite wallpaper - imported from Italy at significant cost, as Parish had told him more than once - and intricate plaster work, each detail meticulously crafted to impress and, for Garrick, to create envy. To his right, a sweeping staircase of mahogany curved gracefully upwards, its banister carved with delicate precision. The faint scent of fresh flowers, arranged in a grand vase atop a marble pedestal, added to the stately atmosphere, yet did little to ease his discomfort. 

A butler, standing with a dignified presence, invited Garrick to follow him into the drawing room. As I stepped through the doorway, the room’s large windows allowed natural light to flood in, illuminating the fine furnishings and art.  A grand marble fireplace, adorned with an intricately carved mantle, dominated one wall, and  the others were decorated with portraits and landscapes in gilded frames, and a large mirror reflected the room’s beauty, making it appear even more spacious.

The butler’s cough, soft yet precise, cut through the silence like the sound of a gavel. ‘If you’d care to wait, sir. Mrs. Garrick will fetch you shortly.’

Garrick gave a curt nod in reply. Nothing about this place did anything for his social graces. This was not merely a house but a statement of prosperity and – supposed - cultural refinement, a level of society with which Garrick, unlike Aurelia, had yet to find comfort.  His thoughts were interrupted by a rustling as Aurelia entered the room looking every bit at home – as she should, given her father’s wealth – and offered her cheek. ‘Good morning, darling.’ 

Garrick pecked it dutifully. ‘You slept well, my love?’

‘Of course. Now do come and join us on the terrace.’ She frowned. ‘I’m afraid Edras has had to attend, a matter in the city - I understand that the editor of that awful populist rag is proving difficult again.’ 

‘Does he do anything else?’

‘Quite. But Edras has confided in me some information I will share after we’ve dined.’

Garrick made no outward response. Great. Undoubtedly a further piece of morning news that will make things interesting for me. 

Aurelia led him out to the same terrace upon which he and Edras had hatched their burial scheme only a couple of weeks before. Julia rose from her chair and offered a limp white gloved hand, coupled with a weak smile. ‘Lionel. How delightful to see you again.’

‘Julia.’ His lips scarcely brushed the back of her hand. Aurelia steered him towards his seat as a butler - a different one, Garrick noted sourly - gestured to a maidservant who brought forth a finely wrought long-necked silver coffee jug, filled his cup, and vanished - all in complete silence. Having brought blankets for the ladies to drape across their legs in the weak morning sunshine, the butler withdrew to a discreet distance so that conversation might commence.

‘Edras apologizes for being called away, Lionel. It’s most unfortunate, but Mr McCallum of that dreadful paper The Tribune, has been saying he intends to print such awful lies and all manner of tittle-tattle that Edras had no option but to collect his lawyer and go directly to the man’s office to make plain to him that things may not go well for him or his wretched newspaper in future if he doesn’t desist.’ 

Garrick smiled politely. ‘I quite understand. It’s only proper that he should do so.’ All the while thinking that McCallum probably wasn’t thinking things were going all that well for him, right now.

The rest of the breakfast passed in inconsequential chit-chat, which gave Garrick time to eat well, and collect his thoughts. Based upon his conversation with Aurelia but a few days ago, it seemed likely that the stalled burials might be one such of McCallum’s lies, or tittle-tattle, as Julia had childishly put it. If so, things were going from bad to worse. He’d already assured Aurelia that the matter was in hand. In truth, not only were things most definitely not in hand, but Duncan’s disappearance had just led from one difficulty to another. At least he could look forward to hearing Hamlin’s report on the sites he’d been away investigating, and the … loose end, when he got back to the office. It was starting to feel as though Hamlin was the only one he could trust to bring results. The ladies rose with Julia saying it was now perhaps the last terrace breakfast for the season owing to the chill in the air, and suggested that Aurelia and he make use of the drawing room so that they might talk alone. It seemed that even Julia knew something was afoot, although he much doubted that either Aurelia or Parish himself trusted the woman with information of real consequence. 

With a flick of her wrist, Aurelia waved off the footman. The door clicked shut behind him as she gestured for Garrick to sit.

‘Husband, we must talk.’

Husband? Here we go...

‘Look where we stand, Lionel.’ She extended her arms like a crucifix. Amid a fledgling nation that successfully threw off a corrupt and oppressive old world.’ She put her hands back in her lap. ‘All that has been achieved, all that has been built since is nonetheless fragile. You heard Julia - Edras has been this hour trying to restrain that cur McCallum, and he’s not alone in not having the wit to understand the injury he does every time he and his ilk take an honest businessman, or politician in their sights. There are many who fail to understand that above all, we must become a vigorous mercantile nation if we are to flourish.’ 

Garrick nodded firmly enough to show he understood, and agreed, but for the moment said nothing. 

Aurelia went on. ‘Nothing is sacred to these people. If they have their way, yesterday’s heroes, like Edras and … my father, will become today’s villains. Yesterday’s right will be twisted into today’s wrong. And it will happen again and again, just as it did in France, until we sit amid chaos, on that you can rely.’  She fitted him with a hard look. Garrick knew what that look meant.   

This is a right blasted mess your incompetence has saddled us with here, and no mistake. 

Her voice took on a quiet tone, one Garrick knew not to take lightly. ‘The bodies.’ She stared hard into his eyes. ‘McCallum intends to print about the public health risk of the mounting bodies.’ He went to speak, but she raised her hand abruptly. ‘No, Lionel! And not just … those bodies. He speaks of dead Chinese.’ 

Lionel got to his feet and began pacing, pushing the fingers of both hands back forcefully though his hair. ‘I told you I’d have the burials in hand – we’re … almost ready to get back on top of that.’ He stopped and stood looking at her, seeking a reaction. 

‘Yes. You told me.’ She turned away into the distance beyond the window. ‘I seem to recall that you said it would be in hand by now.’ 

‘It almost is, I have a foreman hiring men as we speak.’

Turning to him again, she gazed into his eyes. His heart dropped like a stone. She had that look again - the one that told him she already knew every excuse forming on his lips, every plea for understanding. 

‘What is this talk of Chinese laborers, Lionel?’

‘We had some … sickness. Where we were burying damned Parish’s bodies.’ 

Her voice dropped to a sharp hiss. ‘Choose your next words carefully, husband.’ Her eyes burned into him - something dark, almost menacing, simmered beneath the surface. ‘Edras Parish has done more for this city and state than most.’

‘And for himself!’ Garrick protested. He regretted the words as soon as they passed his lips. 

Aurelia rose slowly from the divan and crossed to him, stopping about a yard away. Her chin tilted upward and she stared at him without blinking.

Jesus! How does she do that?

Aurelia continued. ‘And my family - and we - owe him a great debt. I might remind you husband, that there’s no wrong when those of talent apply it in the service of others. And that if profit should come to them as a result, then that is only as it should be.’ 

He tried to sound more reasonable. ‘The laborers took on sick. It wasn’t our fault as it can’t have come from the Jack.  All know that once wound and limed they’re as safe as can be.’

She gave him a long look. ‘How many?’ She asked simply.

‘Some dozen all told.’

‘Dear God.’ She whispered. ‘And you thought this of sufficiently low importance that you saw fit not to advise me?’

He hesitated. ‘That’s why I was clear to only hire Chinese. I can’t imagine anyone caring over much what happens to a few of them.’

She shook her head slowly. ‘Ah, I see.’ She replied, her voice soft once more. ‘Well, your logic is flawed, I’m afraid.’ She said, her eyes finding his again. 

Garrick took a long breath. ‘What do you suggest I do next?’

‘Firstly, assume from here that if you know something to do with this contract - then I also need to know it. Next, we start dealing with facts. By tonight we need to know exactly where we stand - for good, or ill. Until we know that, we can’t decide, much less do, anything.’

‘I understand.’ He decided to come clean. ‘We’ve had some difficulty hiring men, but I’ve told the foreman just this morning to increase the rate. We shouldn’t get more delay on that score’ 

She sat again and started idly playing at a loose thread on the hem of her cuff. ‘Who else knows about any of this?’

‘You and I, and Hamlin, obviously.’ Aurelia made a small huffing noise. Garrick knew she’d never seemed comfortable with Hamlin. Maybe it was because she rightly suspected that he wasn’t in the least intimidated by her.

‘And Duncan of course. There was another … you might say, loose end. It’s alright though. I sent Hamlin off to deal with that.’

‘Loose end? What sort of loose end?’

‘A Chinaman up in Hope. He had a store of sorts … we bought supplies from him that he delivered to the burial site.’

‘And this - Chinaman, he lived alone?’

Garrick was hesitant. ‘I -

He stopped as soon as she began to roll her eyes.

‘Let me guess - you think - was going to be the next thing you said, was it not?’

Anger flared, then quickly gave way to a gnawing sense of shame. ‘Look, everything was under control until the laborers fell sick. It was going well.  Perhaps I should talk to Edras -’

‘No.’ Her tone clearly not willing to entertain any debate. ‘I’ll do that.’

‘I think that as the person who entered into the agreement, I should -’

‘Get about finding out our information.’ Her next words burned him to the bone. ‘I’ll do it – frankly, you lack the necessary means to handle someone like Edras Parish for more than five minutes by yourself.’ 

Garrick said nothing, his face and neck were a mottled red.

Aurelia walked over to one of the floor to ceiling windows that gave out onto the garden. Without turning, she spoke over her shoulder. ‘Go take care of things. We’ll talk more… tonight.’

Without a word, Garrick stormed into the hallway, snatching his coat and muffler from the footman’s outstretched hand. His pulse hammered in his ears - dismissed like a schoolboy. ‘One step at a time,’ he muttered to himself as he clambered up into his carriage. That was how you got through things like this. Grit your teeth, and take one step at a time.

From a spot by a front window, Aurelia watched his departure. Had he seen it, Garrick would have learned a thing or two from her tight-lipped look.

❖❖❖


Chapter 31 

Past midday, Garrick sank into his desk chair, the firelight harsh against one side of his face. The heat did little to thaw the biting chill of the silence that gripped the room. Hamlin spoke, his voice breaking the tension like a knife. 

‘Hamlin’s voice cut through the thick silence. ‘Duncan was always a slippery, incompetent bastard, but I never pegged him for a Militia informant.’ 

Garrick stayed silent, his mind turning over Hamlin’s words.

‘Has the reward notice produced anything while I was away?’ 

Garrick shook his head slightly. ‘Nothing.’ He frowned as he felt a familiar pulsing coming up behind his eyes. ‘This mustn’t get to the ears of the Governor. Aside from - .’ He paused to collect himself, and the memory fresh in his mind of the unpleasant earlier exchange with his wife -  ‘Aside from that treacherous pig Duncan, do we have any more loose ends?’

Standing in half shadow on the other side of the fireplace, Hamlin shook his head.

‘That... Chinaman, he’s taken care of?’

‘Better than we might have hoped.’ 

Garrick’s brow creased in puzzlement. ‘How so?’

‘It appears that our -’ He paused a moment. ‘Loose end, fell victim to the same malaise as the laborers. In fact the whole settlement appears to have done so. When I got there it was all burned out - as a sanitary precaution, I’d say. Your Chinamen is no more. Even better - there’s no connection to us.’ 

Hamlin spent the next few minutes detailing his trip—the precautions he’d taken and what he found at Hope.

Garrick listened with mixed feelings. An entire settlement, wiped out - just like that.  Fifty people? Maybe more. Mother of God! 

Mind you, as Hamlin continued, Garrick reminded himself that disease ripping through a place like Hope wasn’t entirely unknown in these times, and even if it came from the swamp burials, he’d bear no blame as he would claim that he was performing a public service in good faith. He paused a moment to think what Aurelia would say when he shared this. He suspected it wouldn’t really matter what he said - her reaction was hardly likely to be congenial. And, it was a loose end neatly tied off. He suddenly became aware that he’d just missed something Hamlin said.

‘What was that?’

‘I said - the Chinaman isn’t the real issue. There is a different complication.’ He looked at Garrick, testing his mood before continuing. 

Garrick let out a tired sigh, and slumped back against his chair with a thump. The pulsing at his temples intensified. A complication he says. Of course. It seems a bit much these days to expect anything else. ‘What sort of complication?’ Garrick asked, his tone wary.

‘A Captain of the Philadelphia Militia, Pitman. I understand he’s one of De Vries’s men.’

There was a moment of silence. Dust motes spiraled in the weak light shining through the window behind Hamlin. ‘The Militia. I see.’ He rubbed at his temples for a moment. ‘Go on’. 

Hamlin spoke for a couple of minutes - his military background lending a brief and clear report of the exchange with Pitman, and the awareness that someone - no doubt, Duncan - had been speaking to the Militia about the original swamp site.

‘So we must assume that they know both that the site’s whereabouts, and details around the deaths of the work gang?’

Hamlin gave a slight shrug. ‘Not with certainty, but prudence suggests that we assume so until we know better.’ 

Garrick nodded towards a chair. ‘Sit down, Hamlin. Makes me nervous when you hover like that.’ Hamlin took a seat near the fire, toward Garrick’s right hand. ‘So, we get rid of one loose end, and yet we’re back where we started with two. Our situation has not improved.’ He observed dryly.

‘No sir. It has not.’

‘And this man - ’ 

‘Pitman.’ 

‘Yes, Pitman. Could he be persuaded, or … compensated ... to forget?’ Garrick’s words came slowly, laced with caution.  

Hamlin gave a half-laugh. ‘Not with that one, I promise you.’

‘You seem very sure.’ Garrick wasn’t used to men who couldn’t be persuaded. One way or another.

‘I knew him during the late unpleasantness. People like ourselves, we’re realists - good causes, bad causes. Good actions, bad actions, to us - they’re really just a matter of where you stand.’ 

‘Not so for this, Pitman?’  Garrick interrupted. 

Hamlin shook his head firmly. ‘Far from it, unfortunately.’

‘Is it about faith?’ He asked. 

‘What, religion? Not that I’ve observed. No, he’s just one of those fools who you see at the front of a charge determined to martyr themselves for the common good. Couldn’t see that mercy and weakness are much the same thing in war.’ Hamlin thought for a moment. ‘As I see it, he presents two problems.’

‘Which are?’

‘He will persist with whatever inquiry he’s making all the while he thinks its some sort of just cause. And secondly, despite the fact that he’s a fool for lost causes – he won’t strike everyone that way. Some will see him as positively admirable. I’ve watched it before.’ Hamlin gave a slight shake of his head as if it was hard to credit the thinking of some people.

‘He can’t be treated as another … loose end?’ Garrick asked. 

Hamlin frowned at this. ‘Any man can, but I’d counsel against it. He’s skilled, wary, and also popular with his men - such fools tend to be - and he has his supporters. No, should anything unfortunate befall him it would be likely to do more harm than good.’

Garrick sat quietly at this. Frankly, he’d not expected such a response from Hamlin. This, Pitman sounded like a real threat. Silence hung between them, Garrick wrestling with his options before he finally spoke.

‘Alright, leave Pitman to me.’

‘To you?’

‘Yes. I’ll speak with De Vries, a word in his ear and we should be able to put this whole thing to bed. After all, we can't have the likes of this Pitman heading off on some personal crusade that puts the well-being of the city at risk, can we?’

Hamlin smiled. ‘I’ll pick up the other matter with the foreman this afternoon. We’ll get the laborers tomorrow, mark my word.’

Garrick bobbed his head in satisfaction. One foot in front of the other. Hamlin rose to leave.

‘One thing, Hamlin.’

Hamlin raised an eyebrow in query.

‘We … I ... can’t have it coming out that those bodies are less than 100 miles from the city boundary. D’you hear? The consequences should that become known, would be …’ He paused and began rubbing his temples again. ‘Just make sure nobody finds out. No more loose ends. I’ll talk with De Vries in the morning.’

Hamlin turned and left. Outside he stood in the hallway, thinking. Things were getting untidy. He didn’t like it when things got untidy. It sometimes made people behave rashly. He was in no doubt that Garrick was close to that line. Probably the fault of That Woman, as he typically thought of Aurelia. Ironically, it had occurred to him more than once in the past that perhaps the chief reason he mistrusted her, was that she partly reminded him of himself. So, he’d worked for Garrick for, what was it now? Close on three years. Three years. That was a long time for a man like Hamlin. Perhaps it was time to think about a change. He shrugged the thought off for later, and left in search of the foreman.

❖❖❖


Chapter 32 

Weng sat once more in the refectory attached to the working men’s dormitory.  He sat near a window in the direct path of a beam of weak sunshine, enjoying the feel of it gradually warming his back. The past few days had been a blur of rest, slowly rebuilding the strength his illness - and the heavy grief of losing his family - had drained from him. He’d helped out where he could at the adjacent St Vincent’s church. He’d not been raised a Christian, and quite honestly found many of the activities perplexing. But Father Boudain had given him a warm, dry place to rest in the small dormitory, and food. For Weng that meant an obligation he must try and repay. 

He had set out a plate of salted cornmeal gruel, a piece of hard cheese, and a cup of steaming black chicory. The gruel was lumpy and bland, the cheese dry and crumbly. None of it was appetizing. The savory aroma of her steamed dumplings and fragrant soups seemed such a distant memory already. He missed her and the little one in countless ways that hit him when he least expected it. A sudden wave of sorrow swept through him, sharp and all-consuming. Just then, he heard people approach and looked up to see Yusheng, and his daughter Muqing approaching. 

‘May we join you?’ The older man asked with a smile. 

Weng stood quickly and bowed. ‘I would be honored.’ 

Yusheng bowed his head briefly, then waved Weng back to his seat. Yusheng slowly lowered himself into a seat opposite Weng, while his daughter went in search of water for the table. Yusheng’s eyes searched Weng’s face for a moment, then paused, apparently satisfied with what he saw. ‘How are you now you’ve had the chance for some rest?’ 

‘Very much improved, thank you.’ 

Yusheng gestured to Weng’s bowl. ‘Please continue, you need the strength, even if the food is - adequate, but perhaps not to our tastes.’ He smiled. 

Weng returned the smile. ‘I’m sure it’s nutritious. And the Father is most generous.’  

Yusheng nodded in acknowledgment. Muqing arrived with three earthenware beakers and a pitcher of water. She poured water for her father, then for Weng, and finally for herself before taking a seat. ‘Father Boudain is a very honorable man.’ Yusheng continued. ‘His work for the less fortunate among us is spoken of widely.’ 

Weng paused eating, and gave a slight bow of his head to acknowledge Yusheng’s words. Gesturing back at the half-eaten gruel and cheese, Yusheng went on. ‘However, his resources are small. He depends upon benefactors to conduct his work here, and for anyone to stay more than a few nights presents him with a challenge. Do you understand this?’ 

Weng stopped eating and nodded emphatically. ‘I do.’ He replied. 

‘It is with that in mind, Muqing came to me yesterday with a … proposal. She has an idea that might assist you in your circumstances, and us in ours.’ 

‘Please, tell me more.’ 

Yusheng turned to his daughter, and inclined his head slightly so she knew to speak. She bowed her head briefly to her father, then to Weng. ‘My idea is a simple one. I hope it is worthy of helping us all.’ She glanced at her father, who gave a quick nod to indicate she should continue. 

‘My mother joined her ancestors nearly two years ago. Since that time, father and I live above our small shop but a some hundred yards that way in York Lane.’ She gestured towards the rear wall of the refectory. ‘Since father was injured some time ago, we must ensure that he takes care if there is heavy work, and … well, we have a spare room, that goes unused. So I thought … that is, we thought -’ 

Yusheng gently interrupted. ‘What Muqing is trying to say, is that we might find a strong back useful in the shop, and in return we could provide you with somewhere to live, and a little money. At least until your direction becomes clear.’  

Muqing gave a brief bow towards her father. Weng lowered his gaze, fighting back the rising emotion in his chest. ‘Your offer is more than generous. I am deeply humbled.’ He paused before continuing. ‘I do not feel worthy of such a generous offer, especially ... when you barely know me, or my family.’ 

Yusheng smiled and glanced at Muqing before turning back to Weng. 

‘Young man. There are things about the Yankee - as they call themselves - that do not always sit well with our ways. But nonetheless, I have come to appreciate some others. One thing I’ve come to admire is how direct they can be. So, in that same spirit, my daughter is right - some of the shopkeeper’s duties have become harder for me. You were a storekeeper yourself - you would be useful. I am not suggesting charity, you would work. It seems to me that my daughter’s suggestion solves problems for us all.’ 

Weng looked up at Yusheng, lost for a moment as how to best respond. Then his mind made up, he suddenly bowed so low he almost put his forehead in the last of his breakfast. ‘ I am honored to accept.’ He said softly. 

Yusheng turned his gaze to Muqing and smiled. Her shoulders seemed to suddenly relax, and she returned his smile. ‘Excellent. I shall speak with Father Boudain and make a small donation on your behalf. Muqing will come for you later today.’ Yusheng rose with effort, and Muqing and Weng scrambled to their feet and bowed. Yusheng waved a loose hand at them. ‘Enough formality.’ He looked at Weng again. ‘I shall see you in time for dinner.’ He glanced down at Weng’s bowl. ‘Muqing learned well from her poor mother. I am sure that you will find even our humble meals an improvement.’ He broke into a wide grin and turned to leave. 

Muqing dipped her head toward Weng, the gesture warm and familial, as though he were already an older brother. ‘Since we’ll be sharing a house, may I call you Da Ge?’ 

Weng smiled widely for the first time in a long time. ‘I should like that.’ He replied. As Muqing hurried after her father Weng sank back into his chair, the warmth of his newfound hope lingering with the smile that stayed on his lips. He had never been an older brother before, but something about the way Muqing smiled made him think he would come to cherish the role. 

❖❖❖


Chapter 33 

Hamlin had sought Duncan’s replacement as foreman, Quigly and left the man in no two minds about his expectations. In a small musty room to the rear of Garrick’s business courtyard, Hamlin had explained that one of the prior crew had been sick himself – and given it to the other laborers, fatally so - with the result, he suggested, that - ‘all sorts of nonsense is passing among the Chinese.’  He told Quigly he was at liberty to offer an extra shilling a day if need be. Adding that, should any man willing to sign on look in the least unwell, Quigly was to pass him over. No exceptions. 

‘For men like these, with only strong backs to sell, it’s good money. But we can’t have any more problems – there’s work to be done.’ Quigly had rushed off without hesitation, eager to please. Hamlin allowed himself a brief nod of satisfaction - finally, someone who understood the need for urgency. This might finally start to go well.  He had one or two small matters to attend to himself, then he would make his way and meet Quigly a few blocks away and see how he was progressing. He didn’t intend that there’d be anymore missteps, no more loose ends.  

Hamlin sat in the small, musty room he thought of as his ‘office’ above the wine cellar, poring over the ledgers spread out on the rough wooden table before him. The room, to the rear of Garrick’s business premises, was sparsely furnished, containing only a couple old chairs and a table that had once graced the more prestigious front offices, but had since been discarded. The faded upholstery of the chairs were complemented by scratches and stains on the table's surface from years of use. A single lantern, combined with light from outside through the open door, provided just enough light for Hamlin to work by. The modest office, with its exposed brick walls, seemed to soak up the late autumn chill, leaving the room cold and damp. High on the back wall, a tiny square of inset glass allowed the faintest trickle of light to enter, but really did little of use. Hamlin didn't mind; he preferred the privacy this room afforded him.  

Below his feet, the wine cellar held rows of casks and barrels, their contents aging in the cool, dark space. The inner courtyard, which the cellar opened onto, was cobbled and worn smooth by the passage of Garrick’s wagons. On one side of the courtyard were the stables, where horses shuffled and snorted, their breath visible in the chill air. Opposite the stables, storage rooms held various supplies, and at the rear, the larger rooms housed the wine cellars, with a secure gate leading out to the parallel street beyond.

Hamlin was deep in concentration, tallying figures and making notes in the ledger. The task at hand was a grim one: planning the next wagon loads of paupers' corpses for burial outside the city. Fortunately, the ledgers were meticulous, detailing each of the prior burial loads in a neat, precise hand. Hamlin's own notes were less refined, but he took particular care to ensure his calculations were accurate. 

Hesitant footsteps creaked up the wooden stairs, breaking Hamlin’s concentration. He looked up to see a stable boy, a wiry lad of no more than ten years, standing in the doorway. The boy's face was plainly nervous, and in his hand, he held an old-fashioned calling card.

‘M-Mr. Hamlin, sir, begging your pardon sir.’ the boy stammered. ‘But th-there's a lady in a carriage outside the back doors. She wishes to speak with you, sir.’

Hamlin’s eyebrow arched, his curiosity piqued but not yet concern. ‘A lady?’ he repeated, leaning back in his chair and folding his arms across his chest. 

The boy, as typically illiterate as many of the working class of the time, held out the calling card. Hamlin took it and glanced at the name printed on it: Aurelia Garrick. 

And what does she want with me, I wonder?

Despite her status, Hamlin had never been at any pains to be impressed with her. He’d encountered his fair share of society people, men mostly, during the wars with the British and had often found that beneath their airs and graces they were often more dedicated to appearances than substance. However, in her case he’d begrudgingly admit that she was both shrewd and with a reputation for ruthlessness. He admired both talents. 

He remembered the boy, who by now shifted nervously from foot to foot, clearly eager to be anywhere but here. Hamlin sighed and stood, stretching his back. The small office, though a haven of sorts, could be quite confining. ‘Run along lad.’ He said, tucking the calling card into his coat pocket. ‘Tell Mrs. Garrick I'll be there shortly.’

The boy nodded and fled down the stairs, his relief palpable. Hamlin watched him go, a faint smile playing at the corners of his mouth. He gathered the ledgers, and stacked them neatly on the table, then snuffed out the candle. The room plunged into semi-darkness, lit only by the dim light from the window.

Hamlin took his time, not out of disrespect but simply because he saw no reason to hurry. Mrs. Garrick would wait a few moments longer. He was curious about what could have brought her here, to the back of her husband's property. As he descended the stairs to the courtyard, Hamlin was aware of the familiar sights and sounds of the property. The stable boys were busy grooming the horses, their brushes moving rhythmically through the animals' coats. The air was filled with the scent of hay and the faint tang of manure. In the storage rooms, workers moved about, organizing supplies and preparing for the day's tasks.

At the foot of the stairs, he turned and approached the large wooden gates at the rear. He opened one half and slipped through the gap. A carriage waited. It was a fine piece of work, polished and well-maintained, and the coachman stood close by, his posture rigid and formal. Through the open side window, he saw Mrs. Garrick inside, her face partially in shade. She was dressed in the height of fashion, but despite her elegant appearance, there was an air of tension about her, a certain stiffness in her posture.

Hamlin gave a curt nod of greeting. Mrs. Garrick,’ Hamlin greeted, his tone carefully polite, lacking any deference, but avoiding outright disrespect. ‘I understand that you wish to speak with me?’ 

Her eyes were sharp, and they appraised Hamlin with a keen intelligence. ‘Please join me, Mr. Hamlin.’ She replied, her voice cool and measured. ‘I seek your assistance,’

Hamlin nodded  to the coachman who opened the door, and then softly closed it behind Hamlin. Once inside he looked about with a slightly exaggerated interest. ‘Nice.’ He waited for her to continue.  

She was quiet long enough that he began to feel he might have pushed her patience a little far. ‘My husband assures me that you are entirely familiar with the matter of these … diggings outside of the city. Is that so?’ 

Hamlin considered her words carefully. This was unexpected, and he couldn't help but feel a flicker of intrigue. ‘In so far as what we’ve been doing and where, that’s a pretty fair assessment.’ She looked at him for a few moments, weighing his answer. 

‘Mr Hamlin, my husband has been … under considerable pressure this last while. I believe that partly as a result, some decisions have been made that are now presenting … difficulties.’ 

Hamlin kept his face still, giving nothing away, at least until he knew better why she was here. ‘Difficulties?’

‘Come now, Mr Hamlin. Need I go into details of how mismanaged the burials were under the efforts of that oaf Duncan - and what came of them?’

Hamlin gave a rueful, brief smile. ‘No. I think we can skip that part.’

‘Very well. My husband expresses a high degree of confidence that under your supervision, there will be no more – difficulties.’ She raised an eyebrow at Hamlin, as if seeking his affirmation.

He nodded slowly. ‘I can certainly assure you that where things lay in my hands, that will be the case.’

She looked out the carriage window for a few moments as if coming to a decision. She turned back to Hamlin and gave him an appraising look. ‘Mr Hamlin, there are people with … interests, important people who will not take kindly to any further evidence that this matter is not being managed competently. I intend to ensure that they have nothing further over which to be concerned. Am I being clear?’

Hamlin gave a thoughtful nod. ‘I would say so.’

‘Good. Just yesterday I instructed my husband that I was to be informed of all details of the progress with this contract.’

Instructed? Now did you indeed?

Aurelia went on. ‘However, given the pressures to which my husband has been subject this last while, I wanted to speak with you also.’

‘And what is it that you seek from me?’ 

Her expression tightened slightly. ‘I require that you report separately to me, Mr Hamlin. I shall expect that whatsoever you share with him, you share with me also. My coachman has the details and will look to you for a written daily report providing me with assurance that all is in hand. That is all I require, Mr. Hamlin. Thank you.’

Hamlin thought quickly. He was afraid of neither of the Garrick’s - he was, however, realistic. Refusing her would come with consequences - ones she’d ensure he’d regret. If he agreed, and Garrick found out - he’d be discharged. Then again, he’d already been wondering how much longer Garrick’s interests and his would stay aligned. ‘I don’t see any problem with that. Am I right to assume that there will be discretion about this?’ 

Have no concern, Mr Hamlin, it will help neither of our interests for this to be known by any other than ourselves.’

Hamlin sat there a little longer. She did have good bones. He’d allow that. ‘I have arrangements to check up of just the sort you mention.’ Aurelia did nothing more than offer him a thin smile. Hamlin rose, opened the door, and stepped down from the carriage.  

He turned back the way he’d come as she signaled to the coachman, and the carriage began to move. He turned in the doorway, watching it go. His mind already turning over the possibilities. Whatever Mrs. Garrick's motives, one thing was certain - this development promised to be interesting.

❖❖❖


Chapter 34 

Hamlin set thoughts of Mrs. Garrick aside, focusing instead on finding Quigly and overseeing the labor hire. He expected the foreman was near where day labor was hired at dockside.  It wasn’t far so he chose to go on foot, preferring the exercise. As he walked he ticked off the things he needed to confirm. His thoughts circled around a couple of times to Pitman – but he’d need to await his catch up with Lionel Garrick that evening to find out how the conversation with De Vries had gone. 

By early afternoon, Hamlin found himself pushing through the dockside crowds - haggling buyers, gruff sellers, and swarming laborers - all blending into a cacophony of voices and clattering goods. He found Quigly and for once, it seemed, there was favorable news. The new foreman had all but filled his quota. A couple more men, and he’d be done. Even short-handed, they’d be ready to start removing bodies from the mortuary yard by morning. Welcome news indeed.  If only Garrick had seen fit to listen to Hamlin’s reservations about Duncan – maybe none of this would have come to pass. What was it Mrs Garrick had called it ‘pressures’? 

Good work, no doubt about it.’ The young foreman grinned at Hamlin, clearly pleased with himself.

‘Just getting it done, Mr Hamlin. That’s all.’ 

Hamlin glanced around, the noise of the dockside making it near impossible to think straight. ‘I’ve got a new plan for handling the bodies and re-using the old site, but we need somewhere quieter to talk. Is there an alehouse or coffee house or something nearby where we can talk properly?’

Quigly nodded emphatically, there’s a coffee house of sorts that the merchants use - if that’s all right?’ He gestured up a nearby crowded lane. ‘It’s just up this way.’

Hamlin clapped him on the shoulder. ‘Lead on.’ The two of them threaded their way out of the noisy dockside throng and up the lane.

Meanwhile, Muqing returned to find Weng ready, bidding farewell to Father Boudain. Huo-er wagged his tail excitedly against Weng’s legs, sensing his master’s lifted spirits. ‘Father,  Da Ge.’ Muqing said, giving a short bow. 

Weng returned her bow, and smiled. Yes. He was definitely going to like his new status. Boudain smiled at her. 

‘Ah, Muqing, here to collect our friend, are you?’ 

‘Yes father.’ 

Boudain turned to Weng.  

‘Remember, if you ever have need of anything. We are always here.’ 

‘Thank you, Father. I don’t know how to repay your kindness.’ 

‘No need to worry on that score.’ Boudain said. ‘Yusheng has been generous on your behalf.’ With a smile, and a wave to Muqing, the cleric turned away and headed towards the vestry door. 

‘This way please.’ Muqing gestured. ‘It’s just around the corner.’ 

Weng picked up his bags, and with Huo-er at his side, followed Muqing into the pale afternoon sunlight. The warmth on his face felt like the first hint of a new beginning. 

❖❖❖ 


Chapter 35 

Hamlin nudged their coffees aside, spreading his hand-written notes across the pocked and scarred table. His focus shifted entirely to the task at hand. ‘How’s your reading?’ He asked. 

Quigly pulled a wry face. ‘Not great, to be honest - pretty awful, actually.

Hamlin gave a short laugh. ‘Never mind, with my handwriting you’ll not have stood much of a chance.’ He thought a second. ‘How’s your memory?’

Quigly tapped his temple with an index finger. ‘Once in here, never forgotten.’ He asserted.  Hamlin nodded. Good, that’d do for him. He had barely begun explaining what he needed from Quigly, when the the blue fog of dozens of tobacco pipes finally got to him.

‘Hell’s teeth! Set that window ajar would you - before we all choke to death.’

Quigly chuckled and twisted the handle on the lead-light window and propped it open some six inches or so. He turned and went to speak again – but instead, he froze. Hamlin stared out through the gap, his expression so cold and lethal that Quigly’s blood ran cold. He never wanted that look directed at him. He looked … lethal, he reckoned was the only word for it. Quigly cleared his throat, and spoke quietly. ‘Mr Hamlin. Is all well, sir?’ 

Hamlin turned and looked at him for a moment, his gaze seeming to pierce to Quigly’s bones. His face was a mask of disbelief - and something darker. ‘Stay here. Don’t move.’ 

Before Quigly could respond, Hamlin was already at the door, slipping through the gap and vanishing into the street beyond. Then, just like that he’d slipped through, and was gone. 

From the coffee house door, Hamlin moved quickly through the crowd and across the lane until he had a good view of the rest of the narrow, thoroughfare. He stepped into a darkened doorway, crossed his arms and huddled deeper into his black coat and dark blue woolen muffler as he fixed his gaze on the couple walking up the street while their dog capered around them.

Inside the coffee house, he hadn’t been sure. But, now… yes. It was the Chinaman he taken the message to in Hope.  The girl was different, younger. Not his wife then. Damn the man! Hamlin had been sure that he was dead! The professional in him recognized his own failing - he of all people should know how dangerous it is to allow yourself to be seduced by that first attractive answer that seems to tell you want you want to hear. There was going to be trouble over this. Much as he didn’t relish telling Lionel Garrick, the added anticipation of telling Garrick’s ice-cold wife made his mouth go sour. 

For now, he could only hope their destination wasn’t far. He needed to know where they were headed - and fast. Hamlin moved every thirty seconds or so from one doorway to the next as he trailed the Chinese. Incredibly they had hardly progressed far at all when the young woman paused at the entrance to a shop, bowed briefly to Weng, and indicated he should enter. Instinctively taking a step back so as not to be seen, Hamlin watched as Weng hoisted his bags through the opening. The girl and the dog followed and the door closed. From where he was, Hamlin could see the signs above the shop window - Chinese. He couldn’t stay here for long without discovery, or risk some passing idiots of the Watch or Militia demanding to know his business. Never mind. Odds were he’d found Weng’s new lodgings and he could check that better in the dark. 

Hamlin made his way back to the coffee shop. Quigly was waiting patiently. When Hamlin sat back down, Quigly relaxed a little, relieved to see the man’s earlier pleasant demeanor had returned - though a shadow of something darker still lingered.

‘Everything alright, Mr Hamlin? Nothing I can help with?’

Hamlin offered a smile that made Quigly feel was only missing the smell of a newly dug grave. ‘Not at all lad, just a … loose end, you might say.’

Quigly swallowed hard, his earlier confidence fading. Maybe he’d misjudged Hamlin after all - maybe the rumors, the ones whispered in shadows, held more truth than he’d thought.

Hamlin rearranged the papers on the table. ‘Now where were we?’

Inside the shop on York Lane Weng and Huo-er were in the upstairs front room unpacking. The dog quickly flopped on a mat.

‘Don’t get too comfortable.’ Weng warned. ‘You’ll be sleeping in the storeroom at nights.’ Huo-er stared at him uncomprehendingly, and Weng squatted down and rubbed the dog’s ears. ‘We’re safe now, my little friend,’ Weng murmured, rubbing Huo-er’s ears. Muqing’s voice floated up the narrow timbered stairway to call him to dinner. ‘Hungry?’ he asked the dog with a grin before racing him down the stairs, a new lightness in his movements. 

❖❖❖


Chapter 36 

Garrick gaped at Hamlin, his face slowly mottling with rage. ‘You told me the bastard was dead!’ Droplets of spittle fell onto the paper in front of him. His eyes fairly blazing in anger. Garrick shot to his feet, spinning on his heel, and hurled his whiskey into the fireplace. The flames roared for a second, then died, leaving only the echo of his rage. Hamlin stepped forward, he placed his hands upon the carved lintel above the hearth. Leaning forward, his forehead came slowly to rest on his knuckles. ‘Jesus.’ He said, softly. 

‘It wasn’t an unreasonable assumption to make given the information.’ Hamlin suggested quietly. 

Garrick turned away from the fire as if with great effort, and regarded Hamlin. ‘Really? Well that reasonable information was fucking wrong!’ He snarled suddenly.

Hamlin stayed calm. He’d handled worse. If anything, Garrick’s outburst only confirmed what he and Aurelia had suspected.

Hmm, Aurelia. That was new.

‘The question is how do we handle it?

Garrick stared at him in disbelief. ‘How? How? I thought that was your department - I sent you to do the job once. So this time - go and do it properly!’

‘If we want it done cleanly, that is - without drawing attention to your operation, I’ll need a day or two.’

Garrick slowly lowered himself into his seat. ‘Do what you have to. Just be quick about it.’

‘Before I go … you were going to speak with De Vries?’

Garrick waived a hand limply in the air between them. ‘Done. Your friend Pitman will trouble us no further.’

Hamlin waited for more details. It quickly became clear that no more would be said. He turned and slowly walked to the door. As he turned to close the door behind him, he saw Garrick sitting illuminated only by the orange glow of the fireplace, head in his hands.

Well, that could have gone better. 

It remained to be seen what Aur- he paused as he caught himself. What Mrs Garrick would have to say. As he made his way to the stables to collect his horse he pondered on how best to handle the news. He could wait and advise her on the morrow. No, this was something that brooked no delay. He turned his horse towards the direction of the Garrick residence keen to see her and be gone before her husband returned home.

Hamlin arrived outside the Garrick residence shortly after. In a feeble effort to combat the  darkness, servants had lit oil lamps around the outside, their flickering flames casting long, ghostly shadows on the ground. The night was bitter, the air thick with cold, and the moon hidden behind heavy clouds, casting the world in deep, oppressive gloom. Hamlin felt his best chance would be if the coachman had yet to leave the stables for home. He dismounted and led his horse quietly among the trees bordering the property’s brick walls. The air was thick with the smell of damp earth and decaying leaves, adding to the muffling of her hooves. He took his time, but was confident that neither he nor his mare would be discovered by mischance. The graveled path swung in a curve behind the house, circling a large oak, and coming to rest at the stables. Hamlin could hear noises from the stable as someone moved among the animals feeding and grooming them. To the far side of the stables the carriage he’d seen earlier stood parked inside it’s own coach house, doors still wide open. That meant the coachman would still be here. Hamlin looped the reins across a low bough on a tree deep in the shadows, patted his mare’s nose for a moment then walked quietly to the open stable door. 

Inside, the coachman he’d seen earlier was placing hay in a manger to feed the horses. He talked softly to them as he finished up his chores. Bending to pick up a hay fork, the coachman rose, turned – and froze. Hamlin bobbed his head briefly in greeting. ’Good evening.’ He said in a hushed voice. ‘Remember me?’

The man nodded, but said nothing. He doesn’t look happy to see me, Hamlin thought. 

‘I must speak with your mistress. Now. Do you understand?’

The coachman nodded, and went to pass Hamlin and proceed to the house. Hamlin’s hand closed upon the coachman’s upper arm with a grip like iron.  The coachman turned to face him. They stood there with the lamplight making flickering shadows in their faces.

‘One more thing. You speak only to Mistress Garrick. No one else -’ Hamlin leaned in close, his voice dropping to a cold whisper. ‘And I mean no one, knows I’m here. Now, or ever.’ Hamlin stared into the other man’s eyes - his own filled with a cold, unwavering intensity. Once he was quite sure that the coachman understood, he released the arm and the coachman scurried across the gravel to the rear of the house. Hamlin moved outside into the shadows to the side of the stable. Now to wait. 

He didn’t wait long. The rear door opened again, and a figure carrying a lamp emerged and proceeded in his direction. It was Aurelia Garrick. She wore the kind of housecoat that a well to-do woman wore about the home, but never in anyone else’s gaze. Well, that was interesting. This business with her husband seemed to be more interesting by the minute. He let her get closer, and then lest he startle her – for all he knew a woman like that carried a pistol amid her layers at night – he stepped forward so she could see him.  She jerked her head to indicate that he follow her into the stable. ‘I thought I’d been clear how we were to communicate.’

‘No confusion there, I assure you.’

She regarded him thoughtfully.

‘Something has happened?’

‘I’m afraid so.’

‘Tell me.’

He spent a few minutes explaining who Weng was, why he mattered, and the sequence of events – including his night-time excursion to Hope – and finally that he’d briefed her husband. Her expression sharpened, eyes narrowing like a hawk’s.

‘How did my husband respond?’ She stared at him directly, and for the first time Hamlin had a glimmer of how she made others uncomfortable. He spoke with care.

‘As you say. He has experienced a number of pressures.’

She took a slow step or two apparently deep in thought, then turned to him once more.

‘How did my husband then instruct you?’

‘That I was to take care of the loose end. For once and for all’

‘Is that possible?’ She realized who she was talking to. ‘I mean, I know something of your … reputation, shall we say. So I know it’s possible. What I mean is can we take care of it without making things worse?’

He shrugged. ‘It is. It’s really a question of time – and preparation. Your husband is quite taken with urgency. I think for the sake of another day or two the matter can be wrapped up without undue risk.’

Aurelia seemed to think this over. ‘Do it. And when it’s done, you report only to me.’ 

Hamlin nodded to show he understood. ‘And.. Mr Garrick?’

‘I shall manage that. Just focus upon your task. And don’t forget, report only to me.’ She stopped as if ticking off items on a mental list. ‘Your plan - do you need money or anything?’

He shook his head with quiet confidence. ‘No, for what I have in mind.’

Aurelia turned and paced a few steps in the stable as if gathering the last of her thoughts. When she turned back - he was gone. The silence of his departure impressed her, a shadow slipping into the night with a killer’s precision. A useful man indeed. 

❖❖❖


Chapter 37 

The militia office was small, its rough wooden walls bathed in the flickering glow of two oil lamps. The air was heavy with the scent of burning oil, tobacco smoke and coffee.  Pitman leaned back in his chair, rubbing his face with his hands, feeling the weight of the report in front of him - three pages of uncertainty he had to pass on to De Vries.

‘More coffee, sir?’  O’Flaherty asked from over by the pot bellied stove, his silhouette outlined against the warm light of a lamp. 

‘Please.’ Pitman leaned forward again, moving pages back and forth, his eyes pausing on small details here and there. He sat back again and exhaled a long audible breath. O’Flaherty put a large tin cup in front of him, steam gently rising in the lamplight from the surface of the dark oily liquid. Pitman reached a hand down into a drawer by his knee, and emerged a  moment later with a small unlabeled bottle of amber liquid. He poured a small measure into his cup, then lifted the bottle and his eyebrows in O’Flaherty’s direction. 

He grinned and proffered his cup. ‘Well, only if you’re sure it’ll go to waste otherwise.’ Once he’d received his tot, he raised his cup in salute at Pitman, sipped with clear satisfaction, and drew up a chair to the opposite side of the desk. 

They sat for a minute in companionable silence sipping their fortified coffee, the only sounds being the occasional crackle from the stove in the corner. O'Flaherty broke the silence - 

‘May I ask something, sir?’

‘Of course.’

‘Commander De Vries…’ O’ Flaherty paused, gathering his thoughts. ‘How do you think he’ll be with… this?’ He gestured to the pages of Pitman’s report. Pitman’s face remained thoughtful, silent for a moment. When he finally replied, his voice dropped instinctively, knowing what he was about to say demanded care.

‘Quite honestly, I’m not sure. It’s clear that this will provide him with … difficulties.’ O’Flaherty looked across at Pitman’s face lit by the tabletop lamp and nodded slowly. He understood. It would put De Vries in a pincer of sorts between his duty, and his employer with all his business and social connections. 

Pitman went on - his voice thoughtful.  ‘The problem is that all of this is very circumstantial. I could hardly blame him if he told us to shelve the whole thing. But despite that – there’s something here, I think he’ll see that.’ 

O’Flaherty picked up one of the pages and read for a moment, the furrow in his brow deepening. ‘The bit that bothers me is that all of this -’ He swept a lazy hand in the air above the desk. ‘All of this can be readily explained by Garrick – without very much trouble… so why our friend Hamlin’s secret excursion and, from what you’ve told me, the good Mr Duncan’s babble?

Pitman frowned down at the pages. ‘The real issue then, is the information that we don’t have.’

O’Flaherty pursed his lips a moment. ‘We’ve pieced together what happened. But the real question is - why?

Pitman began nodding quickly. Exactly. We know Garrick’s handling the burial of Yellow Jack victims - but who’s pulling the strings behind him?’

‘Must be the city …’ 

‘Hmm, Governor Parish.’ Pitman said quietly. His eyes slowly came up to meet O’Flaherty’s. The corporal spoke first. 

‘Jesus. That puts our commander right in the middle.’ He let out a soft whistle. ‘Can’t see him being involved at all.’ Despite his words, O’Flaherty’s tone sounded slightly unsure. 

Pitman emphatically shook his head. There’d be no point and … although the commander and I don’t always see things the same way, he’s basically a straight-‘un, no question.’ They fell into thoughtful silence once more. After a moment or two O’Flaherty started to look like a man with something on his mind.

‘Um, Governor Parish, sir…’

‘What of him?’ Pitman responded.

O’Flaherty looked at him, clearly unsure where to begin. ‘You can speak freely. It’ll go no further.’ Pitman assured him.

‘I know that sir. It’s just … well, the Mrs sir. She has a friend who works as a domestic for the Garrick household, and her husband is an office clerk for Mr Garrick. More than once she’s shared stories … doesn’t sound like working for either is all beer and skittles, if you get my drift?’

Pitman nodded in understanding, but didn’t interrupt.

‘Anyway, sir, there’s been some talk - irregularities at Garrick’s businesses. Not illegal, as such, but more like bending the rules, if you catch my meaning.’

Pitman’s voice was measured. ‘No surprise, considering Garrick keeps Hamlin as his right hand. But go on.’

‘Well sir, perhaps I might ask - all quiet like - if the husband knows anything of this burial business arrangement, sir.’ 

Pitman shook his head. ‘Much as I like the idea, and initiative – and make no mistake I do - I’d hardly sleep at night for worrying that someone might get discharged, or … worse.’

‘I understand sir. It’s just that it might give us a little more for you to take to the commander - and we’d all be very discreet. The Mrs is no fool sir, nor her friend.’

Pitman rose, crossed to the stove where he wrapped a thick cloth around the handle of the coffee pot, before returning to the desk. He poured the last of the coffee into the two cups – and thought.

It’s not the worst idea…

Looking O’Flaherty in the eye, he said, ‘Carefully, mark you. Just anything they already know, no – snooping about, or anything that might bring somebody trouble.’

‘Of course, sir.’ O’Flaherty looked pleased with himself.

Pitman drained the last of his drink, slipping the pages of his report into an oilskin sleeve. ‘Off you go, corporal. I’ll take this to the commander. No need for you to wait around - we’ll talk in the morning.’

❖❖❖


Chapter 38 

Pitman paused outside De Vries’ office. Despite his confidence not a half hour before with O’Flaherty, he really wasn’t sure how this briefing would go. He raised his hand to knock, stopped and for the briefest of moments – closed his eyes and let his chin to drop to his chest for a second or two.

Enough. Let’s get in there and see what’s what.

He knocked.

‘Come.’ 

Pitman went in, closed the door then stood facing his commander’s desk, his back straight, shoulders back, head up, chin in.’

‘Good God.’ Muttered De Vries. ‘At ease captain, you’re making me feel uncomfortable.’

‘Sir.’

De Vries gestured to a chair. Pitman took it and placed the oilskin wrap on the edge of the desk. De Vries appeared to eye it without enthusiasm. ‘How was your little excursion?’

‘Interesting sir.’

‘Yes, interesting …’ De Vries seemed to say as much to himself as Pitman. Using his fingertips, Pitman pushed the wrap into De Vries’ reach. The commander made no move to touch it. ‘So tell me, have you or your man unearthed any solid evidence of ... malfeasance?’ 

‘Not as such, sir.’ 

De Vries nodded, his fingers idly tracing the edge of his desk, but his eyes stayed fixed on the air above the report, as if to touch it would make it real. ‘In your absence, there have been – developments.’ De Vries said in a vaguely weary way. It seemed to Pitman that the other man had not been looking forward to this conversation. 

‘I’m not sure I understand, sir.’ 

‘Quite so. While you were away I had a … summons to meet with our Governor.’ 

Here it comes.

‘We discussed the appalling public health problems arising from the bodies of those unfortunate enough to die without family or penniless.’ He looked at Pitman to be sure the captain understood.

‘Yes, sir.’ Pitman said.

‘Anyway, it seems that there are those who fail to grasp the urgency with which the matter must be addressed. People, who for reasons of their own, seem to prefer to make difficulties, rather than solutions. The Governor has invested considerable confidence into local businessman Mr Lionel Garrick – I’m sure you’ve heard of him.’ Pitman gave the briefest of nods. ‘We are… encouraged…’ He seemed to reflect for  moment. ‘Yes... encouraged to ensure that militia activities do not add further difficulties to this vexing problem.’

The more De Vries spoke, the smaller the room felt to Pitman.

Damn Garrick! He must have had a report from Hamlin of their encounter on the Hope trail, and gone running to Parish.

De Vries hadn’t taken his eyes off Pitman’s face as the captain stared at the oilskin wrap on the desk.

‘Very thorough, I’m sure. Although by your own admission, without evidence of wrongdoing.’

Pitman sat still for a moment, looked up, and decided to give it a try. ‘Sir, firm evidence is not to hand … but there are indications -’

De Vries cut him off. ‘Captain we will do nobody – least of all ourselves - a service if we pursue this.’ He managed to look both sad and worried. ‘There are those who depend upon the presence of our patrols. It might prove – unfortunate - were we to squander the support of the Governor in the pursuit of …’ He waved his hand vaguely.

He’s not even going to read it. He wants to be able to say he’s never seen it. 

‘I see sir.’ Pitman made to rise. 

‘Sit down, captain.’ 

He settled back into his chair.

‘I need to be sure that we are of a single mind on this Captain Pitman.’

Well, well, rank and name.

‘And what mind would that be, sir?’ Pitman asked, as mildly as he could.

De Vries expression took a hard turn. ‘I should have thought it obvious, but for the sake of clarity – you are to drop any inquiries into Mr Garrick, his dealings, or his… people.  In fact, Pitman, they shared a little information that suggests you may have not been entirely forthcoming with me.’

‘Sir?’

‘You will recall that I asked you about your history with one Mr Hamlin, an employee of Garrick’s. You told me there was nothing there.’

‘That is the case sir.’

De Vries raised an eyebrow in doubt. ‘So you say. But according to Governor Parish there’s some suggestion that you may have crossed swords with Hamlin and for reasons of – they suggest - personal jealousy, cost him his commission in your regiment.’

‘That’s not in the least correct sir… though I don’t doubt that Hamlin sees it that way. If there was any discredit – he dragged it down upon himself - without anybody’s help.’

De Vries looked at Pitman, then seemed to soften a little. ‘Look, I’m sure you and O’Flaherty have done a good job. Very commendable. But I need you now to return your attention to your other duties. I don’t want to hear that you, or any of your men, have tried to pursue this.’ He gestured to wards the oilskin. ‘Take it with you, captain, and file it please.’

‘Sir.’ Pitman made to leave and this time De Vries seemed content to let him go. ‘One question sir, if I may.’

‘What is it?’

‘You spoke of other people who wished to frustrate efforts to dispose of the unfortunates. May I ask who these people are?’

‘ No harm in telling you that, I suppose… it’s that damned John McCallum and his associates – rabble, the lot of them.’

Interesting. The Tribune’s editor.

‘Thank you, sir.’

Pitman slipped out, the door creaking on a strained hinge, and entered the narrow passage that led into the stable yard. Darkness swallowed him, its cold bite cutting through his coat and muffler. The night felt more oppressive, as if the shadows clung to his shoulders. A sense of rot clung to Pitman’s thoughts. Garrick’s enterprise stank of corruption, and now De Vries looked...compromised, from the highest of levels. The realization settled like a weight in his gut. What stakes were in play to make all this necessary? 

Anyway, speculation could wait until the morning and his meeting with O’Flaherty. Tucking in the last bits of cloth in a bid to keep out the biting wind, he turned from the yards and headed down the hill towards the city centre. It was past time to get his dinner. One more stop though on his route home - Saint Vincent's. It would only take a minute or two to check in and see how young Weng’s arrangements were coming along.

❖❖❖


Chapter 39 

Alone, at his lodgings, Hamlin planned his reconnaissance of Weng’s new residence with typical care. He couldn’t expect to use the terrain to be invisible, not in the way he had at Hope. No, not in a city street. Instead, he needed to be - unremarkable. He needed to blend. That was easy enough he knew. Just a matter of the right clothing - aided by the fact that it was cold enough now that all but the hardiest had taken to wrapping themselves up so much that if he did likewise, he’d be unrecognizable. His wardrobe would furnish a coat, muffler and hat that would be a dime a dozen in that area. If he needed to loiter, simply holding a small flagon in a gloved hand would encourage anyone who gave him any notice at all to pass him off as a drunk – hardly unusual.  

Hamlin slipped into the night, wrapped in layers of wool and darkness, the wind cutting through the city’s narrow alleys. Only his eyes, sharp and watchful, escaped the muffling folds, as he became just another shadow moving through the streets. The wind whipped around him as he steadily wove his way through the people - most of whom had their heads down in a vain effort to avoid the wind’s bite. 

It took him around twenty minutes to close in on his objective. He had decided to approach from the same direction as he had done earlier as the shadows would be deeper on that side of the street at this time, plus most of the businesses there had closed for the evening, and there was little by way of light sources. He thanked his stars that the spot was a little uphill from the docks. Hamlin’s nostrils flared at the stench - rot, sewage, and something worse that seemed to rise from the very foundations of the surrounding shacks. The city’s damp decay seeped into everything, lingering in every shadow, every drop of water. The passing people were all clearly working folk, the wealthier having already sought the comfort of their home fires and good hot food. Hamlin eased into the shadows of a doorway, the worn wood pressing against his back, swallowing him whole. The street was a mix of faint candlelight and deep shadows - just what he needed. 

Almost immediately, a silhouette created by candle light  briefly passed the upper window. There it was again, almost certainly male, and without the typical posture of an older man. Not exactly a positive identification, but it suggested he wasn’t wasting his time. A faint lamplight still showed through the downstairs front window but it hardly made a dent on the street. Just then, a light in the upper window went out. He pressed his back into the dark doorway and settled in to wait, as he had so many times. In fact, it was a point of pride with him that he could out-wait any target – and often had.

As it turned out, he didn’t have to wait long at all. Less than half an hour later the front door to the downstairs shop opened, creating a small island of warmly inviting golden light that fell on the short timber veranda and steps. He heard voices and several barks. The girl he’d seen earlier stepped out quickly wrapping a woolen blanket around her shoulders, followed by the dog - plainly excited to be going out. That was good, dogs were always a problem. Moments later an older man stepped out of the light. The younger girl took his arm, and together with the dog they began making their way towards the nearby street corner. Hamlin watched the man - and daughter probably – approach, neither they nor the dog seemed to register his presence. 

Once they turned the corner and started uphill Hamlin was faced with a choice. Should he try to effect an entry into the store? Or should he follow the people who’d left? Entering the store right now wouldn’t be smart, and he discarded the idea almost as soon as it entered his mind. Who was to say that Weng was now alone? If anyone else was there and raised a ruckus it would alert the neighbors, many of whom lived immediately above their own stores. He couldn’t afford to be found there or, if he was particularly unlucky, being identified as he made his escape - his quarry now warned, and extra vigilant in future. Also, for all he knew, the people with the dog would be quick in coming back.  His course was clear.

Silently he detached himself from the shadows around the doorway and with his head down, gradually merged with the dwindling number of people on foot, careful to keep the couple and the dog in sight. They walked on until they reached the door of St Vincent’s, completely unaware of their shadow. Hamlin moved to his right where a stack of rough-sawn timber sat waiting to be transported, but in the meantime offering a deeply shadowed spot. He moved very slowly until he’d managed to put the timber between himself and the wind, and watched. 

Yusheng and his daughter were visible a few moments more as they hung their coats and scarves, then together with the dog they passed further into the church, and an unseen hand closed the outside door. Hamlin stayed put and weighed his options. By the light inside the church he’d seen that the two looked to be father and daughter, and judging by the painted sign to the side of the door, were attending a service. Chinese converts to Christianity weren’t all that unusual, and were known to be quite devout where this occurred.  Chances were, he thought, that they would be regulars, and that might just play into his hands.

From his position by the timber, he could see that to the rear of the church was a stand of straggling trees and bushes which appeared to extend down the hillside to the rear of the York Lane shops. Hamlin scanned the street, then slipped across the road into the shadowed alley beside the church. As soon as he was among the adjacent trees he stopped, slowly sank into a couch, and watched and listened. The wind made it nearly impossible to hear much of anything, but there would be just enough light to silhouette anyone trying to follow him. He waited a couple of minutes more until he was satisfied that nobody had seen him, or if they had, attached no importance to it. Hamlin rose silently and crept around the church, the thin copse now the only barrier between him and the stores. He followed the dark slope downwards with care until he began to discern the occasional faint light source through the remaining trees and bushes. It wasn’t long before he could make out the stores’ darker outlines against the moonless sky.  He got close enough to begin counting from left to right. At number six, he stopped. That one. From where he was Hamlin could vaguely discern a weatherboard fence of some five feet in height enclosing the rear of the property. Moving even more slowly, he stooped to lower his body profile and descended the last yards of the embankment until he was right against the fence. 

He was relieved that the father and daughter had taken the dog. The wind was blowing from behind him towards the back of the store and might have given his scent away. He felt his way along the row of vertical weatherboards, fingers searching for a gap. There - he swiveled and put his eye close to the gap. He could see some light coming through a rear window. From what he could see the building was two stories above the shop, but dropped down to a single storied extension that reached to within about five yards of the fence. A solitary sash window on its end faced him.  He estimated that the light source was a single lamp - probably to light a kitchen, the one spot guaranteed to be warm on a night like this. Nobody had passed near the window itself while he’d been here. Even if they did, the light inside would prevent them seeing outside. He pulled off his gloves, and tested the planks of the fence with his fingers. The fence wasn’t really intended as a serious deterrent – in fact it probably simply marked the back boundary of the property for legal reasons. Hamlin kept going along to his right until, there - one of the planks gave at the top when he tugged it, leaning right back towards him. It took only a minute more to ease the plank and its neighbor away from the rails, and provide him with just enough room to squeeze through. 

Cold as it was, the conditions were not yet right for snow, for which he could be grateful. Hamlin made his way across the few yards of rough dirt until he couched below and to the right of the window. He gently sniffed the air. Faint smells of cooking from this and nearby houses reached him, along with a perfumed smell of, what he recognized as long pieces of bamboo coated with aromatic compounds designed to burn slowly and emit a pleasant smell. That one seemed to be coming from inside. He checked his surroundings once more, the wind blew overhead and the world dripped in darkness. There was a mixture of distant random voices, and from above his head, a soft, steady plink sound as water dripped from the eaves. It was all clear, and mindful of the possibility that the others might return soon, he rose slowly until he stood at the side of the window. At first he could make out little as he slowly edged his way along until he could see around the frame and in to the interior. The window had a haze of dust on it that rendered everything inside soft and initially indistinct. As he progressively moved across he could make out a door to the outside on the adjacent wall, that led into what seemed to be a store room or shed of some sort. Roughly twelve or so feet along each side it had two doors; the one to the outside, and another leading deeper into the house. It was the latter that now held his attention. This was the source of the faint light he’d seen, and now he could see that it originated from an oil lamp that sat on a kitchen table. He could tell someone was in that room by the way that shadows fell upon the door frame and nearby wall. Someone was moving around the kitchen. More than one someone? It was hard to tell from here. 

Hamlin was just shifting his angle to get a better look inside, when someone walked across the doorway to the nearby stove. He froze. It was only a brief glimpse, but it was enough. Weng, the man he’d last seen when he delivered the message to him at his home in Hope. Weng seemed occupied at the stove and Hamlin saw that the shadow movements he’d seen moments before had stopped - that suggested he was alone. If he could access that exterior door, he could do it now. Too risky. He’d not planned his retreat, and going back through the copse would be too slow after that. There was one last thing for him to check before he left. Placing his feet with scrupulous care on the soft ground, he stooped to pass beneath the window, then stood as he got to the corner of the building. He turned the corner in silence and a couple of quick steps placed him by the exterior door. He quickly knelt by the handle and in the near total dark, ran his fingertips over the handle and the metal surround. No keyhole. Good. That meant that it would be secured inside by a latch. He moved to the opposite side of the door and noted with satisfaction a vertical thread of light running the length of the jamb. A moment’s further examination revealed the slight shadow of the latch - all it would take was the thin blade of a knife to lift it from its seat. He smiled to himself. Would people never learn? They thought of themselves as safe and sound in their homes, but really, it was often laughable.

He knew it was time to go. This time he made his way straight to the fence and, confident he wouldn’t be seen from inside, felt his way along to the gap he’d made earlier. Once through, he pressed the planks back into place, making sure to make a decent job of seating them, without making noise. He’d be coming back this way, but didn’t need anyone spotting an irregularity that might lead to a decent repair in the meantime. He tracked his way back through the wooded copse, not exactly the way he’d come, but aiming to emerge from the treeline just downhill from the church. 

❖❖❖


Chapter 40 

Purely by chance, Pitman’s timing was perfect. He arrived with enough time to join the assembled people and reinvigorate himself with hot tea, but not early enough to have to sit through a sermon. Father Boudain, pleased as always to see the young captain, explained that Weng was lodged with the Gu father and daughter, and performed the necessary introductions. 

Pitman spent some minutes inquiring after Weng’s well being. Once satisfied, he began to make his goodbyes explaining that he needed to go home and eat. Yusheng wouldn’t hear of it. ‘You must come and join us captain. My daughter is an excellent cook, and you can speak with Weng yourself.’

A round of obligatory protestations later to the effect that he didn’t want to be a burden, and Yusheng’s insistence that it would be a pleasure, saw Pitman waiting by the church door as Yusheng and Muqing re-wrapped themselves for the journey home. They had only gone a few yards down the street when a heavily muffled man stepped from nearby trees, crossed the road and went on his way. The most likely reason, Pitman thought, was to make a brief call of nature. Yet something bothered him about the man, he was quite stooped over and yet his build and movements suggested a man too young to have acquired a natural stoop. He stopped for a moment to watch the man’s back retreating into the darkness.

‘Is everything alright, captain?’ Yusheng asked with a hint of concern. He’d seen Pitman observing the other man. 

‘No, I’m sorry, please continue.’ He gestured down the street and Muqing and the dog led the way once more. The shop was no more than a couple of minutes further walk, and presently he found himself admitted to the store, and guided through the goods to reach the back.  

Weng looked up, then his face registered surprise and delight. ‘Captain!’ He beamed and came over with his hand extended. 

Pitman shook it. ‘Nathaniel, please.’

Moments later Muqing appeared to have taken over, and hustled everyone onto the bench seats flanking the table.  Amid a little polite chatter Pitman couldn’t help notice that the dog, initially excited to see Weng, had made its way through to another room where a door appeared to let out into the yard.

‘Looks like he wants to go outside again.’ Pitman said.

‘Probably for toilet.’ Said Weng. He went to move to the back when Pitman, seated closest to the room said, ‘No problem, I’ll get it, and picking up one of the lit lamps went over and unlatched the door. The dog was gone in an instant. Pitman stepped toward the yard, but his tracker’s instincts pulled him up short. In the flickering lamplight, two boot prints appeared in the dirt just before the door - one, the full length of a right foot, the other, a partial left print, pressed into the earth like a warning. He knew it for what it was, someone squatting. He stepped out, being careful not to tread on the boot prints and pulled the door closed. He raised the lamp and stood facing the door. No doubt about it, someone had been examining the lock. 

Pitman turned into the small yard still holding the lamp aloft to look for the dog. The dog appeared, nose to the ground, sniffing with focus near the base of the solitary window. Pitman went across and used his lamp to examine the soil. More footprints marred the soil beneath the window, crisscrossing in the dirt, but the message was the same - someone had been here, watching, attempting to look through the window. He turned and looked for the dog. Raising the lamp he saw the dog sniffing at the fence. He walked across and ruffled the dog’s ears. ‘What is it, boy?’ He said softly. The dog didn’t move, his nose firmly clamped to a gap in the planking, scenting the breeze. Pitman reached out and gave the plank a push at the top – it gave easily.

‘Is everything alright, captain?’ Weng called from the corner by the door. Pitman swung around, and fixed a smile on his face as he made his way over. 

‘Sure. I was just seeing what your friend had found – probably a rat.’ He turned and gave out a low whistle. The dog, with a backward glance or two, went back inside. Weng led and Pitman followed. Pitman noted the rudimentary latch as he closed the door behind him.

‘Isn’t that a bit risky?’ He asked, rattling the latch audibly. 

‘No. It is enough now that we have a dog.’ Yusheng smiled and pointed to a pile of old blankets near the door. ‘He sleeps down here.’ 

Pitman nodded and followed the men back to the table. As he sat, he couldn’t help notice Muqing watching him thoughtfully from beside the stove.  They ate, and as they did, Pitman reflected on the fact that the older man had not exaggerated, his daughter’s cooking was indeed excellent. He listened to the talk, but part of his mind kept drifting away to the man they’d seen by the church earlier, emerging from the woods bordering the back of the York Street shops, and what he’d found outside. He had no proof. Just the hollow certainty nibbling at him - it was Hamlin. It had to be. The man’s shadow lingered in the back of Pitman’s mind like a persistent unanswered question. He could do no more now, whoever it was, they’d be unlikely to return tonight; he’d need to talk to O’Flaherty in the morning. He wasn’t so distracted that he failed to notice Muqing quietly observing him from time to time.  

❖❖❖


Chapter 41 

Hamlin scrawled the last line of his report to Aurelia Garrick, the ink glistening dark under the lamplight. He sprinkled salt across the page to dry the ink, the grains catching the light like shards of broken glass, before folding and sealing it with quick, practiced hands. He’d not been foolish enough to refer to the ‘loose end’ lest the communique get intercepted, but he did affirm that the matter ‘for which you harbor concern will certainly be concluded within the week.’ That ought to be enough. Meanwhile he’d continue on getting Quigly well underway with the first batch of burial wagons, and use that as a pretense to minimize his contact with Lionel Garrick.

That last thought set him to thinking again about the future. Garrick was becoming a liability - an infection of sorts spreading through his own business. Even his wife couldn’t hide the distrust in her eyes. By the time he was draining the last dregs of his coffee, Hamlin had decided it was time to move on. Exactly when, and to where, were unclear, but once this business with the Chinaman was sorted, he would move on. 

A few streets away, O’Flaherty stared at his captain. ‘I can’t believe it… he wouldn’t even read it?’ He asked incredulously.  

Pitman shook his head, his pipe smoke curling around him like the weight of Parish’s influence. ‘He didn’t even glance at it. I’d wager Parish has already told him how this ends - and that he’s better off keeping his hands clean.’

‘So we’re to do nothing?’ O’Flaherty asked.

‘Certainly nothing… officially. But I must say that this casts a different light upon your suggestion last evening’

O’Flaherty nodded. ‘I talked with the Mrs, she’ll see her friend at the market today when she shops for the Garrick kitchen.’

Pitman’s brow creased with concern. ‘I meant what I said about being careful. There was something about last night – after De Vries - that I need to share with you.’ He gestured to a nearby chair. As O’Flaherty took his seat, Pitman pulled a bag of tobacco from a pouch, pressed some into the bowl of his pipe with his thumb, then tossed the bag across to O’Flaherty.

Once both pipes were drawing well, Pitman explained what had happened outside the church and at Gu’s shop. O’Flaherty looked grave. ‘Do you suppose that’s what he was doing up around Hope?’

‘I’ve no doubt of it. The only thing that makes sense, is to assume that young Weng knows something that Garrick is willing to take substantial risks to keep quiet.’  He puffed a couple of times on his pipe before continuing, ticking his comments off on upraised fingers as he went. ‘The thing is, Weng isn’t a talker; he’s not socially connected; nobody knows who he is.’ He stopped for a moment. ‘So I’m struggling to see how he could be a risk… what might he reveal, and to who?’

O’Flaherty blew a thin stream of blue smoke towards the stained ceiling. ‘So what do we know? He was approached by Hamlin to deliver supplies to a remote encampment. He does so. He then returns home with what we must assume is a dose of the sickness that accounted for the poor laborers.’

Pitman kept nodding, and added, ‘And once home, is the unwitting cause of the settlement succumbing to the same sickness. He tries to save that Owen boy by returning to the campsite for help. The boy dies, and we run into him after we burned Hope.’ 

O’Flaherty looked at him. ‘There’s nothing else, he’s been here since. Really all he seems to know about -’

‘Is the location of the site.’ Pitman interrupted.

‘Agreed, but why should that be enough to want him dead?’

‘I can’t figure it out.’ Pitman clenched his pipe tighter between his teeth. ‘Whatever it is, it’s big enough for Garrick to push the Governor into leaning on De Vries.’ He shook his head, smoke rising like unanswered questions. ‘Maybe we’ll get something useful when we hear back from the clerk. Until then, we’re flying blind. Meanwhile we need to work out how we can keep an eye on the Gu place. Whoever was there - and I think we can assume it was Hamlin - didn’t act last night when Weng was alone, why?’

O’Flaherty paused, then said, ‘Because whoever it was - wasn’t ready. From the tracks you describe, it was probably his first visit - he was checking the lay of the land.’ 

‘Exactly. Now we can assume that he knows how he’ll get in, and all he needs is to get Weng alone.’ 

‘From what you’ve told me, Hamlin could handle them all. Why alone? Pitman looked at him, piecing his thoughts together as he spoke.  

‘Noise. That’s all it can be. He’s good. He’s very good – but he can’t risk someone raising the alarm, neighbors rushing to their windows… being seen.’ 

‘Which means -’ 

‘He risks being recognized.’ Pitman said. 

They stared at each other, before Pitman continued. ‘I think I know why he was there last night.’ He explained how Yusheng and Muqing had taken the dog and attended the service at Saint Vincent's, leaving Weng alone. ‘Chances are, Hamlin will work around that to increase his chances of success. If we also assume that his employer sees some urgency in this, then the risk is highest tomorrow night and the evening after.’ 

‘We could put a couple of the youngsters out there to keep an eye out.’ O’Flaherty suggested. 

Pitman shook his head strongly. ‘You don’t know this man. He’d go through the likes of young Wallace or the others like they weren’t there. They’d not stand a chance. I think it has to be you or I.’

‘How will you explain it to Weng and the others?

‘I haven’t decided yet. Perhaps we don’t - -it’s only a short opportunity in each case. You and I are adept by way of our military experience in staying hidden.’

O’Flaherty smiled. ‘I’ll tell the Mrs to keep my tea on the stove for me, those nights.’

Pitman had often been grateful for O’Flaherty’s contributions to the patrol, but never more so than now. ‘Let’s look to the details, shall we?’ 
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Chapter 42 

Hamlin didn’t need to watch the Gus leave the shop this time. All he needed was confirmation that both they and the dog had gone to Saint Vincent's. So it was that two nights after he’d scouted the York Lane building, he was hidden amid some bushes in sight of the road keeping watch for them to pass. The wind was steady and to his face, so there was little chance of the dog giving him away. Once again, he’d chosen workingman's clothing in dark, earthy colors, sturdy boots, a dark tricorne hat, and finally a navy blue scarf wound close about his neck and lower face. A fallen tree provided a seat from which he could observe people coming and going. The number of people thinned dramatically with the dark until eventually there remained only a trickle with the common destination of Saint Vincent's. Hamlin didn’t hold much truck with religion and found himself bemused at how many people were willing to go abroad in this cold to what - save their alleged souls? Mind you, on this occasion it was helping his plan he reminded himself. 

A few minutes later he got his confirmation; Father and daughter, together with the dog, moving briskly up the slope towards the church. This time he didn’t wait for them to get settled. He turned and with care stepped over the log on which he’d been sitting, and headed deeper into the protective darkness of the copse. He followed a slightly different route this time, one that took him down the slope almost directly behind the first two shops in the row. Weaving slowly between the brush and trees, it took him almost ten minutes. He didn’t mind, as he knew he’d have more than enough time now that he knew how to reach Weng. Hamlin crouched by the fence, the scent of damp leaf mold and rotting wood thick in the air, a wet, decaying blanket helpfully smothering the sounds of his approach. Every rustle of wind through the bare branches seemed to whisper his intentions to the night His destination lay thirty yards or thereabouts further along, and he spent another five minutes stepping with care, and ducking beneath low branches, long since denuded of their foliage. 

He got to the Gu’s fence and felt his way to the planks he’d removed a couple of nights earlier. One of them seemed to be a little looser than he remembered leaving it, but that wasn’t an issue – he was sure that nobody had seen him coming, or going. He removed the planks and lay them on the ground with care – this was just to keep sound to a minimum, he wasn’t coming back this way. He planned on walking right out the front door. The street would be dark and it would afford him numerous avenues through which to get clear of the area. Besides, leaving the planks this way might prove a useful distraction – once Weng’s body was found, presumably the result of a botched robbery by some vagrant or other – the searchers might waste a good deal of time combing the wooded hillside, rather than the streets around York Lane. Yes, he’d thought of everything.

Inside, Weng prepared the supper that would await the Gu’s return. He crossed back and forth in the light of the lamp between the table, stove, and cupboards. So intent was he, that he never noticed the small sliver of steel that was Hamlin’s knife as it gently lifted the latch. He felt no draft as the door was eased forward in the jamb so that it wouldn’t lock again. Instead he continued with the preparations.

Hamlin, now inside had stepped into the corner shadow after gently latching the back door. His right hand slid towards the small of his back beneath the folds of his heavy coat, and closed upon an old friend – a knife, long and slim in blade. The sort of knife able to pass in the space between a man’s ribs and do lethal damage. Hamlin knew that a stabbed man dies of asphyxiation, which can take time, and few go quietly. No, his hand need to guide that steel needle straight to the heart. Quick, quiet, deadly. His target seemed to be oblivious, and as Hamlin took his first silent steps towards Weng’s back, knife hand extended – a sense suddenly screamed in his mind that he wasn’t alone in the little room. But too late - he never saw it coming. A boot slammed into Hamlin’s wrist, his knife spinning out of reach. Before he could react, a heavy body crashed into him, knocking the air from his lungs and driving him face-first into the floor. As he scrambled to get up, he took a heavy kick that sent him back down. A voice yelled out, cutting through the confusion.  

‘Weng! The bell!’

The bell? What the hell? 

Hamlin twisted, his muscles straining as he struggled to break free, but his attacker was stronger than expected - each move was met with crushing resistance. Panic gnawed at him as he realized he was pinned, the fight slipping out of his control. Next his ears began to ring to what sounded like a schoolmarm’s bell - shockingly loud, it stabbed through Hamlin’s senses and split the cold night air with every peal. A hand grabbed him by his neck, and started squeezing - twisting onto his back, Hamlin drove his thumb into the man’s eye, then twisting around with the speed of a cat, rammed a knee into his spine with savage force. With a roar of pain, his opponent’s grip was immediately lost and Hamlin tipped him off, scrabbled to his feet, and swinging a parting kick to the man’s face, he made for the rear door and across the yard. The front was no option - the shouts were already too close. Hamlin lunged for the gap in the fence, heart pounding as he scrambled up the hillside, dirt and branches tearing at his clothes. The cold night air burned in his lungs, but he didn’t dare slow down. 

Inside, the ringing stopped as Weng watched Pitman charge through the front door, his head rapidly moving left and right. ‘Where?’ He bellowed, and Weng pointed out into storeroom. As Pitman entered he saw O’Flaherty sitting slumped against the wall by the door, a hand clamped over one eye. Pitman went to kneel to check on his man, but O’Flaherty waved him off, pointing through the door, ‘Bastard’s out there! Be careful!’ As Pitman carried on, Weng rushed to O’Flaherty to see what wounds the man had sustained.

‘It’s alright lad, none worse than other beatings I’ve taken. No bleeding, so I’ll live.’ He tried to smile through the pain, but in the end only grimaced. Pitman came back through the door.

‘Gone. Up into that brush.’ Pitman knelt by O’Flaherty, the air still thick with the smell of sweat and fear. ‘We’ll get the doctor out,’ he muttered, eyes flicking towards the door, half expecting Hamlin to burst back through. O’Flaherty winced, his hand pressed tight over his swollen eye, but he forced a tight grin. ‘Just need that whiskey in your desk.’

Just then the Gu’s entered the room and began assailing Weng in streams of high-speed Chinese. Weng spoke briefly, causing Yusheng to come over to the two men. ‘Your man, he is hurt?’

‘Somewhat said Pitman.

‘Bring him to the table so we can see him properly. We have many remedies that may help.’ As Pitman helped O’Flaherty cross to the kitchen bench seat, he almost laughed when he saw O’Flaherty’s stricken look, no doubt contemplating what exactly was meant by ‘remedies.’ Yusheng and Muqing had just started to look at the corporal’s eye when troopers Wallace and Harker entered the room at a run. 

‘What can we do sir?’  

‘Harker, stay here with the corporal. Wallace, with me – you brought your mounts?’ 

Wallace nodded. ‘Yessir.’

‘ Good, come on.’

Outside they mounted the horses and so far as the poor light allowed made speed up the hill past Saint Vincents, and towards the Garrick yards some three-quarter mile distant. Pitman doubted that Hamlin would go there, but if luck was with them, just maybe they’d find someone working late who could tell him where to find Hamlin’s lodgings. He had no doubt that if they didn’t find him before the morning, the chances weren’t good that they ever would.
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Chapter 43 

Just as Pitman suspected, Hamlin didn’t waste a minute. Although he was confident that he wasn’t recognized during the fight, by the time Pitman and Wallace were trying to rouse attention at Garrick’s yards, Hamlin had cleared his few belongings from his lodgings, and ridden the mile to the Garrick residence. 

The night pressed in, thick and suffocating, swallowing sound and breath alike. Each footfall seemed to vanish into the blackness, as if the city itself conspired to hide what passed in its shadows. Hamlin, tense and alert, made his way to the rear of the Garrick house. The tradesman’s bell-rope felt rough against his palm as he pulled it, and he glanced around, half-expecting shadows to move with men of the militia. Seen or not, he had not a shred of doubt that Pitman would regard him as principal suspect. A a maidservant came to the door, recognized Hamlin and hustled off at speed to find her mistress. Aurelia appeared, a pale figure in the weak lamplight, her eyes sharp as ever. Their voices were low, each word clipped and urgent. She handed him a small leather purse from within the folds of her dress. They exchanged a few more hurried whispers, finally reaching agreement with a silent nod. Hamlin swung into the saddle, the leather creaking beneath him. With a sharp kick, he urged the horse forward, disappearing into the night and vanishing beyond the city’s reach. 

Pitman’s luck had run dry, because while many knew Hamlin by sight, none were genuinely aware of where he lodged. Frustrated, Pitman and Wallace returned to see how O’Flaherty was faring. The injured man was in the throes of being dispatched by means of a cart to his home,Yusheng and the doctor who’d been summoned having come to agreement that what he needed now was rest, and liniment. Pitman told Wallace and Harker to attend to all the mounts, and they promptly set off for the militia stables. 

Pitman went inside to the warm kitchen, where the contrast to the cold night outside was striking. Yusheng, Muqing and Weng sat at their kitchen table drinking black tea, while the dog slept in front of the warm stove. 

‘I’m sorry Corporal O’Flaherty got hurt.’ Weng said, his concern genuine. 

Pitman, still a little shaken from the night's events, tried to reassure him. ‘I’m just glad we were here, Weng.’ He paused, the weight of the night pressing down on him. ‘That might have gone very differently. However, I doubt there’s much risk to you now.’

‘Do you believe it was the man who came to the settlement - Hamlin?’ 

‘We can’t be sure right now. In the morning we’ll be talking with people so we can find out what this was all about.’ He looked at Weng, searching for any hint of unspoken truth.  ‘I need ask you something - just one more time.’ Weng nodded, his expression resolute. ‘Is there anything else you can remember that might help us understand why anyone might wish to hurt you?’ Weng returned his look, unwavering.  ‘Nothing. Only what I saw at the camp – and you saw that too.’ 

Pitman nodded, ‘Yes, I did.’ He rose from his seat and the others followed suit. 

They said goodbye, with Pitman assuring them he’d be by in the morning, and Muqing escorted him to the front door. The darkness outside was thick, almost oppressive.  He was turning to thank her, when she spoke. She spoke, her voice a soft tremor. ‘Captain, I love my father very much, and I have much regard for Da Ge – that is, Weng – also.’ Pitman said nothing, his mind racing. The faint light of a nearby lamp cast a slight shine to her eyes. ‘Do you speak truthfully when you say there isn’t any danger now?’

‘I believe that.’ Pitman assured her. She didn’t move, her eyes searching his face. Finally, she spoke, her words barely above a whisper, ‘It’s just... you never told us what you saw in the garden that night.’ Before he could reply, she quietly bid him goodnight and shut the door softly. 

Pitman stood there in the dark, the silence pressing in on him. Then he exhaled a long slow breath, turned and began walking up the dark street each step echoing in the stillness. He’d need to write all of this up tonight, ready for De Vries’ attention in the morning.  One way and another, it was turning into a long night. 
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Chapter 44 

Pitman arrived at the militia yards before dawn, the air biting through his coat. Sleep tugged at his body, his limbs heavy with exhaustion. , but his mind stayed sharp, knowing that the day ahead could change much. So it was he found himself sitting a half hour later sharing coffee with young Wallace and Harker giving them praise for how they’d handled themselves the night before. They didn’t know it then, but each would receive a small bonus in their next pay. Pitman knew the value of being seen to be a grateful Troop Leader. 

He was in throes of placing his report in a satchel prior to visiting De Vries when there was a knock at the door. He turned to see a slightly battered looking O’Flaherty standing in the door with his habitual smile.

‘Funny way of following doctor’s orders.’ Pitman said.

‘I couldn’t agree more, sir. But assuming you’re on your way to see the commander, I thought to catch you first. I can go back to bed, and Mrs O’Flaherty’s chicken broth after.’ He added.

‘Come, man, take a seat. How’s that eye?’ Pitman looked closer and was disconcerted to see it was deeply red with substantial bruising around the outside of the socket beginning to show. 

Doc says it’ll heal in time, but he said I was damned lucky not to lose the eye.’ O’Flaherty’s voice was light, but there was something behind it - an acknowledgment of just how close he’d come to something worse. He looked at Pitman awkwardly. ‘I want to apologize for… well, letting him get away.’ 

‘I’m just happy that you’re alive.’ Pitman’s expression was as earnest as O’Flaherty had ever seen. ‘Had we not given Weng that bell, this might have turned out the worse for all three of us. I’m serious – I’ve seen men who are fierce in battle, but Hamlin stands alone for sheer cold-blooded lethality.’ 

O’Flaherty sat still, looking at Pitman, no doubt pondering just what a close brush he’d – they’d - all had. Then he remembered why he was there. ‘Yes sir. I thought I’d come share with you what I’ve learned about the burials.’

‘From that friend of your wife?’

O’Flaherty nodded. ‘I think it sheds light on why our friend Garrick, and perhaps Governor Parish might be losing a little sleep about now.’ Pitman raised an eyebrow, but said nothing. O’Flaherty went on – ‘Do you have that map we drew up before we went to check the swamps?’

Nodding, Pitman went to a shelf and grabbed the oilskin with his report inside. He came back and tipped the sleeve’s contents onto the table. Shuffling through the papers, he pulled the hand-drawn map clear and spread it open. O’Flaherty stood, leaned across the map, and tapped at the city boundary, then again on the cross marking the swamp campsite.

‘I know neither of us would make much of a map-maker,’ he smiled. ‘But how far apart do you count this distance to be?’

Pitman leaned closer and thought for just a moment. ‘Somewhere between twenty-five and thirty miles at a guess.’

‘No more than thirty?’

Pitman shook his head. ‘Definitely not. It’s hard to estimate  for that type of country, and I could ask the city surveyor if it’s important - but what?’

O’Flaherty sat back with a broad smile that belied his discomfort. ‘Not one hundred miles then?’ He asked.

Pitman was momentarily confused. “One hundred, well, no… but what -’

‘The contract that our Mr Garrick has with Governor Parish is all on the up and up. Perfectly legal, and straight as a die. To the effect that Garrick Holdings is to be paid by the city a piece rate for burying impecunious dead at a distance no closer than one hundred miles from the city boundaries.’ 

Pitman froze, the weight of O’Flaherty’s words sinking in. ‘So, Garrick... and maybe even the Governor... are defrauding the city?’ His voice was low, barely controlled, as the full implications of the scheme unfurled in his mind. He gave out a long soft whistle. ‘I’m guessing it’s to speed turn-around and profit.’ He pondered the implications for a second. ‘How sure are you of this?’

‘Rock solid. The woman’s husband isn’t aware that the burials are closer, and the contract isn’t a secret, so he didn’t hesitate to share. It turns out he’s the one who makes up the bills to levy against the city coffers – nobody better placed to know.’ O’Flaherty looked rightfully pleased with himself.

Pitman turned again to their map. His finger traced an imaginary line near its edge. ‘Quite apart from any risk to our citizenry of burying that much closer, those swamps eventually drain into a river, and flow down to here -.’ He gestured to a point off the paper, and down to the town of Chester. ‘Dear God, there’ll be the devil to pay if this gets out!’

‘Exactly.’ Said O’Flaherty. ‘And by my reckoning, aside from Garrick, and maybe the Governor – the people who know about this are Duncan, Hamlin, and -’

‘Weng.’ Interrupted Pitman.

Pitman’s mind jumped ahead to his upcoming meeting with De Vries. Engaging De Vries would require care. Pitman would need to present the facts without directly implicating the Governor - at least not without  solid evidence. He'd have to gauge De Vries' reaction, treading carefully. The stakes had just gone up. 

‘We need to be very careful how we handle this, Corporal. We’re stepping into dangerous territory,’ Pitman said, his voice low and serious. ‘I’ll present this to De Vries, but we cannot presume how he’ll take it. Best we trust no one until we know where... everyone stands.’

O’Flaherty nodded, the gravity of the situation clear on his face.

‘And put a watch on York Lane for the next week, just to be sure. See that someone posts a bill asking for information about a burglar – that should avoid questions, as well as bring people to their windows for the slightest reason.’ 

O’Flaherty nodded and rose.

‘And then it’s bed and broth for you, my man, for a couple of days at least. I need you, but I need you recovered.’

O’Flaherty smiled, and got gingerly to his feet. ‘I, and my back thank you, sir.’

As the corporal left, Pitman gathered his papers, steeling himself for the meeting ahead. This revelation could really upset their city’s governance. He wondered for a moment if the newsman McCallum knew of any of this, or if it was unconnected or coincidental. Time would tell. As he walked out, the one thing of which he was sure was that this changed everything. 

As Pitman arrived at De Vries’ offices, one of the commander’s assistants saw Pitman and said, ‘That was quick, we’ve only just sent for you.’

‘If you sent a runner, I missed them.’ Pitman smiled. ‘is the Commander in his office?’

‘Yes, he’s expecting you, sir.’

Pitman paused before knocking, and made small adjustments to his uniform.

Here we go.

He knocked, and without waiting, entered.

De Vries sat behind his desk, the warm light of the stove casting long shadows across the room. As Pitman entered, the commander rose, his movements measured and calm, and gestured to the leather chairs by the fire. The heat in the room stood in stark contrast to the cold air Pitman had just left behind.

‘Good morning, Pitman.’ The room was warm, awash in the faint scent of burning wood.

‘Good morning sir.’ As Pitman sat he placed the satchel containing his report on a small table in front of them.

‘One must assume that you’ve had quite a night.’ It wasn’t a question. That said, he seemed calmer than Pitman had anticipated.

‘As you say, sir.’

De Vries sat for a moment looking thoughtful, then rose, went to his door and ordered his assistant to find them a pot of coffee. When he retook his seat he said, ‘I have a feeling that this might take awhile, so let’s at least be comfortable.’

‘Yessir.’ 

De Vries looked at his captain with appraising eyes. ‘I’ve always held you and your patrol in high regard, Pitman.’ He stopped and seemed to gather his thoughts. ‘I appreciate that the instructions I gave you yesterday were not those you’d probably hoped for.’ His eyes searched Pitman’s face for any sign of dissent. The captain said nothing, but gave a slight nod to show he understood. De Vries continued, ‘Although I have yet to hear all the details from you-’ he gestured to the satchel, ‘I know my proper responsibilities, and if half of what I’ve heard rumored about last night is true – I shall not fail to do my duty.’ He had a determined set to his jaw. 

Pitman noted the change in De Vries' demeanor. Yesterday’s caution had been replaced by clear resolve. For De Vries this was now a matter of law and order, and the man  seemed ready to confront whatever Pitman had brought him. He now felt a mixture of relief, and apprehension. He needed De Vries on his side, but he also knew he was about to place the commander in a tight spot, especially when the Governor’s name came up.

‘Sir, I’ve compiled a full report,’ Pitman said, opening the satchel and pulling out the documents. ‘It details the events of last night, and… I also have received information regarding a contract with the city, held by Garrick Holdings that may have implications for these events.’

De Vries took the documents, his expression grave. ‘I’ll read it captain, but first I want to hear it from you, go on.’

Pitman finished making his report as the last of the coffee grew cold in the pot. De Vries stood and walked to a window. He looked into the street, his hands clasped behind him, his shoulders back – looking every inch an older version of the soldier he once was.

Turning back to Pitman, De Vries spoke with a steady voice,‘You and your men have done well captain. Before we go on – I trust Corporal O’Flaherty is well, and this Weng is safe?’ 

‘Yes sir. With a little rest O’Flaherty will be his usual self, and we’ve posted a picket in York Lane for the time being. And on that note, it appears that nobody can account for Mr Hamlin’s whereabouts. His landlord thinks that he may have cleared out of his lodgings in the night. Personally, I doubt he’s still within the city.’ De Vries narrowed his eyes, weighing the information. 

‘Good, good. From here I don’t want you or your men going off on any tangents with this Pitman. If we’re to see this through, it must be under the full and proper authorization I hold for this office, is that clear?’ Pitman agreed without hesitation. ‘Of course, sir. You may count on us.’ 

‘Excellent. We must also work to a plan. For the moment, I need you to concentrate on establishing Hamlin’s whereabouts – nothing more. You can approach Lionel Garrick, but give away nothing more than we need to speak with him in connection with last night’s events.’  

Pitman nodded. ‘Sir, should he ask if we suspect Hamlin -’

‘Just tell him it’s too early to consider anyone a suspect, but we need to speak with him urgently. He’ll know it’s rot of course, but with luck it will drive him to panic.’ 

Pitman grinned. ‘May I ask, sir, how you want to follow up on the contract?’

‘Of course – I shall get a meeting with Governor Parish without delay. I intend to make it known that we have come into information that suggests a burial of impecunious victims of Yellow Fever some thirty miles from the city, and we merely wish to confirm that this is in accord with the city’s wishes. I should be able to estimate his awareness of any contract violation by how he responds.’

The gravity of the situation was clear to both men. Pitman felt relieved to have the commander’s open support.  De Vries’ firm stance was reassuring, but the path ahead was fraught with political and personal risks for all concerned. De Vries was quite right, they had a fine line to walk to uncover the truth, without toppling the fragile structure of their city’s governance.

Pitman stepped out of the office, the cold morning air filling his lungs. Relief mixed with apprehension as he let the tension in his shoulders ease, but the weight of what they had uncovered lingered like a shadow. The city around him thronging with people going about their business, unaware of the storm brewing within its boundaries. He squared his shoulders and set off for the militia patrol office - then Garrick’s yards. 
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Chapter 45 

Accompanied by Trooper Wallace, Pitman rode into the courtyard of Garrick Holdings. They passed their mounts to the care of a stable boy who’d run over to assist them, along with a penny, and asked where he might find Mr Garrick. 

‘He’ll be in his office, sir. If you gentlemen would go through that door over there, and up the stairs, you’ll find the clerks – they’ll announce you.’

Pitman thanked the boy, and led the way. Although he’d been here the night before, he’d gone no further than the stables. Shortly after they found themselves faced with a door with lettering in gilt that told visitors that this was, indeed, the registered offices of Garrick Holdings. They went through. Several clerks huddled in the outer office, their breath visible in the chill air. The cold seemed to settle into the bones of the place, despite the wealth Garrick amassed. Pitman glanced at the unused fire grate, its emptiness a silent testament to Garrick’s frugality—or indifference. A senior clerk, his face pinched with cold, approached them. 

‘Good morning gentlemen.’ He took in their uniforms. ‘How may we be of service to our city’s militia this morning?’ He smiled, as if to ensure Pitman that he intended no offense.

I need to speak with Mr. Lionel Garrick. It’s urgent.’ Pitman’s tone was calm but firm. The clerk’s smile tightened, a hint of discomfort flickering in his eyes.

‘I’m afraid Mr. Garrick isn’t in the office yet this morning, sir.’’

‘Do you know where he might be found?’

The clerk gave a slight, wry smile. ‘Mr Garrick is... not in the habit of informing us of his whereabouts, sir. I might only suggest that he may be at his residence. If he should come when you are away sir, might I tell Mr Garrick who called.’

Pitman returned the smile, and raising his voice just enough to ensure that everyone in the room could hear said, ‘Certainly. Please tell him that Captain Pitman of the City Militia called on a matter of urgency.’ He paused, and for devilment added, ‘Please explain that we are most interested to speak with his employee - Mr Hamlin.’

‘Indeed, sir?’ The clerk lifted one eyebrow the merest fraction.

Pitman said no more and turned to leave, his steps slow and deliberate. As they descended the wooden staircase, a small smile tugged at his lips. Word of this visit would spread like fire, and he relished the thought of Garrick squirming when it reached him.

Pitman retrieved his mount and swung into the saddle. ‘Well, Wallace, we’re off to high society now.’

‘Sir?’

‘We’re going to call upon the Garrick’s at home. If he’s there and we set to talking, I may ask you to wait for me with his household staff – from experience, I’d recommend you put on a hungry look – you may well get treated to some hot food by the cook.’

‘Yessir. Thank you sir’ The trooper grinned back, the prospect pleasing him.  Pitman laughed aloud as they passed under the archway into the street.
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Chapter 46 

De Vries looked around the waiting room. It was clear that Parish did himself proud. In contrast with his own modest accommodations, the Governor’s offices were large and richly appointed. For De Vries’ the pictures on the walls, the drapes and furnishings were all of a part, but a touch too big and too fancy for his taste. The air hung heavy with the rich scent of polished mahogany, cut through by the sweetness of freshly arranged flowers. It felt suffocating, a carefully crafted illusion of order and grace, but to De Vries - masking the rot that lay just beneath the surface 

A fussy looking assistant came out of Parish’s office, and gently coughed into his hand. ‘Begging your pardon, Commander, but the Governor will see you now.’ He said, his voice barely above a whisper.

Leaving his hat, gloves, and cloak on the velvet chair, De Vries rose, the sound of his boots echoing softly on the polished floor as he entered the Governor’s office. Parish’s head was down, immersed in writing, while the assistant quietly closed the door behind De Vries with a barely audible click. Parish kept writing. The Commander waited, feeling a slight irritation as Parish continued to write, seemingly oblivious to his presence. The silence in the room was broken only by the scratch of Parish’s quill against paper. De Vries reminded himself that such self-important theatrics were the hallmark of small, petty men. 

Finally, Parish glanced up, and waved at one of the high backed chairs in front of his desk. ‘Take a seat De Vries.’

De Vries did as he was bid, and while he waited took a surreptitious look about him. If the waiting area had been richly appointed, Parish’s office looked even more like a prince’s salon.

I thought we did away with the monarchy when we threw the British out. If I have to put up with much more of this red and gold, I think I’ll throw up.

Parish finally set down his quill, looking up with the kind of smile that was all show and no warmth. ‘Always a pleasure, De Vries,’ he said, the words as polished as the mahogany around them.

‘Good of you to see me at short notice, Governor.’ De Vries replied, his tone carefully controlled as he resisted the urge to add ‘Your Majesty.’

‘Not at all.’

De Vries had given a lot of thought to how he was intending to broach this topic. ‘Governor, we last spoke regarding some difficulties arising from the editor of the Tribune, among others. And the importance of ensuring that the officers of my militia… pursue their duties with some discretion so as not to feed unwarranted speculation.’

Parish’s smile had slipped slightly, to something a little more akin to a grimace. ‘Go on, Commander.’

I understand there’s a contract between the city and Garrick Holdings,’ De Vries said, each word measured. Across the desk, Parish’s smile faltered, tightening at the corners.

‘That is correct, Commander. For reasons of the best interests of public health Mr Garrick is charged with removing from the city and its surrounds the bodies of those too poor to pay for their own graves. ‘

‘May I ask what – according to the contract – constitutes beyond the city and its surrounds?’ Parish was no longer smiling.

‘Commander, I’m very busy. I granted you an audience with urgency at your request. I hardly think it appropriate to use that time to discuss the matter of a perfectly ordinary contract conducted for the public good.’

Ignoring the irritated tone rising in the Governor’s voice, De Vries continued. ‘Of course, Governor. I understand. However, I hold information which, if proved, might suggest an attempt to defraud your office. So, with that in mind, may I prey upon your patience and ask again – how far away were these bodies to be interred?’

The Governor sat stock still. Gone now was any suggestion of annoyance. When he responded his voice was soft and low. ‘The contract provides, Commander, that the bodies be interred no less than one hundred miles beyond the current city boundary.’

De Vries assumed a grave look. ‘Then, Governor, it is my regrettable duty to inform you that the bodies have been interred in a swamp a mere twenty-five miles from the city.’ De Vries watched closely as the news landed. Parish’s expression shifted - no longer the polished mask of a politician, but something more vulnerable. The implications hit home instantly. ‘In fact sir, the situation is graver than that. The waterway of which the swamp is a part, feeds into a nearby river -’ He paused for effect. ‘Which some ten miles downstream is used to supply the town of Chester.’  He waited for this to sink in. Both men well aware that Chester fell within the boundaries of the Governor’s personal responsibility. 

‘Wait here, Commander.’ Parish hoisted his considerable bulk from his chair and went to a different door than that by which De Vries had entered. There followed a short muffled conversation, and Parish returned. He was followed moments later by a clerk with paper and a quill.

This is a grave matter indeed,’ Parish said, his tone shifting to one of solemnity. But De Vries could see the calculation in his eyes—the gears turning as he weighed his options. ‘How sure are you of this claim?’

‘Completely, sir. There can be no doubt. We have a first-hand witness, and my men have visited the area to ascertain the facts.’ 

‘A first-hand witness?’ Said Parish, thoughtfully. 

‘Yes sir. Although it is only by the quick thinking and courage of my men that he was not the victim of a determined attack upon him in his home last evening. We cannot explicitly connect that with the other matter, but under the circumstances…’ 

Parish sat back while his clerk scribbled on. He turned a little in his chair to stare out of an adjacent window. There could be no doubt in Parish’s mind that Garrick had screwed things up royally. However, what was unknown to anyone besides himself was that he had been taking a little… commission, as he liked to think of it, from across the contract himself. Now, because of Garrick’s incompetence, the whole business loomed over him like a noose. Should this matter get too much momentum… well, it didn’t bear thinking about. Clearly, De Vries needed someone to focus upon, and Parish was resolved that someone would be Garrick. 

Parish turned back towards the Commander. De Vries had to admit to himself that he was slightly impressed by the speed with which the disingenuous mask of the politician had fallen back into place.

‘Commander, I assure you that I bear the interests of this state and its people as my highest priority. You shall have the cooperation of my office through Mr Spencer here.’ He gestured to his clerk, who nodded quickly at De Vries. ‘He will show you the signed contract and its provisions before you leave. In return, I shall require a full report by the morning setting out the trail of evidence that supports your claims.’ He paused. ‘I shall take no steps until I have had our office attorney examine the report, and offer me counsel.’

‘Quite so, Governor. May I thank you again for your time, and cooperation. I regret having to bring this to your attention.’

Parish was nodding, but his gaze went into the distance, and De Vries wasn’t sure he was listening. Mr Spencer gestured with an arm towards the exterior office from which he’d come and De Vries rose, and followed him from the Governor’s office. 

With the room now to himself, Parish drew some paper towards him and began to pen a letter. It bore the salutation – ‘My Dearest Aurelia’.

❖❖❖


Chapter 47 

The front parlor, with its lavish furnishings and meticulously curated art, was Aurelia’s domain. She reminded Garrick of that often enough. Today, her fury filled the room, her glare sharp enough to carve through the opulent atmosphere. ‘The town is full of gossip and rumor about a foiled attack on a Chinaman last evening. A man who lost his family to disease at Hope.’ When she spoke, livid anger showed in every movement in her face. ‘Do you have any idea what you’ve done? ’ She hissed. 

Garrick sat stiffly on a hand made chair in the French style. Truth be told, he was tiring of her almost daily recrimination. He attempted a defence.  ‘We agreed, that the matter must not become public knowledge. Given Hamlin’s… background, it seemed the quickest way to take care of the risk. Something must have… gone awry.’ God, even to his own ears it sounded lame.

Awry?’ Aurelia’s voice was a blade, cutting through his weak defense. ‘And where is your brilliant Mr. Hamlin now?’ She asked, knowing full well he had no idea of the man’s visit to her the night before

Garrick sighed, the weight of failure heavy on his shoulders. ‘I don’t know. He didn’t report this morning. I sent a boy to check his lodgings - he’s gone.’ His voice had dropped to a near whisper, as if admitting it made the situation worse. 

‘Gone. Well, you do seem to have a hard time at present retaining the services of your staff.’ Her sarcasm did nothing for his mood. Aurelia was pacing now, ‘And just how long do you think it will be husband before we are neck deep in that odious little man De Vries and his people?’

Garrick sat forward, elbows on his knees and rested his forehead in his hands. His voice came slightly muffled, but nonetheless petulant, ‘I thought you took care of that with Parish – sorry, Governor Parish.’

‘Yes dear husband,’ she responded, “I did. But that was to direct the Militia away from a contract, not damned murder!’ She aimed a kick in frustration at a nearby chair. Her tirade was interrupted by a timid knock at the parlor door. 

‘Go away!’ Aurelia roared.  A second or two later, there was an even fainter knock. ‘Oh for God’s sake!’ Aurelia stormed to the door and flung it wide. In front of her a housemaid was curtsying repeatedly, plainly terrified of her mistress. ‘Begging your pardon, Ma’am.’ She was almost in tears. Aurelia was about to let the girl feel the sharpest edge of her tongue when she stopped – suddenly aware that she knew the wax seal on the envelope the young maid held out with a quivering hand. Edras Parish. Aurelia snatched it from the girl’s hand and went back into the room, slamming the door behind her. 

The following silence as Aurelia read caused Garrick to look up. ‘What is it?’ He asked. Aurelia said nothing. She finished the letter, and quietly folded it and replaced it in its cover. She then tucked it into her decolletage. When she looked again at her husband, her eyes were like ice.

‘No matter.’ Garrick knew that whatever it was, to effect her so, it most certainly was of importance. ‘Truly? Because you seem -’ They both heard the sound of horses approaching outside. Aurelia walked across to the window.

‘And to make the morning perfect here’s that, what’s his name – De Vries’ man at the Militia?’

Garrick let out another sigh. ‘He has a few, but it’s probably that fellow, Pitman. The one you had warned off.’

She turned and shot him a look. There was a ring at the door, followed shortly after by a tap at the parlor door. With a last scathing look at her husband, Aurelia crossed to the door. It was a footman this time. ‘Ma’am. Captain Pitman of the City Militia and Trooper Wallace present themselves, and ask if they may speak with Mr. Garrick.’ In tones a far cry from those she’d used minutes before, Aurelia said, ‘Very well, the Captain may join us, please direct the trooper that he may wait outside, or you can take him through to the kitchen.’

‘Yes Ma’am.’

She left the door open, and went across the parlor and sat – somewhat begrudgingly – in a chair next to her husband. Pitman stepped into the parlor, his presence a quiet disruption to the room’s tension. He removed his hat, taking in the Garricks, who remained seated - silent refusal to offer the courtesy of standing. Pitman offered Aurelia a short, courtesy bow of his head. ‘Mrs Garrick.’ He turned towards Lionel. ‘Mr Garrick.’ Garrick gave a curt nod in response. Pitman waited to be invited to sit but no offer was forthcoming. 

I see. Like that is it? Oh well…

My questions are for Mr Garrick as they relate someone in his employ.’ He looked to Aurelia, ‘If you have other matters…’

‘Very courteous I’m sure, Captain Pitman. But I shall remain, thank you.’

‘As you wish, Ma’am.’ He turned back to her husband. ‘Mr Garrick, do you have any information on the whereabouts of a man in your employ… Mr Hamlin?’ Garrick met his gaze and decided on the truth. ‘I’m afraid not, Captain. He did not report for his duties this morning. Naturally, I was concerned lest he be unwell, and sent a boy around to his lodgings to check upon his condition. He returned saying that Mr Hamlin’s landlord advises that he appeared to have left late last night, with his belongings. There was no suggestion as to where he was bound.’ 

‘That seems a little... unusual.’

‘As you say, Captain. But I confess that I’m now at an age where the actions of people – sensible or otherwise – seldom cause me surprise anymore.’ Pitman nodded.

‘And the address of his lodgings?’

Aurelia spoke, her tone icy, ‘My husband just told you that he is no longer there.’

‘Indeed, Ma’am, but we will need to speak with the landlord, and perhaps view Mr Hamlin’s rooms before they are let again.’ She glanced at her husband who told Pitman the address.

‘Thank you. You’ve both been most gracious, I apologize for interrupting your morning.’ Aurelia inclined her head stiffly, Garrick didn’t acknowledge the Captain. ‘I’ll see myself out.’

Like either of you is going to get off your arse for the likes of me.

 Just as he was about to exit the room, Pitman turned. ‘One last thing… I almost forgot. How would you describe Mr Hamlin’s duties while in your employ, Mr Garrick?’ 

Garrick gave a nervous lick of his lips before saying, ‘Supervision. That is he… he ensured the smooth running of things… at the yard.’ Garrick looked hunted. Aurelia however, just maintained her steady gaze on Pitman who couldn’t help but admire her composure, even as suspicion gnawed at him. Whatever game she was playing, she was playing it well.

Pitman nodded slowly, then withdrew into the corridor, closing the door behind him. Interesting, Pitman thought as he left. Garrick’s guilt was obvious, but Aurelia’s calm, controlled demeanor left him wondering just how deep her involvement ran. Quite a bit judging from her behavior. Anyway it was time to find young Wallace and go speak with the landlord at Hamlin’s lodgings. The footman came back with Wallace, who was busy wiping crumbs from the corner of his mouth, while carrying a not insubstantial cloth wrapped around who-knew-what. Pitman stared in disbelief. ‘Good God, man. Did you leave them anything to eat?’ 

‘Cook was ever so nice sir.’ His eyes dropped in mild embarrassment as he muttered, ‘Reminded me of my mam.’ Pitman smiled and as they went to mount their horses, gave Wallace a playful nudge on the shoulder. ‘Just be sure you don’t eat it all, and share some with the lads when we get back.’

‘Course, sir.’  Wallace grinned at him, his stomach full. 

❖❖❖


Chapter 48 

It had been a necessary step, but Hamlin’s landlord was only able to confirm that Hamlin had simply slipped into the night – but to the landlord’s relief, having left the remainder of the rent due sitting on the bed-stand.  A quick look at the room revealed nothing of interest, and Pitman and Wallace left shortly after. A visit to the ostler who’d quartered Hamlin’s horses was a little more useful. It was he who had been pulled away from the comfort of his fireside and supper to saddle Hamlin’s mare and pack horse. Pausing in his task of sweeping the stable straw into a corner, he’d recalled that Hamlin had said little, but seemed to be preoccupied, and in a hurry. The ostler explained that Hamlin had overpaid him, and when he offered to make change, Hamlin had been in too much of a hurry to wait. Instead he’d kicked up his horse and headed up the street – the ostler gesturing the direction. This was interesting. The direction the man indicated led to none of the main routes out of the city, but did lead in the general direction of the Garrick residence. 

Pitman thanked the ostler for his help, then sat outside for several minutes explaining to Wallace the reasons for the things he’d asked, and what the answers suggested. Pitman reckoned the lad to have a good future, and this was an ideal opportunity for him to learn. That done, he packed off the trooper to the militia yards with his own horse in tow, preferring to walk. He needed to check in on Weng and his new house-mates and see that they were well. He’d also explain the extra foot patrols – these should put their minds at ease.

Pitman strolled through the late autumn streets, the warmth of the sun a welcome reprieve from the tensions of the morning. The sounds of the bustling market - shouts of vendors, the clatter of hooves, the scent of roasted chestnuts - wrapped around him like a cocoon, briefly dulling the sharp edge of his thoughts. Amid the din, he paused, thinking he’d heard his name.  There it was again.  ‘Captain  Pitman, sir!’ A man was waving to him from the opposite side of the street. Pitman stopped and waited as a couple of brewery wagons slowly moved past, their decks piled high with barrels. Once the coast was clear, the man jogged across to him. It took a moment or two, but Pitman recognized him just as the man approached with a smile and thrust out his hand in greeting.

‘Thank you for waiting sir – I’m getting on a bit to chase people in the street.’ He said, with a laugh.

‘Mr McCallum, isn’t it?’ Pitman asked, returning the smile as they shook hands.

‘Indeed, but please call me John.’

‘Nathaniel. How can I be of assistance John?’

McCallum took on a businesslike air. “Yes, of course. I was hoping to discuss some recent events with you.’

‘I’m not sure that I’ll be able to help.’

‘Well, perhaps if you allow me to explain in a little more detail, we can see.’ His smile back again.

Pitman had no immediate objection to talking with the editor, but wasn’t sure McCallum would get as much as he clearly hoped for. “Why not? Perhaps we’d be better to find a coffee house than stand in the street.” McCallum laughed, “As you say. In fact, there’s a rather cozy place not far from here.” He pointed a little way up the street.

A couple of minutes later, the cacophony of the street now but a distant rumble, McCallum explained his interest in speaking with Pitman. ‘I’m not asking that you part with privileged information, but I aim to ensure that my readership gets facts, not gossip and rumor, and on there is presently a matter generating a good deal of both.’ He looked at Pitman, who nodded to show he understood. ‘I’ll do what I can… this matter of which you speak?’

Dead Chinese laborers, Nathaniel. The city’s buzzing with talk - twenty, maybe fifty, all in the employ of Garrick Holdings. They left for some work-site and didn’t come back. Not one.’ McCallum leaned back, watching Pitman closely, fishing for the smallest crack in his expression. He sat back and looked at Pitman. ‘I think you know as well as I do that the lot of the Chinese in this city is seldom a happy one. If there’s truth in this, I have a responsibility to draw attention to it.’ 

‘As usual in our fair city, there’s a little truth here, and a good deal of… creative speculation.’ Pitman smiled thinly, then continued. ‘According to our information, some dozen… maybe slightly more, laborers were in the employ of Garrick’s, and took sick on a site…’ He paused. 

Why not? We know where it was…

‘Mr – I mean, John, if I share anything further it cannot point back to the militia. In such a case, it should do more harm than good.  I’m afraid that on this, I must insist.’ He looked at McCallum, who nodded.

‘I’ll do my own digging, I’m just trying to establish where to put the spade.’ Pitman paused, weighing how much more to say.

‘Very well. The site is about twenty-five, thirty miles from the city. Officially, it was a public health measure from Governor Parish’s office.’ Pitman kept his tone measured, knowing exactly how McCallum would latch onto those words. ‘A way of dealing with the impecunious poor who fall from the Yellow Jack. The risk with these is that unlike the wealthier of our brethren whose unfortunate relatives would be buried properly, and deep, these might be handled inadequately, only serving to spread contagion.’

‘Twenty five to thirty miles doesn’t sound very far,’ McCallum commented thoughtfully. 

‘I’m no health expert, I’m afraid.’ 

McCallum nodded. ‘Did any survive? If so, I should like to speak with them.’  He looked hopeful.

‘Not from the digging crew, exactly. Well, one did, but he’s absconded and presently wanted for theft.’ McCallum looked puzzled for a moment, then remembering the posters that had been put up – ‘Would that be Garrick’s man, Duncan?’

‘That’s the one. But – there is another. He’s also Chinese. He visited the encampment, took sick as well… in fact the unfortunate fellow lost his entire family to whatever it was.’

‘Good lord.’ McCallum looked appalled.

‘Do you know of a settlement to the north by the name of Hope?’

‘Vaguely.’

‘It swept through there. Between that and the laborers, I’d say it’s cost the lives of some thirty or so people, at a guess.’ He paused, looking perturbed. ‘I’m bound to point out that I’m not suggesting that Garrick bears any specific responsibility for this. We live in an age where sickness can come from many quarters, sparing none.’

‘Of course. I should however be grateful for the name of the Chinese survivor that I might speak with him – first-hand knowledge and all that.’

‘Please bear in mind, he has lost much… he may not be disposed to speak with you. I shall put it to him first.’ Seeing that the captain was resolute, McCallum agreed. Then his face took on a shrewd look. He sipped his coffee then looking at Pitman said, ‘I don’t suppose your witness is in any way connected with a ruckus involving the militia over towards York Lane?’  

Pitman gave a short laugh. ‘That is the matter of an ongoing inquiry, I can’t discuss that. But either way, I need your assurance that you’ll respect his decision in whether he chooses to meet with you or not.’ McCallum was emphatic. ‘After all he’s been through, you have my word.’  Then he smiled. ‘Besides, I have enough here to pursue with the Governor’s office.’ After a moment, he grinned at Pitman, ‘I don’t think he likes me too much – I had him over at my offices the other day, threatening God’s very own vengeance over my column suggesting he’d been lax over the disposal of the bodies.’

‘Really, John. It just won’t do.’ Both men broke out laughing. Pitman rose. ‘A pleasure, John, but I have to be about my business. I shall let you know about the witness – one way or the other - without delay.’ They shook hands, and left. Pitman thinking that McCallum might just make a useful ally. 

By the time Pitman sat at the kitchen table with Weng, Yusheng, and Muqing it was well into lunchtime. He’d been pressed by Yusheng to join them for lunch, and as a stranger to Chinese food, was agreeably surprised by the tasty fare. The aroma of spices filled the small kitchen, mingling with the warmth of the hearth, creating a cozy, inviting atmosphere. The other three were plainly amused by his enthusiasm, and he succumbed to to having his bowl filled again before protesting that if he ate more he’d need the afternoon to sleep it off. 

Sitting now with bowls of steaming tea in front of them, Pitman explained how matters had evolved since he saw them last, leaving out any mention of the burial contract’s provisions. It was Muqing who put the pointed question to him, Captain, do you truly believe the man who came here was sent by this Mr. Garrick?’ Muqing’s eyes were sharp, her words cutting through the warmth of the room like a blade, demanding an answer.

My God, she’s a tenacious little thing, this one...

‘We cannot be positive… but that is why we want to speak with him.’ For several moments nobody spoke. The silence was thick with unspoken fears and suspicions.

‘You say he appears to have left the city – just as the man from the site did. Both of them employed by this one man.’ It wasn’t really a question. ‘I would have thought that points at this man Garrick.’

Pitman needed to bring the conversation back around to the facts. ‘Let’s be perfectly clear – the deaths of the work crew were regrettable, but it would be untruthful of me to suggest that Mr Garrick, or his employees were responsible for that. Diseases follow their own course, Muqing.’

She regarded him steadily. ‘A man came to our home captain, it seems determined to find and… attack, Da Ge… Weng. That seems reason enough to want to know who ordered this.

‘I understand, and to offer you all extra protection while we investigate this, I’ve put on extra night patrols to ensure your safety.’  Muqing gave no response.

Apparently uncomfortable with the direction the conversation was taking, Weng jumped in. ‘We are grateful for the extra patrols.’ Muqing turned to him with a blank stare, causing his face to redden. 

It was time for the question. Pitman turned to Weng. ‘There’s a newsman, editor actually, at The Tribune. He’s heard of the deaths and tends to be… shall we say, sympathetic, to the Chinese community. He’s keen to speak with someone with first-hand knowledge of this. I haven’t given him your name, of course. But he should very much like to speak with you.’ He barely finished before Weng started shaking his head. ‘I don’t … I mean, I don’t know …’ He stopped, and caught his breath. He looked near panic. ‘I appreciate all that you, that father Boudain, that Yusheng and Muqing have done for me… but I think I’d rather just get on. I don’t want to cause trouble.’ 

Muqing began to speak. ‘Da Ge – you might at least -’ Yusheng cut her off by laying his hand on her forearm. She fell silent, and looked down at the table.  Yusheng looked at Pitman. 

‘Captain, we thank you and your men have done for us. Especially Corporal O’Flaherty - without whom we might not be sitting at this table now. As for your request, we respectfully ask that you allow us the chance to reflect upon it, and talk among ourselves. Perhaps you might give us a day or two?’

Rising from the table, Pitman agreed. ‘Of course, and thank you for the meal, it was delightful.’ Yusheng inclined his head to acknowledge the compliment. ‘Trust me, if it were not for Muqing’s talents, you may have been much less impressed.’ Pitman laughed, then excused himself and left.

Yusheng sat at the table and contemplated how best to approach the captain’s request. ‘Weng, the fates have not been kind to you.’ Weng kept his eyes downcast from respect and sat silently. ‘But it seems clear to me that this man Garrick does not have his hands as clean as the captain suggests. This is proper, of course; in his position he must deal only with what he can prove. The newspapers in America can be very powerful, and sometimes, the ally of those with less power than others who would oppress them.  If talking to this man… can help us all…’ He left the sentence unfinished, paused and said, ‘But it is, of course a matter for your conscience.’ With that he excused himself and went upstairs to rest. 

Muqing stayed at the table. When Weng rose and went outside, she followed him. There was a crude bench seat just to the side of the door letting into the yard. It was put there as it caught the sun at this time of year. Weng sat, leaned his head back, and closed his eyes. A movement of the bench told him that she’d come to sit by him. Almost immediately he felt the thumping of the dog’s tail against his legs. He opened one eye to see Muqing rubbing the dog’s ears, while regarding him thoughtfully. The three of them stayed this way for some minutes. Finally, Weng broke the silence.

‘I still see them, you know. When I sleep…’ Muqing said nothing. ‘Sometimes I wake, and I lay there thinking that if I had not become involved with these people…’ He stopped, his throat choked with emotion. He kept his eyes tightly closed, afraid that if he opened them, she’d see his shame.

When Muqing spoke it was in a whisper so soft it wouldn’t have been audible a yard away. ‘And so it is, brother. As it was when my father brought us here, he could not know that my mother would get sick. Yet despite this, he blames himself.’ She stopped and watched him closely, sensitive to the appalling emotions raging inside him. ‘And yet I sit here, with the blessing of two honorable men sharing our roof.’ Weng finally opened his eyes to look at her. 

‘Honorable?’ 

‘Yes, brother. You both did what was best then. That it came out differently is not of your doing. It is sad, but I’m sorry, there is the truth of it…’ Tentatively she put a hand on his wrist. What the captain asks is important, Da Ge. We all know it. If not for Garrick’s greed, many lives could have been spared. And…’ She hesitated, then pushed forward, her voice sharpening. ‘He sent that man, Hamlin, didn’t he? Not just to kill you - maybe to kill all of us.’

‘Even the captain does not know that.’  

Muqing’s patience suddenly broke, her voice rising with frustration. ‘Brother, do not speak like a child! Why do you resist the truth?’ She continued to stare at him, her face contorted with worry and anger. ‘Can you not see? If we do nothing, Garrick’s power grows, and eventually more will suffer. Your silence does not protect us; it condemns us.’ 

Weng’s eyes filled with tears. ‘I’m afraid, Muqing. Afraid because of what I’ve already done - what my choices cost. And I’m afraid of what will come if I make the wrong choice again.’ 

Muqing’s gaze softened, her grip on his wrist tightening. ‘It’s not about being fearless, Da Ge. It’s about making the right choice, even when you’re afraid.’ Her voice was steady, but her eyes were filled with hope.

Weng looked at her, impressed by the determination in her eyes. He took a deep breath, the weight of her words settling over him like a heavy cloak. ‘I will think on it, Muqing. But know this, your words… they have touched my heart. I just need time to think, to… gather my strength.’

Muqing nodded, her grip on his hands tightening briefly before letting go. ‘Father and I are here for you. Do not feel alone.’  

They continued to sit in the warm sunlight, the dog laying stretched out in the sunlight, his tail tapping against Weng’s foot. As he sat there, an unfamiliar sense of quiet determination began to take root within Weng. Not yet a fire, but perhaps a glowing ember.  

❖❖❖


Chapter 49 

Two elegant carriages approached from opposite directions, their wheels crunching over the gravel before coming to a stop on the deserted country track. The footmen and drivers retreated a respectful distance, leaving the air thick with the quiet tension of a private negotiation. Inside the larger, more exquisitely appointed carriage, Edras Parish sat facing Aurelia Garrick. ‘I do appreciate your coming my dear.’ He said. 

‘Not at all, Edras. Thank you for your note, I agree that this is fast becoming … concerning.’ Parish nodded gravely. 

‘I acted out of my long standing relationship with your father, and also my assurance to him when you first came to Philadelphia in marriage, that I should be mindful of your best interests.’  

Aurelia nodded, though she inwardly doubted the sincerity of Parish’s claim. She’d seen the hunger in his eyes before, the kind of man who dressed his self-interest in fine words. More than once she’d caught him watching her with a satyr’s eye. ‘Daddy will be most grateful.’ 

Parish nodded slightly, acknowledging her remark. ‘The Militia commander, De Vries appears to have sufficient evidence to suggest that your … husband, has willfully attempted to defraud the city, that I doubt more than a few days will pass before De Vries issues a warrant for arrest. For the time-being I have delayed him with some plausible nonsense about the lawyers reviewing the case, but experience tells me that he’d not have come to me unless he believed his grounds strong. He’s nobody’s fool, that one.’

Aurelia turned to look out the window. Her gaze was distant and thoughtful. The countryside was deceptively peaceful, a stark contrast to the churning anger she felt within.

Parish leaned forward. ‘Aurelia, my dear, you must think of your reputation - and your family’s.’ Parish’s voice was smooth, almost paternal, but his eyes were sharp.

She turned back to face him, her expression unyielding. ‘Yes, I’ve thought of that, Edras. Lionel and I… well, let’s just say our marriage hasn’t met my expectations for some time.’ Her voice trailed off, but the meaning was clear. I must of course share some measure of responsibility for that.’ 

‘Nonsense, my dear. You have been stalwart in supporting Garrick’s interests, and none could fault you. Julia speaks most highly of the strength you, and perhaps you alone brought to the marriage. But you can surely accept no blame for your husband’s… poor judgment.’

She smiled thinly at him. “You’re too kind, Edras.’ Adding, ‘I shall be sure to report your steadfast support to my father.’

Edras sat nodding gravely. “You know what must be done?’  She nodded slowly as she weighed her next steps.

“Yes, I think so.’

‘Your father will no doubt be pleased to have you at his hearth once more.’ He said. ‘On a practical level, are there any questions of your property and so forth that might become… difficult?’

She shook her head, aside from his personal things, horses and so on, no. Father bought the house as a wedding present, and all the contents are mine.’ She let out a slow breath. ‘I have an attorney who’s been useful in the past, I’ll go to him today and have him draw up letters.’ 

Parish studied her with care, his interest piqued. ‘Letters?’

One to my husband to explain my intolerable situation, and the other, I suggest to yourself, Edras. Making it known that I have come to the realization that some of Garrick Holdings’ business affairs are not in order, and that my sense of public responsibility places me in the appalling position of having to bring this to your notice.’

Even for a man as self-serving as Parish, Aurelia’s cold calculation gave him pause. He had expected pragmatism, but not such a swift, merciless betrayal. A reminder, he thought, not to take her lightly.

‘I think that for the best. May I compliment you on your prudence, and your – resolve.’ He watched her closely. ‘I know that Julia and I would have rather had it that you came to stay with us, but under the circumstances -’

Aurelia shook her head. ‘Thank you, but no. You are correct, it will be best if we are seen to act at an arm’s length for now.’ She stood, stooping slightly under the low carriage roof. ‘Thank you Edras, I had best get back into town. I have things to arrange.’

Edras lifted a hand in a farewell gesture, watching as Aurelia descended from the carriage. As the door shut behind her, he allowed himself a small, satisfied sigh. With Garrick taking the fall, he could steer clear of the mess - while appearing the diligent, outraged Governor in the public eye.  The ways things were looking, Garrick would be the only point of interest for De Vries and his louts, and he might even manage to get that prick McCallum off of his back into the bargain. After all, who could fairly criticize a Governor outraged to learn of such things, but nonetheless committed to stout action in the public interest? The thought kept him smiling almost all the way back into town.

❖❖❖


Chapter 50 

Pitman was in his office, door open when trooper Wallace knocked on the door frame. Pitman looked up and smiled. ‘Yes, Wallace, what is it?’

‘Two things sir, Corporal O’Flaherty’s boy just came by and said his father will be back in the morning; and that Chinese gentleman from the York Lane shop is here, he’s asking for you.’  Pitman rose and followed Wallace outside.

Well, I’ll be. Weng.

Pitman smiled warmly, gesturing for Weng to enter. ‘Come on in, Weng. Wallace, could you bring us some coffee?’ He turned back to his guest, his expression welcoming. ‘Take a seat. What can I do for you?’

‘Right away sir.’

Weng followed Pitman’s direction and was soon settled into a chair. ‘How can I help you?’ Pitman asked.

‘Your friend … the newspaper editor, I will speak with him.’ Weng’s voice was steady but tinged with hesitation. Pitman didn’t bother correcting the assumption of friendship. Instead, he nodded, his tone gentle. ‘I know this wasn’t easy for you, Weng. I respect your decision. It’s the right one. I’m also prepared to come with you if that helps.’ 

Weng nodded his acceptance of the offer shyly, secretly delighted. ‘Thank you, I think that will help.’

‘Not a problem. How about I set the meeting up - we can do it here if you like, better than at home.’ Weng showed obvious relief. “Thank you captain.’

‘I’ve eaten at your table Weng, Nathaniel is fine.’ The young man smiled in return. ‘Young Harker is heading down to do the early patrol in York Lane in a minute, how about we have coffee, then I get him to walk back with you?’ Weng gratefully accepted, and the two fell into small talk about Chinese food, their laughter and companionable chatter echoing softly in the warm room.

Not far away, another meeting of an altogether different kind was concluding. Aurelia stepped out of the solicitor’s office, the weight of finality settling over her. It was done. The solicitor had his instructions and would arrive at her home in the morning with the letter for Lionel, along with the men and wagons to pack her life away. No turning back now. The sense of closure was both a relief and a burden. He’d already dispatched a fast rider to her father’s home in New York carrying a summary of circumstances and the news that his daughter would be on her way in the next day or so. There was no turning back, and with her decision now a matter for action, she was just pleased to be getting it over with.  

Back at home, Aurelia called for one of the stable-hands. She handed him a sealed letter, her instructions precise. ‘Ride to the inn just north of town at Sharp’s Crossroads. A man will be waiting for this - deliver it straight to him.’ The stable-hand nodded and mounted his horse, disappearing into the night as swiftly as he’d come. Alone in the yard, Aurelia felt the evening breeze stir the leaves around her. She shivered, though it wasn’t just from the cold. Her eyes swept over the grounds and the house. To her, it had always been just that - a house, never a home. Now, as the wind rustled the leaves and the shadows grew long, she felt the weight of it all pressing down on her. It was a life she would leave behind soon enough, but the finality still stung.

❖❖❖


Chapter 51 

Garrick leaned over his desk, eyes gleaming as he scanned the note. At last, good news. Two wagons had left the city that morning, carrying the latest victims of Yellow Fever for disposal. The wheels were turning again, with or without Duncan, Hamlin, or even Aurelia. Relief coursed through him, momentarily easing the weight of the last few days. If this continued, and he saw no reason why it shouldn’t, the whole thing would be  operating on a steady footing by the close of the week. His relief went some way to offsetting his ongoing consternation at losing Hamlin.  

Losing Duncan had been inconvenient, but manageable. Hamlin, though - Hamlin was different. The man had been his right hand, trusted to handle the delicate, dangerous parts of the operation. That he had vanished without a word left Garrick cold. It wasn’t just troubling. It felt like desertion. Garrick’s face creased in a deep frown. Botching taking care of that little runt, was one thing – but this felt more like, well frankly, desertion. Garrick stood slowly and looked around the room, taking in the quality furnishings, the paintings and cased books, this was his room. This room stood for all that he’d tried to achieve. It had all happened here. Successes, some setbacks, but everything had been building a layer at a time – right here. Even the thing which presaged his near ruin, the Yellow Fever - it was here in this very room where he, and he alone, had worked out how to turn the Governor’s problem into cold, hard cash. And it was from this room he’d show them. Aurelia, Parish, and all the other Philadelphia born-with-a-silver-spoon sorts. 

Life had come easy to them, family money, old money that did little exercise, but served to feed their high-toned attitudes. This was not his story, of course. But his would be one that would talk better than most others in the young nation – that of the self-made man. A man of industry, a man canny and astute, whose determination and courage was the bedrock of his success. Even so soon after the British departure from their shores, myth-building was underway that would in time become known as the American dream, and sustain her industry and pace among nations for centuries to come. 

He glanced around his office, taking in the polished walnut desk, the heavy drapes, the portraits of men who had built fortunes with their own hands. This was his. His reward for every sacrifice, every risk. In his mind, he often foresaw his name counted among the first rank of America’s new elite - self-made men who had risen from nothing. He went across to the walnut cabinet and poured himself a measure of whiskey. He looked at the label and smiled, imported, all the way from Scotland. Hellish expensive, but worth it. He sat again, not at his desk, but in a high-backed buttoned leather chair facing the fire. He swirled the glass gently enjoying the peaty aroma that gently rose from the liquid. He sipped and took account of his situation; true, Duncan and Hamlin were gone, and for good - of that he had no doubt. Whatever their individual uses, with what they knew, each had also represented a risk, to him. In leaving, that risk had diminished to almost nothing. People like this militia man, Pitman and his master, De Vries could speculate all they liked, but evidence connecting him to anything of substance was going to be in scant supply. Oh they’d try, people like those always burned with envy at the successes of others, but they’d best watch their step – if they gave him grounds, perhaps he’d even sue them for their temerity. He smiled deeply at that prospect. He might call upon his attorney later that day and discuss what might be done. 

Garrick was still lost in this line of thinking, when he realized that someone had just knocked and was at his door. Annoyed at the intrusion, he didn’t get up, but just rose his voice. ‘What the devil do you want?’  The door opened just enough for his senior clerk to squeeze through – you didn’t work for Lionel Garrick for long without learning the importance he attached to keeping the heat in his office - and came across to the chair.

‘Begging your pardon sir, but there’s an assistant from the Governor’s office here, sir. He claims to have a message, but he’ll not pass it into any hands but yours.’

Garrick sat forward slowly, he was slightly surprised, he’d admit.  What could that old walrus want with him. A moment’s thought and he knew that Aurelia must have been putting those skills of hers to use again, no doubt the old bluffer knew that things were getting sorted and wanted to congratulate him. He waved an impatient hand to his clerk, ‘Don’t stand there man, show the fellow in.’ And stood in front of the chair. 

A few moments later a tall ascetic looking man, still in his winter cape and gloves crossed the room to where Garrick stood, stopped about a yard away, and looked at Lionel intently. He nodded in brief greeting and asked, ‘Do I have the honor sir, to address Mr Lionel Garrick, esquire?’ Garrick was in no mood to pander to someone he considered one of Parish’s overpaid lackeys. 

‘You saw the sign above the gate as you came in from the street?’ He looked the man over with obvious distaste. If the assistant was offended, he gave no sign of it. ‘I’m sorry sir, but I bear important correspondence from the Governor, and I must ensure that it is delivered to the proper hands.

‘Yes, yes, man. For God’s sake, yes, I’m Lionel Garrick.’ He responded impatiently, already well past the point where he’d have been shouting had the man been one of his own. The clerk paused for a moment then unbuckled the flap on a well worn leather document satchel he wore slung on his shoulder. He quickly extracted a letter plainly sealed in wax, and a single page bearing some writing and Garrick’s name, and handed them over. ‘What’s this about?’ Garrick demanded waving the single sheet without bothering to read it. 

‘The Governor requires your acknowledgment sir, that I passed his correspondence into your personal care.’ Garrick looked at him a moment, grunted, and reached across his desk for his quill. He quickly inked it, and the clerk heard a soft scratching sound as Garrick appended his signature to the page. He turned back and offered the page to the assistant. ‘Does the Governor require anything else?’ He asked, making no effort to hide the acidic tone in his voice. 

‘No sir, he does not.’ 

‘Good. Then I’ll bid you good day.’ Garrick turned and didn’t watch the man leave as he took his customary seat behind his desk. Now, let’s see what all the theatricals were about. He broke the seal and tilted the page towards the light. The letter was penned in a professional hand - not by old walrus-face, then. Garrick tore open the seal and began to read. His eyes skimmed the first lines, but as the words sank in, the room seemed to tilt. His heart pounded, a cold sweat breaking out across his skin. The color drained from his face, his hands trembling as the page blurred before him. He gripped the desk to steady himself, but the words continued to lash at him, each sentence more damning than the last. By the time he reached the bottom of the page, he sat, diminished.  

He put the page gently to one side, placed his elbows onto the desk top, and his face into the open palms of his hands. His voice began to whisper softly, ‘No, no, no…’ It was fully five minutes before he could bring himself to read it again. 

He placed the open page before him, and read again, this time slowly. Beneath the Governor’s inked seal, and all the usual pretentious guff … there it was … ‘my unfortunate duty to advise you … evidence come to hand … misdealing in the matter of the disposal of impecunious victims of Yellow Fever … come to our notice, less than the required one hundred miles … water contaminated to town of Chester … public health … placed the matter in the hands of militia and public prosecutor for investigation …’ on and on it went. Until finally,  

‘I have the honor to remain your obedient servant, Edras Parish, Governor.’ 

Parish was cutting him loose. That insufferable fraud, hiding behind the pretense of public duty, was abandoning him at the first sign of trouble. The man wasn’t fit to lick his boots, and yet here he was - taking the high moral ground, leaving Garrick to dangle alone. For God’s sake! Was there even anybody left to desert him now?

Garrick shot to his feet, nearly knocking over the chair as he stumbled. He snatched up the letter, shoving it into his coat pocket, his voice raw as he shouted for his carriage. He needed to move. He needed a plan. The walls were closing in, and only quick action could save him now. He’d go to his attorney, now. See if he couldn’t get ahead of this mess. Truthfully, he needed to vent, to talk to someone, to feel that he had somebody in his corner. He couldn’t go to Aurelia with this. Not yet. Not without a plan. She had always been calculating, always playing her own game, but now more than ever, he needed her on his side. He just had to give her something to believe in - a way out, a way to fight back. Yes, that’s what he needed, a plan, something around which she and he could rally and fight this thing out. And while they’re at it, Parish needed to be careful. Garrick was sure that the Governor for all his airs and graces, couldn’t stand too much scrutiny. Garrick doubted it would take much to sit him on his backside with a thud. They’d picked the wrong man to mess with, this time. 

❖❖❖


Chapter 52

Weng sat frozen at the kitchen table, his dinner bowl forgotten, as Yusheng’s words settled over him. His heart raced, disbelief swirling with a rush of emotions he could barely name. He looked between Yusheng and Muqing, searching their faces for any sign that this was not real - an offer wasn’t truly for him. But there was only warmth in their eyes, an invitation he hadn’t dared to hope for Eventually, he remembered his manners, and bowed his head to Yusheng. ‘Surely there are … others. More worthy …’ 

Yusheng smiled. ‘Not to my eye. I can see that you have a good eye in the store, you are quick to understand what is needed. Even so soon my customers show me that they like dealing with you, and Muqing is right, this is an opportunity that should go to someone who will respect it, and be worthy of it.’ 

Weng barely lifted his head. ‘But my money, everything I could bring to a … partnership such as you suggest is gone. All of it in fire and smoke.’

You speak of what you lost as though it defines your worth, but Weng, there is a wealth within any man far greater than his money or goods. You do not yet see it, but I do. My daughter does. That is the gold we ask you to share with us, for our mutual good.’ Yusheng’s eyes crinkled with warmth, his voice steady as though the truth of his words was beyond question. He smiled warmly, his eyes crinkling at the corners. ‘The rest can become a matter of some agreement between us.’ 

Weng opened his mouth to protest, the weight of his doubts heavy on his tongue, but Muqing’s steady gaze stopped him short. That familiar look, the one that brooked little argument, made him reconsider. He swallowed, his voice quiet but firm. ‘Then I accept, humbly. I would be honored for an agreement to be drawn up between us.’ He bowed until his head almost touched the table.

‘Very good.’ Yusheng looked delighted. I have a friend at the market, he is knowledgeable in the laws and ways of these things, I shall have him draw up some notice between us all.’ Weng looked up, the first real glimmer of hope beginning to take root in his heart.

Yusheng continued, ‘I have wanted Muqing to take over the business for some time as I regret that my health does not serve me as well as it once did. The agreement will be between you two, for you to run things as you think best. I shall be your …’ He thought and smiled even more deeply, ‘Your source of wise counsel.’ Then he laughed openly. Weng’s heart lifted in a way unimaginable a couple of short weeks before. Here he could find purpose ... perhaps, worthiness. It was all he had ever modestly asked of his life. And even, in time, he might learn to forget. 

When Yusheng retired to his room above the shop, Muqing sat across the table and looked at Weng. All formality between them gone. ‘Weng, understand this. I speak from the heart, with the deepest respect. I know I’ve been hard on you lately, but it’s because I see something in you. Strength, goodness. It’s there, just beneath the surface. I only wish you would see it too, trust in it as I do. I intend that father has never to worry where the next rice will come from.’ Weng nodded, the firm expression on his face showing he understood completely. 

‘Your father is with your ancestors, but I know that you understand why I say this.’

‘I do.’ Weng assured her. ‘For my part I will honor Yusheng, and his kindness, as if he were my own father.’ 

She smiled. ‘This is where the bend in the river comes. For us all, our fortunes have come together.’

Weng couldn’t help but laugh softly as the feeling set in. The laughter came quietly at first, but then grew, a soft release of the tension he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. It felt like shedding an old skin, like washing away the ash of the past and stepping into something new. For the first time in so long, Weng allowed himself to believe there could be hope for the future.  He felt once more, at home. 

❖❖❖


Chapter 53

When Lionel Garrick climbed down from his carriage the previous evening, it was with the slow, deliberate movements of a man carrying an unseen burden. Aurelia noticed the heaviness in his steps, the sag of his shoulders. She knew the contents of the Governor’s letter, of course, but there was no need to let on. Better to watch him crumble under its weight than offer any premature comfort. When, at dinner, she quietly inquired as to whether all was well, he mumbled a reply about being busy, and meeting with his attorney to ‘go over some business.’ He didn’t elaborate, nor did she press him for details. It seemed clear that, whatever had come of this, it had done nothing to elevate his mood. Instead, she had asked that he delay his departure in the morning, so that they might discuss some matters before he attended his office. He had quietly agreed, without question, and shortly after retired to bed complaining of a headache.  

At her insistence, they had enjoyed separate bedrooms for the last year or thereabouts to better accommodate their different daily rising, so she had no need to disturb him now. Reflecting upon her plans, she knew it was for the best anyway.

Now they sat quietly by the terrace eating breakfast. In truth neither of them doing it justice. Even the staff seemed to sense the mood and bustled in and out with minimum delay. All of a sudden it was as if her request of the prior evening came suddenly to mind.

‘My dear,’ Lionel’s voice was soft, almost pleading, ‘you spoke of matters to discuss?’

‘Yes, Lionel,’ Aurelia replied evenly, ‘I am just waiting for Mr. Derbyshire.’ Her tone was calm, detached, as if discussing the weather, not the disintegration of their shared lives. 

The fog in Garrick’s mind seemed to clear just enough for him to recall from where he knew the name, ‘Your father’s attorney here in Philadelphia?’ 

‘The same.’ Before her could ask any further questions, the noise of multiple teams and wagons drawing into their driveway caught his ear. ‘What the devil -?’ He walked across to the end as two large wagons, each pulled by teams of four, slowed into the rear of the house beside the stables. Before he could wonder what on earth for, the front doorbell rang, and muffled voice could be heard as one of the footmen had greeted their guest. Garrick looked across at his wife. Her face was a stone mask. ‘I sense this is what you were expecting?’ She made no reply, but went to where the dining room let on to the terrace, and disappeared inside.

Garrick stood watching as men climbed into the backs of the wagons to remove canvas covers, and assorted cloths and place these tidily at the side of the wagons. His sense of merely being swept along by events that he fast lacked the energy to address deepened. He was turning back to face the house when he realized a footman stood close by. ‘Begging your pardon sir, but the mistress asks that you join her and Mr Derbyshire inside.’ Numbly, Garrick walked towards the dining room, aware that the footman had lost the air of tremulous deference to which Garrick had long been accustomed; in fact the man seemed almost defiant. 

Inside his wife and the other man, who he faintly recognized were speaking in hushed tones, and as he entered, both stood. 

‘Lionel, I’m sure you recall previously meeting my father’s attorney, Mr Derbyshire?’ Garrick shook the proffered hand limply, and gestured that they should all sit. There was a few moments of silence and the attorney glanced at Aurelia. She nodded, and he began.

‘Mr Garrick, I am solely here in a professional capacity to represent the interests of your wife, and her father.’ Garrick said nothing as a yawning abyss seemed to reach out for him. Noting Garrick’s lack of response, Derbyshire cleared his throat slightly, and continued. ‘It has come to our notice that the city intends the investigation of certain … irregularities in the conduct of a contract with Garrick Holdings, of which you are the principal shareholder.’ He looked at Garrick to ascertain whether the other man was following this. There was no response. The attorney looked again at Aurelia, who gestured with a hand that he should continue.

‘There is reason to believe that the claims may be able to be substantiated by the investigators. In that event my client must take precautions lest they suffer incidental reputational damage.’  

Garrick sat, his mind dull with disbelief. The words floated through the air, half heard, slipping between the cracks of his consciousness like water seeping into the hold of a sinking ship. His mind couldn’t keep pace with the steady, clinical unraveling of his life. 

Derbyshire went on. ‘Accordingly, Mrs Garrick will vacate this residence, and return to her father’s hearth pending the results of the investigation by officials of the city, and the militia. Her father, as you know, holds title on this property and I am instructed that it is to be placed for sale within the next forty-eight hours. Pending a sale, the property is to be closed up and held vacant.’ He paused looking at Garrick. ‘Sir, I appreciate that such news can be hard to take, and with that in mind we have drawn up letters that set things out to you.  But I must ask, am I being clear?’ Garrick turned his head slowly towards the sunlit side of the dining room. It took all his strength to hold back tears. She was leaving, and they were kicking him into the street. What else was there to understand.

Aurelia caught the attorney’s eye and indicated he should wrap up. ‘In effect, Mr Garrick you have forty-eight hours to find new lodgings and remove any personal items. The men you see here today are to assist Mrs Garrick in moving to her father’s residence. You will … need to make your own arrangements. I urge you not to dally sir, as anything left here after the forty-eight hours will be included as chattels in the sale. The staff have already been dismissed, others will be joining the household of Mr Parish’ 

Of course.

He extended a brief towards Garrick whose gaze stayed firmly on the sunlit window casement. After a few moments, the attorney quietly set the documents down on an empty seat, and he and Aurelia rose so that she could show him out.

When she returned a couple of minutes later Garrick sat like an automaton. Her voice drifted across the room, soft, almost indifferent. ‘It’s for the best, Lionel. Perhaps, in time, when things have settled, we can speak again. See where things stand.’ There was no warmth in her words, no comfort - just the cold finality of a life from which she had already moved on. Her words went over his head. She turned quietly, her face a study in regret, rather than sadness, and quietly left the room closing the door softly behind her. 

Garrick sat motionless, the room around him growing colder, more distant. He had never felt this kind of loneliness before, not even in his darkest moments. The shafts of sunlight seemed too bright, mocking him with their warmth. A dull ache grew in his chest, tightening with every breath. He couldn’t think. He couldn’t move. He was frozen in place, waiting for the world to fall in on him. 

‘You said you’d always be here.’ He whispered, to nobody. ‘You were always going to be here.’ With that, the first tear began its slow trek down his stubbled cheek. 

❖❖❖


Chapter 54 

Fear gnawed at Garrick’s insides, a familiar ache he had always managed to suppress until now. His father’s words came back to him with brutal clarity - fear and pain, he had said, are the only certainties in life. They stalk every man, but the best of lives were lived flying just above them. Garrick could no longer fly. He had slept in his office, and it showed. 

As the clamor of working men had grown at his home the day before, he had known that he had to leave. Not in Mr Derbyshire’s forty-eight hours, but right then. He’d made a passable job of cleaning his face with a napkin, then left by a side entrance and gone to the stable to collect his personal mount. With slow, mechanical steps, Garrick led his horse through the dim streets toward the only place left to him - his office. There, amid the remnants of his crumbling business, he gave the final order to his head clerk: dismiss them all, pay them their last week’s wages, and leave the key behind. He didn’t watch them go. What was the point? The office, courtyard and stables were deserted in minutes. The senior clerk locked the double wooden doors as he left, and reached underneath tossing the key outside the lower office door in the hope that Garrick would see it. 

That left the only member of Garrick Holdings, alone and upstairs. He sat in his favorite buttoned chair, whiskey bottle at his elbow on the table and drank. The fire in the grate died of neglect, and by the time night came on, the room had fallen as cold as the streets outside. Somewhere just before midnight, the last tear had fallen, the final draught of whiskey had been drunk, and Lionel Garrick lay asleep on a chaise, wrapped in a rug. It wasn’t a peaceful sleep, for not even the whiskey could  prevent her visiting him once more. Aurelia had been the only warmth in his life, the only person he had ever truly loved. And yet, even that love had been a tortured thing - filled with fear, anger, and a twisted kind of dependency. She had been the fire to his cold ambitious soul, but now, even that fire was gone, leaving nothing but ash.

When next he woke, faint light was struggling through the windows, and the room lay cold as the most ancient tomb. With neither the glow of the fire, or lamp light, all the colors in the room all seemed to aspire no higher than gray. He reached lethargically for the bottle, lifted it and appraised it critically – empty. He tossed it casually aside, paying no mind at the sharp crack as it blew apart on the fire grate. He knew what he needed. Dragging the rug in a futile bid to be warm, he crossed the deeply shadowed room to the walnut cabinet in search of another. 

Back on his chaise, he drank deeply, and took stock. It was over. Everything. Ruin clung to him like a shroud, and he knew the end was near. Gaol was the best he could hope for, some freezing hell upstate. More likely, he’d swing from a rope right here in Philadelphia. Men had hanged for less. He had seen to it that men had hung for less.  

He looked around the room, taking in all the things now so hollow, their imagined grandeur - gone. It was then that his eye fell upon the inlaid case with his pistols, and above them on the wall his short sabre, all of them relics of his undistinguished role in the revolutionary army. He snorted at the memory and a bitter laugh escaped his throat as he eyed the pistol case. well with luck there’d be enough powder and shot somewhere around here, that he might cheat both gaoler, and hangman. He rose, and taking a check step to stop himself falling, staggered across to the weapons. He held up one of the pistols and sighted down its barrel at a portrait across the room, thumbed back the lock, and - click. There. Dead you bastard. He did it once more, aiming at another picture, this time of Thomas Jefferson - click. It felt surprisingly good.  

The laughter started small, a nervous giggle that bubbled up through the whiskey haze. It grew louder, more manic, until it echoed off the cold, empty walls. And then, just as suddenly, it collapsed into sobs - gut-wrenching, heaving sobs that left him breathless, tears carving silent paths down his face. The thread had finally broken

❖❖❖


Chapter 55 

Pitman had been glad to accept Weng’s invitation to join them again for lunch. Chinese cooking seemed so tasty and inventive compared to the things he’d grown up on, and especially his rations as a soldier. Those were memories he’d sooner forget. But as much as he enjoyed the food and conversation at the store, Pitman couldn’t deny the deeper reason for his eagerness to visit. His thoughts often lingered on Muqing. There was a grace in her movements, a quiet strength beneath her surface, that drew him in. Perhaps nothing would come of it, but he found himself hoping, more than he cared to admit. He wasn’t sure whether there was any opportunity there for things to blossom any further, but there was only one way to find out. So it was with some extra care that he brushed his tunic and boots before setting out for York Lane. 

The streets were uncommonly busy, as word was out that ships had berthed carrying fancy goods - a rare enough occurrence to drag out even the most miserly in search of what they thought of as some of life’s finer things.  He arrived at the shop just in time to present himself to Yusheng, and observe his courtesies, before trying to engage Muqing in a little conversation. The meal was simple, but it certainly did not disappoint. The smells blended and drove his appetite - chicken, ginger, garlic spices, fried green beans, soy and of course, rice. They ate well, and the conversation was light and interesting. They wanted to know a good deal of him and when his family had come to America, and from where. But he in turn was dazzled by their descriptions of China, and drawings of temples and palaces in a couple of old books they had. He also wasn’t sure, but here and there suspected that when he turned his head, he’d almost caught Muqing looking at him with interest. But probably not, he decided.

The door didn’t just open - it shattered. Wood splintered in all directions as a hulking figure crashed through the gap, tumbling to the floor before rising with a menacing sway. Pitman was already halfway out of his seat when he recognized the intruder. Garrick.

‘Don’t!’ Garrick snarled through clenched teeth, and pointed a cocked pistol at Pitman’s face, in his other hand, a similar pistol weaved its way slowly back and forth as Garrick covered the three Chinese. Or it might have just been the effect of the alcohol. Even from where they stood in shock around the table, the waves of alcohol struck them as Garrick stood weaving unsteadily on his feet, unshaven and unkempt, he looked like he’d been living rough for a week.

‘Well, well.’ He sneered. ‘Isn’t this nice, the whole family gathered for … oh let’s see … oh yes, that smells.’ Suddenly his eye fell on Weng and the mocking sneer was instantly replaced with a look of scarcely controlled rage. Garrick’s pistol swung toward Weng, his voice dropping into a venomous growl. ‘You. You’re the one … the little bastard who’s ruined everything!’ His hand trembled, whether from the drink or fury, it didn’t matter. The threat was real.

As Garrick focused on Weng, Pitman’s hand slowly closed around the top of the wooden seat back he’d been sitting on before Garrick’s intrusion. His muscles slowly tensing as he carefully began to take up its weight. Garrick spun back at him, ‘I said, don’t!’ Weng stepped forward, ‘Leave them, they’re nothing -’ As Garrick whipped his head back toward Weng, Pitman saw his chance. With a surge of desperate strength, he hurled the chair at Garrick. It missed his head, crashing into his shoulder, but the impact was enough to throw Garrick off balance. The pistol roared, the shot grazing Pitman’s side as he launched himself at the man, pain searing through his body, the other pistol merely clicked as Garrick tried to shoot Weng.  

Pitman hit the ground knowing he was hit. He’d been shot before and could tell that the shot hadn’t hit bone, but his right shoulder muscles blazed in agony and his arm hung useless. At the instant the pistol fired, Muqing threw herself at her father, knocking him below the table top, desperate to get him away, or at least to make him less of a target.  

Soldiers will talk of moments where time appears to slow down, when the whirling events around you thickens to a crawl, and all that exists lays in a brightly lit tunnel right before your eyes. Right there, you hang within a fragment of time that otherwise seems tiny, but now stretches like it could go on forever and wraps about you.  

Right there, on that floor, in that tiny elongated slice of time, Pitman’s training took over and he lunged sideways - reaching for a large kitchen blade that had been knocked to the floor in the turmoil. Garrick’s boot got to it in the same instant, stamping down and trapping Pitman’s hand to the hard, stone floor. Pitman twisted in alarm, just as Garrick lunged forward, a guttural sound tearing itself free of his throat, filling the kitchen, and surging on out into the street, not of dominance, but of sheer animal outrage, a roar of final protest at everything he believed he had endured. Garrick reached around and from his back drew a large knife from his belt. 

As Garrick's body closed in on the fallen man, Pitman braced for the impact, for the feel of steel shearing its way through muscles, and glancing off of bone. But even in that moment, Garrick’s eyes suddenly changed, as if the stoked fires of his rage and torment were doused in a single instant, and his body took a limp and heavy look. There was a sturdy thud as Garrick’s knees hit the floor, and Pitman was close enough to feel the last breath leaving Garrick's body. Garrick began to slide to one side, then pitched forward, his jaw hanging slackly, Pitman saw a dark line rise into view. The handle of a working man’s foot-long knife.  

Garrick’s body sank, all that was left in the space behind where only moments before he had towered over Pitman, and there stood Weng, feet planted, eyes cold and steady. His grip on the knife was firm, but his expression - calm, resolute - was what truly struck Pitman. When Weng spoke, his voice was low but unshakable.

‘Enough.’

Pitman lay there, completely spent. He was aware of Muqing scrambling around to help him, and she stared open-mouthed. He was covered with blood, his and Garrick’s and for a moment she wasn’t sure where to make a start. Through the haze of pain, Pitman managed a grin. ‘So … does this mean lunch is delayed?’

Yusheng came around clutching the end of the table for support, gave a long sigh, and sank down next to Pitman. Their eyes met and the old man smiled. Weng turned to Muqing and said something in Chinese about a doctor, and then she was gone like a rabbit. 

Yusheng gave a short laugh. ‘Don’t worry about lunch. You are a good man. There will always be a place for you at my table.’ Pitman tried to smile, and then the last of the energy keeping him conscious left him. 

❖❖❖


Chapter 56 

Pitman stood awkwardly outside the shop, his right arm resting in a sling, waiting for Muqing. Weng stepped out with a knowing smile. ‘My apologies, brother. She’s always late.’ They shared a laugh, the kind born from familiarity and comfort. He nodded his head towards Pitman’s sling. ‘How is your shoulder?’ 

‘A little better each day’.He laughed again. ‘The food definitely helps.’ They were still smiling when Muqing appeared with a basket. Her hair was plaited at the back and her smile was wide.  

Think you’re ready to face the chaos of the Chinese market, Captain?’ Muqing teased, her eyes sparkling with mischief. 

‘I’ve survived worse,’ Pitman replied, grinning. 

‘Don’t be so sure,’ Weng chimed in, earning a playful pout from his sister. Muqing moved to Pitman’s side and promising they wouldn’t be long, steered him away toward where the Chinese suppliers could be found. 

Weng took up his broom and swept the stoop. Satisfied he went inside, and paused looking out through the glass into the sunlit street. Deep within, the ache of his lost wife and child lingered, a quiet, familiar pull. But now, there was something else. Something stronger, something better. If his father were here, Weng knew he would understand. For the first time in his life, Weng had found a path to peace, not in forgetting his pain, but in the connections he had forged despite it.

In the end, our skills come to fail us, our pride attaches itself only to memories, and everything we reached for so earnestly, fades. All that is left is what we mean to others, and our willingness to be resolved in the search for something more enduring than ourselves.

❖❖❖


Chapter 57 Epilogue 

At a quiet crossroads north of Philadelphia, a finely crafted carriage waited, its only occupant an elegant woman bound for New York. The countryside lay still, the air heavy with anticipation, until the faint sound of hooves broke the silence, drifting through the open window.

A lone rider emerged from the shadowed treeline, his movements smooth, practiced, even - dangerous. Without a word, he swung down from the saddle, his boots hitting the earth with a soft thud. He tied his mare to the back of the carriage. Hamlin strode around to the carriage door, pulling it open with a swift, practiced motion. He climbed in, settling into the plush seat opposite her. Without a word, Aurelia knocked sharply on the carriage roof with her silver-topped cane. The horses jolted into motion.

You still haven’t told me where we’re headed,’ Hamlin said, a faint smile playing on his lips, though his eyes remained sharp. 

Aurelia met his gaze, her expression unreadable. ‘You’ll find out soon enough.

❖❖❖


THE END
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