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THERE ARE TWO MAIN types of retired military men. One group lives a life of quiet reflection, haunted by old battles and lost friends. The other group seizes life with a vengeance, determined to wring every last moment out of it before they too go to join fallen comrades in the long sleep. 

That cold day in late Autumn, I gathered with old comrades in arms as we buried one of the quiet men—but the wake that followed contained many more of the second group than the first, and I am afraid it became a boisterous reunion. After a service and interment in Chelsea, we took over the upstairs bar of The George in the Strand and, fuelled by pies and ale, were quickly lost in a sea of old songs, reminisces and tall tales. Smoke hung heavy in the air; the language was rather fruity as befitting the company. If I closed my eyes I could just as easily have been in a mess in the Afghan foothills and several years younger. 

As if to remind me that the past was not all song and jollity, my old wound played up and I retired to a quiet corner for five minutes rest and contemplation with a fresh flagon of ale. I had just got a pipe lit when Jock Travers sat down beside me.

"I've been hoping to have a quiet word with you, Watson," he said. 

"That will be a first," I replied, and laughed. Jock was our Regimental Sergeant Major, and I doubt a louder man has ever walked this earth. His booming commands had echoed across countless parade grounds and battlefields, usually accompanied by several of his particularly florid Scottish curses. He was a fighter, a singer, a drinker—and he excelled at all three, sometimes all in the course of the same evening.

But something was far wrong with my old friend. He seemed withered, sunken somehow. His eyes were hooded deep in their sockets, and his cheeks had that hollow, fallen-in look I always associate with fever. His hair, once red and lustrous, hung in limp gray strands across a prematurely balding scalp that looked flaky and livid. His tongue sat like gray stone in a mouth of yellowed teeth behind dry cracked lips.

He put a hand on mine as he saw I had taken note of his condition.

"I have fallen on perilous straits. Don't say anything to the lads," he said, his accent coming across as thick as ever. "I don't want a fuss made. Not today."

"But whatever is the matter with you, man? Have you seen a doctor?"

"I have seen far too many of them," he replied, and downed most of his ale in one gulp. "And I do not need another. That is not why I wanted a word. Will you join me in a dram? I've got a story to tell—and I think you are the man I need to tell it to."

He went to the bar and returned with two large glasses of Scotch and two more ales. The wake went on around us, but after several minutes I ceased to notice, lost in Jock's tale as his voice carried us over the seas once more.
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"I GOT A TASTE FOR THE heat out in the East," he started. "Like some kind of lizard, I found I could not do without it. When we got back from our last campaign I lasted a month in Glasgow before the damp and the chill forced me to seek out warmer climes again.

"I tried to re-enlist with the old regiment, but they wouldn't have me on account of the gammy leg—you'll remember that well enough, Watson, as I have you to thank for saving me the use of it, such as it is. I took to the sea as a Bosun's mate, running a cargo vessel across the Med. It was a cushy number compared to the service, I can tell you that, although hard enough work in its own way. I spent a summer going between Tripoli and Malta—lovely place, Malta, I might retire there if I'm spared—and everything ran as smoothly as Davie's dog. I turned as brown as a nut and as tanned as old leather, the rum was cheap and plentiful, and there were willing wenches at both ends of the trip. 

"Life was grand, for a while."

He stopped and sipped at his ale, lost in a far reverie, a little smile crossing his face before he noticed and it turned to his customary scowl.

"Never fear, Watson, I shall get to the point soon enough—just let me remember the good times for a few seconds longer—the tale grows dark from here on in.

"Towards the end of summer I was approached by two women in a dockside bar in Tripoli—I don't know what it is about my face, but it seems to attract a certain kind of person—those looking for help with something illegal. They offered me a large amount of money to turn a blind eye to a piece of cargo. At first I was wary—I thought, for that amount, it must be opiates. Both you and I have seen enough of the damage that stuff can cause; I was inclined to shy well clear, but they assured me it was nothing too illegal. I was told of a family trying to get a body home for burial in a case where the authorities were against the body being shipped.

"When the box was loaded the next day and I saw it was indeed coffin shaped—albeit a larger box than I had anticipated—I felt happier about having taken the money, and we set sail from Tripoli without any mishap.

"I started to hear grumbling among the men that first night out. A fight broke out on deck, and blood was spilled. It turned out to be over who was going to get first dibs on the box, for the men had decided there was bounty to be had. I had to crack a few heads—you will remember that I have always been good at that—and I got them settled well enough; or so I thought.

"The next morning we found a body in the hold, lying stretched on top of the box which had clearly been tampered with, but not actually opened. I suspected foul play, but when we turned the man over it was clear he had been sick—he had lesions on his hands and face—weeping sores as if he had been burned in some manner. Not only that, but his eyes were cloudy—boiled in their sockets.

"The men gave the crate a wide berth after that. I kept an eye on it all the same, but I did not like to get too close. You see, there was something about it that gave me the willies. I know you will understand—you were in the Afghan with us and we all saw things there that we could not explain—there is more to Heaven and Earth than the church teaches us. I am willing to swear on a stack of bibles that there was something in that crate that didn't ought to be there—something cold and dark that reminded me of nothing less than the immediate aftermath of a particularly grim battle.

"I drank too much rum on the way over to Valletta while trying to rid myself of that feeling, and missed the crate being unloaded in the morning when we docked. But just by having it off the boat, I found my spirits rising. We loaded up and headed back Tripoli on the very next tide.

"We never made it." 
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HE STOPPED AGAIN, AND I was surprised to see that we had both emptied our drinks—both Scotch and ale gone and I had scarcely noticed, having been lost in Jock's story. I started to rise to head for the bar, but he put a hand on my arm.

"No, this is my shout. I might not get too many more chances to buy an old pal a beer or two. I'll be right back."

I watched him navigate the bar as if it was a ship in a heaving sea, but he didn't spill a drop on his return—two more ales, and two more large scotches; it was just as well I had already written off any chance of work that day.

"So, where was I?" he said after downing half of his ale.

"Leaving Valletta?" I prodded, and that was enough to get him going again.

"Right—the last voyage of The Wayfarer. The first man fell sick scarcely an hour out—weeping sores, redness of the skin and eyes like glass marbles; I was starting to recognize the signs, although I had not as yet ascribed them to any one cause. Before we got halfway to Tripoli five more men died, and eight others fell sick. I persuaded the Captain to turn back to Malta—medical facilities would be better there, and it was obvious that time was running out, for all of us.

"It was an anxious journey, each of us watching for any sign of contagion. We locked the afflicted up below decks and hoped against hope that we would survive. The whole boat felt like a plague ship. The weather turned sultry, and that only served to make the stench of death almost unbearable.

"By the time we pulled into Valletta harbor, there were only six of us fit enough to walk down the gangplank. And there was little to be had in the way of help for our sick—the few men who had not yet died—for the whole dock was under quarantine. 

"Eighty people died that week. Then, as quickly as it had come, the sickness passed. I got off lucky—a fever and a sore back being the sum of my own afflictions—but The Wayfarer would never go to open sea again—it was sailed offshore and burned off Gozo. I watched her sink, and was happy to see her go.

"It was a local priest who made the connection I had not seen for myself. I was in a quiet bar in the Roman quarter, drowning my sorrows and wondering how I might get home, when he found me. He knew I had been on the run from Tripoli, and he told me a story that was all too familiar to me—a story of an offer of money for passage of a crate, and of a sickness that followed on the boat carrying the tainted cargo. Only this time he was talking about another boat entirely—one that had left Malta the same day we had delivered the cursed thing. And before he left me there in the bar, he told me where the crate was headed—it was coming here, John. 

"The filthy, disease carrying, box was headed straight for London."

Jock stopped talking and took to drinking even faster than before. His tale had finished too abruptly for me to take it all in.

"You think there might be another outbreak? Is that it? You think there could be some kind of epidemic, here in the city?"

"That is part of it," he said, barely above a whisper. "The way the crew went...it was bad, John—worse than anything we ever saw in the foothills, and we saw plenty of good men fall over there. I would not wish that kind of death on any man."

He took on a far-away stare, looking through me, gazing at something that terrified him to his very core. I had never seen the old soldier spooked by anything—not a native charge, a faulty cannon or a fight in a bar. But now he was, and that more than anything else convinced me that he was telling the truth—at least as far as he understood it. When he started to speak again, he had tears in the corners of his eyes. He wiped them away angrily.

"At least they went fast—I fear I got the rum end of the deal, for it has got me too—but has decided to play with me for a while first. I'm not long for this world, John."

"Let me take you to the Royal College, man," I said. "There are tests we could make."

He waved me away.

"I have been poked and prodded until I ache," he said. "Let it have me if it will—it is no less than I deserve for taking the crate on board in the first place. That is not why I told you the story. You must be vigilant—keep a weather eye open, and when it comes—for it will come—you must ensure it is nipped in the bud, fast."

"One last question then, if you will not allow me to help you," I asked. "What was in the box? What was so important?"

He shook his head, then stopped when it seemed to cause him pain.

"I never found out—and despite asking all the way back from Marseille I ain't found anyone alive who knows. But trust me, John—it is not anything you want to see. There's a devil in yon box, and mischief and mayhem is its game."

In truth, Jock's tale was starting to sound more and more like the ravings of a sick man, and although I agreed to keep an eye open and nodded politely I did not expect to hear any more beyond a sad tale of the man's long weary descent into infirmity.
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