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Jersey City, 1916

Eastbound Shadows
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The train from Chicago slowed under a canopy of coal smoke, iron wheels screaming against the rails. Jersey City waited beyond the window—brick tenements crouched along the Hudson, Val Buchanan sat with his hat brim pulled low, a fresh scar fading above his collar, and thought about the woman he had left behind. Evelyn Hartwell with her fast words and sharper pencil, her voice chasing him out of rain-lit alleys in Chicago. He had walked away, but her shadow rode with him all the way east.

He wasn’t here for her. He was here because men with money had sent a letter. Not the Agency, not the government—just a consortium of shippers and insurers who didn’t trust their own watchmen. Fires on the docks, whispers of German agents buying silence with fat purses. They wanted someone who could “walk the harbor, write a report, and tell us if the men are drunk or if something darker is going on.” They had heard of him after San Francisco—his name carried through boardrooms like smoke, a man who knew strikes, ledgers, sabotage. He wasn’t a Pinkerton anymore, but he was still useful to men who preferred not to put their names on contracts.

He stepped off the coach at Exchange Place. A wet wind rolled in from the harbor, carrying the tang of salt and oil. The skyline across the river rose like a jagged wall, Manhattan’s towers sharpening against dawn light. He had seen cities break and burn—Colorado coal towns, San Francisco’s waterfront, Chicago’s mahogany corridors—and every one of them claimed to be the heart of America. But here was something else. A border. A choke point. Ships loading night and day, feeding the war across the Atlantic.

The streets around the station swarmed with carts, barrels, and men who looked more bone than flesh. Hungarians, Slovaks, Poles—dock gangs moving as if whipped by unseen hands. He caught fragments of speech, curses and prayers in half a dozen tongues. He knew the sound. His father had spoken the same kind of tired English after a day on the rails, knuckles split, lungs full of soot.

Buchanan lifted his suitcase and moved with the crowd toward Montgomery Street. In his pocket, the letter from the consortium pressed like a stone: Keep your notes to yourself. Deliver only to us. He’d done enough of these jobs to know how it ended—the men paying him would bury whatever he found, and someone poorer would carry the blame. But a job was a job.

She was waiting for him outside the station doors, uniform coat buttoned high, revolver riding plain on her hip. Dark hair pinned back, eyes steady. Not pretty in the way Evelyn had been, but sharp, like glass you didn’t pick up without gloves.

“Buchanan,” she said.

“Detective Flynn.”

Nora Flynn didn’t offer a handshake. “You’re late.”

“The train was on time.”

“Then you walked slow.”

Buchanan studied her a moment. The badge was real. So was the suspicion in her eyes. “We met once before. Denver office. You were still in uniform blue.”

“And you were still wearing a Pinkerton badge.”

“Not anymore.”

“That’s what they say. But I don’t take things on say-so.”

They fell in step down Montgomery. Wagons rattled past, piled high with lumber and barrels of powder marked for shipment. Dock whistles wailed through the fog.

“You didn’t have to meet me,” Buchanan said.

“Yes, I did,” Flynn said. “I don’t like strangers walking into my city asking questions about fires on the piers.”

“Not your city. Hague’s city, Buchanan said.

Her mouth twitched. “So you’ve been reading.”

“I listen better than I read.”

“And what did you hear?” She asked.

“That a munitions depot caught fire last month. That guards walked off their posts. That somebody paid them to.”

Flynn stopped at a corner, boots splashing in a gutter. She faced him square. “You hear too much for a man who just got off the train.”

Buchanan lifted his suitcase again. “I was hired to hear. Not by you. By the men who own the crates your dockhands are bleeding over.”

“I figured,” Flynn said. “Insurance men don’t trust their own guards. And now they’ve sent me a Pinkerton ghost.”

“Ghosts don’t take trains,” Buchanan said.

She held his gaze a long moment, then turned. “Come on. You’ll need a room, and you’ll need to see the pier before you start filling notebooks.”

They walked on, fog swallowing their outlines. He caught sight of the piers stretching into the water—rows of warehouses black against the pale dawn. Barges tied two deep, some riding heavy, others near empty. He smelled cordite and kerosene and something else underneath—fear.

At a low brick boardinghouse, Flynn signed the ledger for him without asking. “You’ll stay here until I say otherwise,” she said.

Buchanan set the suitcase down. “You’re giving orders like we’re partners.”

“We’re not partners. You’re a liability until proven otherwise.”

“Then why not send me back west?” Buchanan asked.

“Because word is you’ve seen this before. Mines. Strikes. Explosions. And maybe you still know how to smell a lie.”

She pulled an envelope from her coat and slid it across the counter. Inside was a photograph—grainy, taken at night, but clear enough. A warehouse door hanging open. Two men carrying crates into the dark. One tall, the other stocky, both wearing caps pulled low.

“Taken two weeks ago,” Flynn said. “The building went up an hour later. Nothing left but twisted steel.”

“Who took the picture?” Buchanan asked.

“A night guard. He’s dead now. Fell in front of a trolley.”

“Accident?”

“Everything’s an accident in this city if Hague says it is.”

Buchanan slipped the photograph back into the envelope. “I’ll take a room upstairs.”

Flynn nodded once. “Be ready tomorrow. I’ll show you the pier. You’ll see for yourself what we’re up against.”

She left him in the fog.

Upstairs, the room was small, one bed and a cracked mirror. Buchanan set the suitcase on the chair, opened it. Inside was his revolver, wrapped in a shirt, and the folded commission letter. Walk the harbor. Write the report. Deliver to us. He lit a cigarette, smoke curling against the glass, and thought of Evelyn’s handwriting back in Chicago. She had told him not to run from himself. He had run anyway. Now here he was, another city, another set of shadows.

Sleep came thin. He woke to shouts in the street. Looking down from the window, he saw a cart tipped, crates broken open, brass casings rolling across cobbles. Dockmen argued in Hungarian. One bent, pocketed a shell, and vanished into an alley.

The city was already a powder keg. His job was only to say so. But standing there in the half-light, he felt it already: no one trusted him. Not the police. Not the radicals. Not even himself.

Tomorrow Flynn would take him to the pier. Tomorrow the real work began.
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The Pier at Midnight
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Buchanan walked beside Nora Flynn along the causeway toward the Black Tom pier, the boards underfoot slick with mist, the air thick with a sour blend of creosote, coal smoke, and fish long past their time.

“Keep your hands where men can see them,” Nora Flynn said.

“I’m not here to spook anyone,” Buchanan said.

“You’re here at midnight on a dock where men shoot first,” she said.

They passed a yard where freight cars sat couched in the dark like cattle in a storm. Farther on, a warehouse bulked up from the water with doors hung on high hinges; a stenciled sign had been painted over with brown wash, the underlying letters bleeding through in ghost strokes. A bell buoy clanged out on the channel, once, then twice, fading to a polite echo.

The gate at the head of the pier leaned open like a mouth missing a tooth. A length of chain draped from the hasp to the splintered post, padlock hanging, shank snapped. The break was clean. Not a smash. A twist. Or a cut.

“Who leaves a gate like that?” Buchanan asked.

“A man who doesn’t want to be here and a boss who prefers not to know,” Nora Flynn said. “Come on.”

Two guards stood by the open gate with their coats half-buttoned and their hats pulled low. The older one held a lantern. Its light made a weak bowl on the boards. The younger one had both hands jammed in his pockets and the glaze-eyed look of a man who had been awake too long for too little pay.

“Evening,” the older one said. “Or morning. Depends on your clock.”

“Nora Flynn,” she said. “Detective. This is Buchanan. He’s with me.”

“With who?” the younger guard asked.

“With me,” she said.

“Watch said you weren’t due till dawn,” the older one said.

“Watch will live,” she said. “Who broke that lock?”

The older guard lifted his chin toward the city. “Barge crew from National Dock brought a load in late. Said they had orders to keep moving. We noticed the lock then.”

“What are your names?” she asked.

“Tom Lacey,” the older one said. “This here’s Emil Novak.”

“Where’s your third?” she asked.

“Bruno’s walking the south side,” Lacey said. “Or he was.”

“Go find him,” she said.

Novak didn’t move. “He took his supper,” he said.

“At midnight?” she asked.

“He said his stomach got to talking loud,” Novak said.

“Then you go fetch him,” she said.

Novak slouched off into the dark with the look of a boy sent to cut a switch for his own whipping.

Buchanan crouched and lifted the broken padlock from the chain. The break wasn’t ragged like steel battered by a hammer; it had a neat, glossy oval where the shank had parted. He rubbed his thumb over it and brought his hand to his nose. The metal carried a faint sweet tang, like a spilled remedy in a druggist’s back room.

“Acid,” Buchanan said.

“Could be,” Nora Flynn said.

“They softened it,” he said. “Then twisted it out. Quiet and tidy.”

Lacey stared at the river. “Boys come with bolt cutters all the time,” he said. “Doesn’t mean the Kaiser did it.”

“Where’s your lantern log?” she asked.

Lacey shifted his weight. “Office,” he said. “We light seven at night, burn them through till sun-up.”

A smear of light flared to their right. At first Buchanan thought it was just fog taking a shine to a lamp, but then the halo swelled and took on a color—a brownish orange, low to the planks.

“Smudge pot,” Buchanan said.

They moved fast, boots thumping. The pot sat in a triangle of crates, its chimney a black tin tube breathing a mosquito haze into the air. Someone had set it within arm’s reach of a stack of wooden cases tied with tarred twine. The twine was gummy. The cases were unmarked.

“Turn that damned thing off,” Nora Flynn said.

Lacey fumbled with the pot’s cap and burned his fingers. He swore and dropped the cap. Buchanan snatched a crate lid and smothered the chimney. The pot coughed once like a dog and then went quiet. Fog folded back in, taking the sudden heat from Buchanan’s knuckles.

Nora Flynn tugged at the tarred twine and freed a him of it from the nearest crate. She rubbed her thumb and forefinger and held up the string, sticky enough to shine in the lantern light. “They ever run smudge this close before?” she asked.

“Not on my watch,” Lacey said. “Novak said the mosquitoes were thick.”

Lacey stared at the pot like it had betrayed him personally.

Buchanan leaned on the crate. The wood was fresh-cut pine, sap still in it. No shipping slips. No stencils. No chalk marks except a faint smear that had been wiped. He bent and found the smear’s tail where it dipped under the twine and up again like a man had dragged the heel of his hand fast.

“What’s in these?” Buchanan asked.

“Shell fuses,” Lacey said. “Or blanks. I don’t handle the paperwork. They load what they bring.”

“Who signs for them?” she asked.

“Captains from the barge. Or the clerk if he’s sober,” Lacey said.

“Name the clerk,” she said.

“Meeker,” Lacey said. “Harlan Meeker.”

“Where is he?” she asked.

“Home, I hope,” Lacey said.

They walked the line of crates. Buchanan touched a seam here, a nail head there, put his ear to one and listened. The crate whispered back. Not the loose shuffle of straw—more like packed wood on wood. He straightened and stepped away.

“Unmarked,” he said. “They could be anything. The smudge could make an excuse for a fire if a man needed one.”

“Mosquitoes,” Lacey said, but he didn’t sound like he believed it.

“Let’s see your office,” Nora Flynn said.

Lacey led them down the pier to a hut that leaned against a warehouse door like a stovebolt holding up a barn. Inside, a ledger lay on a desk with a bell sitting on top to keep the pages from ruffling. The room smelled of lamp oil, old tobacco, and cold coffee. A calendar girl in a bathing costume peered down from a tack on the wall with both eyes scratched out. A brass key rack held two keys and ten empty hooks.

“Where’re the rest?” she asked.

“On a ring,” Lacey said.

“Whose ring?” she asked.

“Foreman’s,” Lacey said. “Gideon Boyle.”

“Where is he?” she asked.

“Left at nine,” Lacey said. “Said his wife doesn’t like him out late. He takes the ring home so no one can borrow what they shouldn’t.”

“Smart man,” Buchanan said.

“Or a coward,” Nora Flynn said.

She opened the ledger and ran her finger down the lines. Names, dates, times, quantities, initials that looked too careful, like a schoolboy copying from a wall chart. She stopped at an entry that read: Johnson 17—100 crates, special. No signature. No initials. Just a line where a pen had started to write a J and then died.

“This is yours?” she asked.

“Clerk’s,” Lacey said. “Meeker.”

Buchanan lifted the bell and turned the page back. Splashes of ink dotted the margin. He put his finger on one blot and pressed. Dry. He held it to his nose. He smelled the same sour-sweet tang as on the lock.

“Somebody wrote wet,” Buchanan said. “Then somebody else spilled something else.”

“The bell keeps the pages down if a draft sneaks under the door,” Lacey said.

“The bell didn’t spill the acid,” Buchanan said.

A shadow passed the open door. Novak stood there with his hat in his hands and his eyes big. Another man lurked behind, taller, with shoulders like a bridge truss and a cap pulled low.

“Found him,” Novak said.

The big man stepped in and filled the doorway. “No need to fetch anybody,” he said. “I walk where I please.”

“Bruno Sobotka,” Lacey said. “South side.”

“Detective Flynn,” she said. “And Buchanan. You both were supposed to tend the gate.”

Sobotka grinned without humor. “And you were supposed to write tickets to fellas who run lamps after curfew,” he said.

“Where were you?” she asked.

“Pissing,” Sobotka said.

“For an hour?” she asked.

“I take my time,” Sobotka said.

Buchanan watched his hands. Thick knuckles, old scars, the kind a man collects prying open stubborn iron. When he shifted his weight, the boards under his boots creaked like an old hull.

“What’s in the crates,” Buchanan asked.

“Whatever pays the rent,” Sobotka said.

“Who sets the smudge,” Buchanan asked.

“Who cares,” Sobotka said. “Mosquitoes bite everybody.”

“Terrible,” Nora Flynn said.

Sobotka looked at her badge like it was a coin he wanted to bite. “Lady detective,” he said. “Never thought I’d see the day.”

“You’ve seen it now,” she said. “Answer the question.”

Sobotka shrugged. “Meeker told Novak to set it. Novak told me to watch it. I watched.”

“Where is Meeker?” she asked.

“Probably playing cards with Boyle,” Sobotka said. “Or sleeping it off.”

“Did you see anyone around the gate?” she asked.

“Men come and go,” Sobotka said.

“Who?” she asked.

“Men,” Sobotka said.

“You see a bolt cutter?” she asked.

“I saw a chain,” Sobotka said. “Humpty Dumpty fell off the wall. All the king’s horses didn’t care.”

Nora Flynn stared until his grin twitched and went out. “You leave your post again tonight and I’ll have you off this pier,” she said.

“Who’ll watch it then?” Sobotka asked.

“I’ll stand here myself,” she said.

Sobotka laughed once, like a bark, and walked away into the fog. Novak followed him with the practiced slouch of a smaller dog keeping just behind the bigger one’s shoulder.

“Do you see it?” Nora Flynn asked.

“I see a lot of men who don’t want to be on duty when something goes wrong,” Buchanan said.

“That’s not the same as sabotage,” Lacey said.

“No,” Buchanan said. “But it’s how sabotage gets invited in and offered a chair.”

They left the hut and walked the pier’s south edge. The river lapped below, a heavy licking sound against pilings furred with weed and shells. Light from Manhattan made a glow like milk in a pan, but here on the pier the dark had weight. Crates stacked up in aisles formed little alleys of their own. A man could get lost thirty paces from the gate and never be seen.
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