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    A NOTE ON NAMES 
 
      
 
    Place names have a habit of changing, or rather being changed as the places are conquered or otherwise change hands. Quite often, the same city or town will be known by different names at the same time. This can pose a bit of a challenge to historians and historical novelists. 
 
    I have taken the approach of referring to places as they would have been known at the time. Most obviously, this means the city of Istanbul as we now know it is referred to as Constantinople, and was the capital city of the Ottoman Empire. I have referred to the main contested province as Tripolitania (modern-day Libya) to avoid confusion with the city of Tripoli, though some debate remains as to when the former term came into use. 
 
    Similarly, some of the historical vessels referred to are listed with different names. For consistency of both names and particulars, I have stuck with Conway’s All the World’s Fighting Ships 1905–1921, a magnificent tome. 
 
    Finally, it is worth noting that many citizens of the Ottoman Empire did not have surnames as we would understand them, and would not be required to until 1923 — I have tried to reflect that in the text. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    Istanbul, August 1911 
 
      
 
    Someone nearby had a fire going, despite the late summer heat. The clean, sweet scent of burning cypress pine mingled with the greasy smoke from grilling meat and fish, the smells of meze being prepared in the meyhane’s kitchen. 
 
    Marcus Baxter leant on the balcony’s balustrade and stared down across the rooftops of Galata towards the shipping-crowded waters of the Golden Horn. Every ship and boat common to the Mediterranean could be seen in that pleasant and sheltered expanse of water and in the narrow, vitally important Bosphorus that lay beyond. 
 
    “If it was not for the ever more present steamships, this view would be much … that is, unchanged from my youth and for years before that,” Petros, the owner of the establishment, commented as he joined Baxter. He was speaking English, as Baxter’s attempts at Greek apparently caused his ears to bleed. 
 
    “The march of progress,” he replied. In truth, he wasn’t much in the mood for conversation. He’d had a frustrating day down on the docks, trying and failing to find work. But he liked Petros, a cheerful man who enjoyed both his homemade raki and his food, both of which ensured his establishment was never quiet. Given he was also very forgiving of Baxter’s often impecunious state and allowed him to rent a small room above the meyhane, it paid to keep on his good side. “It’s the same in every port and roadstead the world over.” 
 
    “I do envy you, Mr Baxter, sometimes. To have seen so much of the world at such a young age; to have sailed all seven of the seas.” There was a twinkle in Petros’s dark eyes. “I expect you have many stories that would offend the ears of my wife.” 
 
    Baxter grinned. “Well, if I did, obviously I wouldn’t dare tell them anywhere near here,” he said. He didn’t add that there had been a price to pay for the life he’d lived. “But you have a fine life here, Petros. A fine wife, strong sons and lovely daughters; a positive pillar of the community.” 
 
    Petros acknowledged this with a slight bow. “Oh, I do, and I praise God for the gifts he has given me every day. Except for those days when my darling Korina is angry with me. But you are a young man yet, Mr Baxter, and you have time to find such blessings if that is what you desire.” 
 
    Petros ushered him to the interior of meyhane as he spoke. It was a pleasant space, high-ceilinged with whitewashed walls. The large single room was filled with low wooden tables, around which sat both local worthies and people who had come from further afield to enjoy the meze. It was a microcosm of the neighbourhood: Turks, Greeks and sundry others sitting shoulder to shoulder; Christians of all stripes and Muslims. There were local merchants and market traders, and finely dressed men who could only have come up from the nearby Bankalar Caddesi, the financial heart of the Ottoman Empire. 
 
    “Your usual, Mr Baxter?” Petros asked, seating him at one of the smaller tables towards the balcony. 
 
    Baxter was acutely conscious of the very small number of lira in his pocket. He’d had some lucrative work in recent years — one of the benefits of his itinerant life — but whatever he earned just seemed to leak from his pocket one way or another. “How much do I owe you already, Petros?” he asked bluntly. 
 
    His landlord made a shushing gesture with both hands. “Oh, not much, Mr Baxter. One or perhaps two months’ rent, and sundry meals. I know, of course, that you, ah … I believe ‘good for it’ is the expression?” 
 
    Baxter hated being in this position. “I am good for it, yes,” he said. “The current situation is making merchant skippers nervous, though. Nobody’s putting to sea until they know what’s happening.” 
 
    “Of course, of course. War makes sensible men cautious, even the threat of it. If you are looking for work, for a berth, though…” 
 
    Petros seemed oddly reticent, almost embarrassed to be mentioning this. That was unusual — for the half year Baxter had been rooming here, his landlord had put him onto other opportunities without this odd reticence. 
 
    “I’m always looking for work, Petros,” he said, mastering his impatience. “Particularly well-paid work.” 
 
    A memory surfaced then, of another debt he’d owed that had led him to take on a job he shouldn’t have. The debt had been owed to Mrs Dunbar, his landlady in Edinburgh, who had been considerably less affable and understanding than Petros. The job that had led him to this life. 
 
    “There is an American gentleman,” Petros said. “He has dined here often in the last week or two, often with a Turk.” 
 
    Baxter frowned, trying to remember if he’d seen or heard the fellow, and wondering why Petros was being so circumspect. “Tall chap, scar on his right cheek?” he said after a moment. 
 
    Petros smiled. “The very same. I hear he is looking for experienced sailors, particularly those with a naval background. I fear the work may be dangerous, which is why I hesitate to mention it.” 
 
    “I’m no stranger to that,” Baxter said. He didn’t make a habit of discussing his past with anyone, his recent activities in particular, but people like Petros always seemed to guess that he knew his way around a warship. 
 
    Petros gave him an uncertain smile. “Well, I hear that he pays well. I suspect the gentleman he is often seen with is a Young Turk, which I am sure I do not need to explain to you.” 
 
    “I’ve heard the name, but I try to avoid local politics.” When he saw Petros’s slightly incredulous look, he shrugged. “Well, I try to know enough to stay out of trouble.” 
 
    Or make a profit. That wasn’t something his host needed to know, though. 
 
    “You should know about the Young Turks, then. They are dissidents and reformers, but also highly influential in the empire. They seek to undermine the old, authoritarian ways. It would not surprise me if they are far more active in resisting Italian aggression than the government, may God strike me down for saying such a disloyal thing.” 
 
    “I imagine the fact you can say such a thing is thanks to the Young Turks,” Baxter mused. 
 
    “Even now, it is not wise,” Petros said with an unhappy expression. “You must forget I said anything. I shall bring you your food and raki, Mr Baxter.” 
 
    Baxter watched the portly Greek man hurry away, but his mind was elsewhere. He couldn’t ignore what Petros had said, that the job could very well carry a certain amount of danger. He guessed the meyhane’s owner had been loath to mention it, even though he probably wanted the money that was owed to him. At the same time, he had a pressing need to find a job, and it wasn’t as though he hadn’t found himself in a tight spot in various employments he’d had in the past. 
 
    “Whatever happens, it can’t be worse than getting involved in a fleet action,” he muttered to himself as his repast was brought across. Even after all these years, he still ate at Royal Navy times, so rather than this being a mid-afternoon meal it constituted his dinner. 
 
    “Have you considered further?” Petros asked, voice hushed as he placed a carafe of raki and a small jug of water in front of Baxter, while one of his sons — a tousle-haired lad who reminded Baxter painfully of Tommy Dunbar — brought various grilled meats and vegetables. 
 
    “I have and it sounds like a capital opportunity at first glance, particularly if I can repay your kindness over the last month. Could you make an introduction?” 
 
    Petros smiled, though there was still that nervousness in his eyes. “I would be happy to — I am expecting Captain Bogue this afternoon.” 
 
    The main reason Baxter knew that whatever this job was, it wouldn’t get him involved in a fleet action was because the Turks didn’t have much of a fleet to start with, and certainly wouldn’t be able to put something together to face their opponent in open battle. The Italians had them significantly outclassed in terms of numbers and quality of ships. 
 
    Probably just a transport job, he decided, resolving to make the best of this despite his host’s misgivings. 
 
      
 
    As promised, the American sailor — Hiram Bogue — arrived shortly after Petros had broached the subject. He was a tall man, but not quite as tall as Baxter and nowhere near as broad. He had a long, saturnine face with a scar down one cheek, and a nasal drawl that marked him out as a New Englander to Baxter’s ear. His sandy hair was thinning and receding, and while he had one of those faces that was sufficiently worn by life that his age was hard to judge, Baxter thought he was probably in his late thirties or early forties. 
 
    Bogue regarded him intently with dark, close-set eyes. “Reckon I’ve heard of you,” he said after an uncomfortably long pause. “In connection with an incident on the Yangtze, a couple of years ago. And something in … Venezuela, was it?” 
 
    Baxter was slightly taken aback. He’d certainly kept himself busy one way or another over the last few years, and very little of that work had been aboard the sort of normal merchantmen he’d struggled to get berths on after being blacklisted from the Royal Navy. He hadn’t realised that he’d started to develop a reputation in the sort of circles that Hiram Bogue clearly moved in. 
 
    He didn’t let his surprise show. “Various parts of South America,” he said. “Riverine sailing was an interesting challenge, quite different from blue water.” 
 
    Bogue smiled thinly. “I’m mostly a saltwater sailor myself. Spent a bit of time in South America, around Honduras. You got much experience in deep waters?” 
 
    Baxter mirrored Bogue’s expression, trying to mask a growing irritation with the questioning. “I’ve been at sea since I was a child,” he said, as mildly as he could. “Coastal and deep water. Undertook an, ah, around-the-world voyage in oh-four into oh-five. I’ve been here and there since.” 
 
    Bogue’s smile became more genuine. “I’d also heard that, about your time with the Russkies. Didn’t think it was true. Learn your trade anywhere official?” 
 
    Baxter had been around long enough to know what the American was asking. “Spent some time in the Royal Navy,” he said. “Went through Dartmouth. Didn’t stick too long.” 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t feel too bad about that,” Bogue said. “Last time you guys had a real challenge, we kicked your asses.” 
 
    Baxter realised what the other man was trying to do. Testing him by needling him, seeing how far the big man could be pushed before his temper snapped. Seeing whether he’d really abandoned any old ties of loyalty and tradition. 
 
    “Well, if I recall correctly it was a bit of a mixed bag for you lot,” he said mildly, dredging up long-ago lessons from Dartmouth academy. “And I’m not really that interested in re-hashing who did what a century ago.” 
 
    Bogue nodded, and this time his own smile was genuine. “You’re alright, Baxter. Has ol’ Petros told you anything about the job?” 
 
    Baxter raised an eyebrow slightly. The sudden change in tack seemed intended to throw him off, but he also thought he might be seeing the genuine man under the cautious mercenary. “Petros doesn’t know anything beyond the fact that you’re looking for crew. At least, that’s what he told me and I’m willing to believe him.” 
 
    Bogue nodded thoughtfully, and shifted slightly in his seat. Baxter realised that he was probably putting away a pistol that he’d had in his hand throughout the whole conversation, which told him a lot about the man he was dealing with. 
 
    Would he really have opened fire in a crowded place like this, though? Bogue certainly wouldn’t have missed at that range. 
 
    “So I can’t tell you much about the job just yet. Reckon you’re worth bringing on board, but you’ll understand if I do some asking around first. My main question is whether you have any problems putting a boot up a guinea’s ass?” 
 
    Baxter scratched his chin, trying to work out the American’s odd slang. “I’ve got nothing against Italians,” he said after a moment, having worked out what the captain was on about. “I also don’t have an issue fighting them.” 
 
    “Even if your own government is backing them?” Bogue asked intently. 
 
    Baxter gave him a level look. “I don’t have a government.” 
 
    “Ah, footloose and fancy-free, eh? That’s what I like to hear.” 
 
    They sat in silence on opposite sides of the low table for a few moments; Baxter couldn’t quite tell if it was amicable silence or whether Bogue was expecting him to continue the conversation. Instead, he took up his glass of raki, getting a strong hit of aniseed as he took a sip. 
 
    “I don’t know how you can drink the stuff,” Bogue said, face twisted in disgust. His own glass was untouched in front of him, the liquid inside still clear. 
 
    “The trick is to put a bit of water in,” Baxter said. “Turns it cloudy and cuts the flavour. It’s also, I must admit, an acquired taste.” 
 
    “Much like the work we do,” the American replied. “So what sort of posting are you looking for?” 
 
    Baxter shrugged. “One that pays well. I’ve turned my hand to most things. I was a gunnery officer and have some experience with torpedoes. Just don’t ask me to stoke an engine — I’ve eaten the feast of coal, never again.” 
 
    “No fear of that,” Bogue said. “Assuming this boat is ever finished, she’ll be oil-fired. And while she will be armed, we’re not looking to fight anyone. I’m putting together a small group of experienced sailors to train her crew, nothing more.” 
 
    Baxter nodded, relaxing slightly. As he’d suspected, Bogue was a man who liked to talk, and keeping his own silence just encouraged the fellow to open up. 
 
    The mention of oil had piqued his interest. He’d come up through a service that had been struggling with the change from wind to coal power, and had sailed into battle on a Russian cruiser that still had an auxiliary sailing rig. Less than a decade later, navies and merchant fleets were already moving over to the new fuel. 
 
    “Training sailors is something I’ve some experience with,” he said. “Chain of command?” 
 
    “Me. My first mate, who you’ll meet if I decide to take you on.” Baxter kept his face impassive at that statement — Bogue had obviously already decided to take him on, or he wouldn’t have said as much as he had. Either that, or he wasn’t as sharp as he appeared. “Aside from that, well, I’m sure some sort of pecking order will shake itself out.” 
 
    Bogue glanced over Baxter’s shoulder, nodded a greeting to someone who was approaching. Baxter rose, picked up his glass. “Well, I imagine you’ve got things to discuss with your employer.” 
 
    “Where can I find you, if I do decide to take you on?” 
 
    “Just ask Petros, he’ll get a message to me.” 
 
    As Baxter walked away, he caught the eye of Hiram Bogue’s visitor. He was a heavyset man with sharp, dark eyes, hair oiled down onto his scalp and with a similarly well-maintained moustache. Like many younger Turks of the reforming type, he wore European dress, aside from the red felt fez that he carried in one hand. 
 
    The Turk merely gave him a curious, appraising look in passing. “Ah, Captain Bogue!” Baxter heard him call out, and winced slightly. He didn’t know whether Bogue and his employer had been trying to keep a low profile, but that definitely wasn’t quiet. 
 
    Then he shrugged. His experiences in life had left Baxter with a finer appreciation of such matters than most, although Ekaterina Juneau had always told him he would make a terrible intelligence officer. It wasn’t his concern how Bogue and the Turk carried on, just as long as he got some sort of pay out of the situation. 
 
    He had a good feeling about this new venture. Bogue seemed like a capable man, even if some of his mannerisms were a little odd, and it would be good to be back at sea and getting paid for something more than lifting and shifting, or at best being second or third mate on a coastal freighter. 
 
    He pulled his crumpled cap from his pocket and put it on. He didn’t have any other plans for the day, beyond roaming the docks of Galata looking for a berth. It now looked possible he wouldn’t need one, at least not in the near future. 
 
    He’d been to Constantinople a few times in his life. He’d last passed through in 1905, when he’d finally managed to extricate himself from Russia and the machinations of intelligence agents. That time was still vivid in his mind, particularly the view of the battleship Potemkin half-submerged in Constanza harbour — a final act of defiance from her rebellious crew even after they’d surrendered the ship to the Kingdom of Rumania. He could have got out in a number of ways, and had the roubles in his pocket for a train. The sea was where he belonged, though, and he’d taken ship across the Black Sea and through the Bosphorus. He hadn’t paused then, keen to be as far from the southern coast of the Russian Empire as he could manage. He’d spent most of the last six years, as Bogue had identified, in China and South America before wandering back this way after he’d made one too many enemies in other parts of the world. 
 
    “I think a touch of sightseeing may be in order,” he decided, heading down the narrow flight of steps from the first floor restaurant and out onto the busy streets of Galata. It was still warm, and his senses were bombarded with sights, sounds and smells. He heard half a dozen different languages within a hundred paces, saw shop signs in French, Greek and Armenian as well as Turkish. He could smell cooking and fires, and the all-pervasive scent of people that wasn’t necessarily absent when afloat but different. Beneath it all, he could make out the slightest salt tang of the sea. 
 
    Looming above the close-packed shops and homes that sloped down towards the Golden Horn, the ancient Genoese tower was the obvious starting point for his wanderings. He knew the tower had been there since before these lands had been Ottoman, but beyond that very little. Hands in his pockets, partly to keep track of his few remaining coins, he started walking uphill towards the landmark. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    Two days later, Baxter was starting to consider that he might have made a mistake in putting off looking for more work. He’d seen neither hide nor hair of Hiram Bogue, or his employer. Petros just made a helpless gesture with an apologetic smile when Baxter asked if they were expected in at any point. 
 
    “Should have known better,” he muttered to himself, pausing at the top of a flight of art deco stairs that led down to Bankalar Caddesi. He felt a bit out of place in this area of Galata. It normally wasn’t a feeling that troubled him, particularly in a port district, but the street below was the financial capital of the Ottoman Empire. There were a lot of very well dressed people, Turks and Europeans, and he was conscious that he stood out here more than in most places he’d been. 
 
    “Most of us should.” 
 
    The voice, close by his side, startled him. He straightened, glancing quickly from side to side in case this was an attempt to distract him before an attack. Then he looked down into the smiling face of the speaker. 
 
    At six foot five, Marcus Baxter was well used to looking down at other people, but the woman who’d addressed him would have been small to an average height man. Most people, he guessed, would mistake her for being dainty; he also guessed that was an impression she cultivated. She wore her curly dark hair short under a straw hat and dressed simply; she had olive skin with a smatter of darker freckles across a slightly turned up nose. There was a glint in her deep brown eyes, though, that told him that he needed to watch his step around her. 
 
    And she definitely seemed intent on being around him. She slipped an arm through his. “You’re a big fellow,” she said as she started walking; she was close enough that he could smell tobacco smoke and jasmine on her. Baxter knew he should make his excuses and be on his way. Instead, he started walking with her. There was something immediately captivating about her, and he was also curious as to what game she was playing. 
 
    “I take after my father, in that way,” he said, happy to play along for now. 
 
    “That suggests there are ways in which you don’t,” she said with a wicked smile. He couldn’t pin her accent down. Her English was fluent, but might have had a hint of Italian or Spanish under a New World twang. 
 
    Baxter shrugged. “I like the bottle more than he does, and the Bible less.” 
 
    Her bellow of laughter was decidedly unladylike. “My kinda fellow,” she said. “You gotta name?” 
 
    He toyed with making something up, but he’d never been a good liar and there didn’t seem to be much point in it. “Baxter. You?” 
 
    “Not one I give out to strange men, even if they appear to be a gentleman of a sort,” she said, with another grin. “So what is it you should have known better about?” 
 
    He couldn’t help but match her expression. “Finding work. Thought I had a good prospect, but I’m not so sure now.” 
 
    “So what are you — prize fighter or longshoreman?” 
 
    He was pretty certain, now, that even if she wasn’t American, she’d spent a lot of time there. As charming as her unexpected company was, that fact put him on edge. 
 
    “I’m a sailor,” he said, not letting any of his considerations show on his face or in his tone. “And what brings you to this part of the world?” 
 
    “Sailor, eh?” she said, brushing off his question. “Is it true what they say, about a wife in every port?” 
 
    “For some sailors, yes,” he said, scanning the crowds of people around them and trying to guess what she was up to, whether she was trying to lead him into an ambush. Not that it would go well for any ambushers if that was the case. 
 
    Of course, being confident of walking out of a trap didn’t mean he should let himself be walked into one, even if the person doing it was really quite charming. 
 
    “Am I making you uncomfortable?” she asked, slowing slightly and glancing up at him again. Her eyes were a very dark brown. “I’m told I can have that effect on men who are a bit straitlaced.” 
 
    “I’m not sure anyone’s ever accused me of being straitlaced.” Baxter thought of what some of his fellow officers had said — rarely to his face — before he was cashiered from the RN. “I am wondering what you’re up to.” 
 
    “Can’t a girl just want to spend time with a good-looking fellow?” She batted her eyelashes at him in an over-the-top fashion. 
 
    “No laws against that,” he conceded. “What would your mother say, though? Talking to a stranger, a sailor even, in an exotic place?” 
 
    Her smile faltered slightly, and a flinty look flashed across her eyes. “Well, I’m sure she’d be happy that I’m having fun,” she said after a moment, though Baxter got the distinct impression she’d been on the point of saying something else. Perhaps something more revealing. “And you can call me Connie.” 
 
    “Well, Connie, it’s a pleasure to meet you.” Baxter toyed with the idea of just walking away from this odd woman, but it had been a long time since he’d enjoyed the company of the fairer sex. He was starting to get the feeling that she wasn’t actively trying to lead him into an ambush, even if he was pretty certain that there was an ulterior motive somewhere. “Now that we’ve been formally introduced, what would you like to do?” 
 
    “How about you let a girl buy you a drink?” 
 
    Baxter knew that, a few years ago, he would have been astonished by how forward she was being; particularly as they’d met mere minutes ago. That was before he’d met Ekaterina Juneau, though. 
 
    “You assume I wouldn’t want to buy you a drink?” 
 
    There was that infectious smile again. “From the look of you, and from the fact you’re looking for work, I think it’s best if I do the buying.” 
 
    The rest of the day passed in a pleasant meander around Galata. Baxter found himself relaxing, partially due to the couple of glasses of raki they had at Petros’s restaurant and partially because Connie was genuinely pleasant company. He didn’t let his guard down entirely, though, and while she matched him drink for drink he didn’t let himself get carried away. 
 
    “You know, Baxter, you’re good at pretending you’re an open book,” she said, half-squinting with one eye as she looked at him over another drink. They were sitting on the veranda of a meyhane a bit further down into Galata now, having gone for a walk after lunch at Petros’s place. Baxter wasn’t quite sure if she was squinting against the light of the dying sun, or if she was struggling to focus on him. 
 
    “I’ve never thought of myself as being anything other,” he said. 
 
    She raised her eyebrows, then made a little moue of disagreement. “Perhaps.” Her native accent, whatever it was, was stronger after a few drinks but he was pretty sure she wasn’t drunk. “Perhaps not. You don’t let people in, not easily.” 
 
    Baxter was beginning to get an idea of what she was about, and why she had apparently randomly singled him out in a crowd of people and decided to spend the day walking around with him, plying him with food and drink. “You seem pretty astute,” he responded. 
 
    “I’m a student of human nature,” she said, sitting back and tilting her straw hat forward, peering at him from under its brim. “A connoisseur of the soul.” 
 
    “And, my apparent defences aside, what have you decided about me?” Now he was certain that she didn’t have ill intent towards him, he didn’t see any harm in playing along. 
 
    “You’re an honest man,” she said after a pause. “And loyal when you’ve decided someone is worth it. I wouldn’t want to get on your bad side, though.” 
 
    Baxter smiled, knowing what she was really doing now. “Oh, I don’t have one of those. I’m the very definition of peaceful and forgiving.” 
 
    She snorted, a noise as unladylike as her laugh. “Well, that’s just so much horse hockey, and you know it.” 
 
    He took a bigger than expected slug of raki to hide his surprise at her language. “I was going to say I don’t think I’ve ever met a woman like you, Connie,” he said, only just avoiding choking on his drink. “But I think it’s fairer to say I’m not sure I’ve met any person quite like you.” 
 
    That wasn’t entirely true — Ekaterina Juneau sprang to mind, her husband, and the fiery Ukrainian revolutionary Mashka who he’d known a half decade ago, a few people since — but he didn’t intend to go into the details. 
 
    “Well, you do know how to give a girl a compliment after all,” she said, her tone only slightly mocking. 
 
    He smiled, but the expression didn’t last. “So, what are you planning on telling Bogue?” 
 
    She froze, but only for a moment before relaxing into an expression he’d not yet seen on her face. Less flirtatious, more guarded and assessing. “What gave me away?” she asked. Her voice hadn’t changed; it still had that bantering edge he found quite appealing. 
 
    “Nothing in particular,” he replied. “It was pretty clear that you meeting me wasn’t just random chance. I’m guessing a lot of men fall for the act.” 
 
    She sighed, shrugged, and drank off her whole glass of raki. “A lot. How come it didn’t work on you?” 
 
    “I’ve been around,” was all he offered in return. He wasn’t about to start sharing his life history with her, particularly not his entanglement with a Russian aristocrat and secret police agent. That was all ancient history, even though the experience had stood him in good stead. “As to my question…” 
 
    She smiled again as she gathered up her bag and light jacket. “I’m not sure. Probably that he can trust you and should probably take you on, but he also shouldn’t underestimate you.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good to know. Bit of a paranoid sort, Bogue?” 
 
    There was a hard glint in her eyes as she leaned across the table. “He’s been around,” she said, deliberately echoing his words. “And also has a bad side you don’t want to be on.” 
 
    She rose, hooking her bag over her shoulder. She came round the table, stooped and kissed him lightly on the cheek. “I’ll see you around, Marcus Baxter.” 
 
    He sat on the meyhane’s veranda for a few moments after she had gone, enjoying the cool evening breeze that came off the Golden Horn, even if he didn’t enjoy some of the smells that came with it. 
 
    Well, perhaps the day wasn’t a complete loss. Baxter realised, as he got to his feet, that the meyhane’s proprietor was giving him a hard look. He couldn’t help but smile as he dug for some loose change. She could at least have picked up the bill, given that she was vetting me. 
 
    He piled what loose coins he had on the table, hoping it was enough, before heading for the door quickly in case it wasn’t. 
 
    That haste meant that he left the meyhane only a few moments after Connie. She was no longer in sight, which he found obscurely disappointing. Putting his hands in his now mostly empty pockets, he was about to start walking back towards Petros’s place. 
 
    Baxter paused as something about the street struck him as wrong, earning himself a dirty look and a short burst of profanity from a truly ancient Greek woman who then darted past him nimbly. Ignoring her, he turned, scanning the relatively busy pavements but not trying to force his mind to fix on what had caught his attention. 
 
    He spotted a fellow moving with a bit more purpose than the other pedestrians. That in itself wasn’t an unusual sight — Galata was, after all, a harbour district and a place of business — but something about the almost predatory way he moved put Baxter’s back up. 
 
    “Not my problem,” he told himself, realising that his encounter with Connie had put him on edge and looking for trouble. Just as he said that, though, he caught sight of the petite woman further down the long, steep street. She was haggling with a stall keeper over what appeared to be a shawl. 
 
    Glancing back at the man, it was pretty clear he was closing in on Connie. Having realised that, Baxter was also able to pick out at least one other, a wiry but tough-looking Turk, heading for the woman. 
 
    “Well, that probably makes it my problem,” Baxter muttered to himself. He could think of a few reasons why a couple of rough types would be following a young woman, none of them good. He started walking, slightly faster than Connie’s European pursuer, until he was only a few feet behind him. The two of them seemed content to follow the small woman, and he toyed with the idea of dealing with at least one of them now. 
 
    He couldn’t be entirely sure what their intentions were, though, or even if his mind was just playing tricks on him. This was also a very public place to waylay a random stranger. 
 
    Baxter moved easily, keeping light on his feet to manoeuvre along the busy thoroughfare or just relying on his bulk when he had to. Neither of the men appeared to clock him, and it became increasingly clear they were completely focused on Connie. That confirmed their intentions as well as making following them a lot easier. He wasn’t good at this sort of thing, given that he stood head and shoulders above the crowd. Not to mention that anything that smacked of intelligence work left a bad taste in his mouth. He’d had enough of that sort of thing already. 
 
    After a few more minutes of this, he guessed Connie had probably spotted her followers, or had picked him out of the crowd and thought he was pursuing her. She gave no overt sign of it, but seemed to be moving deeper into the dockside area than a woman on her own really should. The crowd was thinning out and the streets became narrower. Baxter dropped back a bit in an attempt to remain unnoticed. 
 
    He lost sight of Connie, and guessed she’d ducked down one of the narrow side streets. The wiry Turk called out something to his European companion and the two of them broke into a run, drawing only vaguely curious looks from the few people moving around here. Most of the inhabitants of the area would still be at work on the docks, Baxter thought, despite the increasingly late hour. 
 
    Which made this the perfect spot for misbehaviour. 
 
    He sped up as well, breaking into a run along the cobbled street as he caught sight of the European disappearing round a corner. Now was not the time for subtlety. 
 
    Baxter clattered round the corner, then skidded to a halt as he realised he’d lost sight of his quarry as well as Connie. A moment later, though, raised voices told him they weren’t far away. 
 
    “Te cortaré las pelotas!” Connie hissed, in what he guessed was South American Spanish. He wasn’t that familiar with the language, but he knew enough to know the words weren’t ladylike and that she was in deep water. 
 
    He moved quietly as he ducked through a narrow entranceway into a small courtyard. It was already twilight in that space, the tall buildings and the clothes hung out to dry between them blocking out the light. 
 
    “Madame, please, calm yourself,” the European was saying. He was speaking English but with an Italian accent. “We merely…” 
 
    “Come any closer, and you’ll lose your root,” Connie spat, obviously calming enough to speak English. Glancing into the courtyard, Baxter saw the two men had her cornered. Despite the fact they were both a lot bigger than she was, she didn’t seem cowed, and had what looked like an outsize version of a clasp knife with a long, wicked blade in her right hand, held low but obviously ready for use. 
 
    Baxter decided it was probably time to intervene. He stepped out into the courtyard. “Gentlemen,” he said, hoping to resolve this without recourse to violence. “This is not becoming behaviour.” 
 
    The Italian turned. He was a well-built man but not big. “This does not concern you, signore,” he said. “And you would be well advised not to stick your neck out for this…” 
 
    Baxter didn’t let him finish the sentence, knowing that whatever came out of his mouth next would be more than insulting. His right fist connected squarely with the Italian’s jaw, sending the man flying back as pain shot up Baxter’s arm. 
 
    The Italian didn’t seem likely to get back up, and Baxter whirled, going straight at the Turk who appeared surprised at the sudden outburst of violence and had only belatedly reached into a pocket for some sort of weapon. Seeing a small revolver being drawn, Baxter slapped it away with the back of his left hand and followed that blow up with a right-handed haymaker. The Turk ducked the blow and lashed out with his foot, aiming for Baxter’s knee but landing a painful blow to his thigh. 
 
    “Bastardo!” the Italian spat, clambering to his feet and shaking his head groggily. Baxter was impressed despite himself — he’d only met one other man who’d taken a blow like that from him and kept coming. 
 
    This was starting to turn into a tight spot, though he didn’t have time to regret his habit of throwing himself into these situations without thinking it through. The Turk’s revolver had gone flying away, at least, and the Italian wasn’t too steady on his feet. Both men were crouched, and the Italian flicked out a straight razor, but neither seemed intent on pressing the attack. 
 
    Connie, though, didn’t seem to have much in the way of qualms about such things. She lunged forward with her knife, slashing at the Italian. Baxter acted instinctively, stepping forward and catching her wrist before she could connect. He didn’t stop moving, didn’t give either of his opponents time to work up the nerve to come at him. He kicked Connie’s target in the crotch without letting go of her, then more or less lifted her bodily and deposited her behind him before turning and landing a blow in the Turk’s midriff that doubled him up. A boot to the face laid him out for good. 
 
    “Come on, let’s get out of here,” Baxter snapped, being forced to grab Connie’s shoulder before she could stab the moaning Italian. 
 
    She spat something at him in Spanish, breaking free and backing away, then took a gulping breath. “That’s the last time you touch me, Baxter,” she ground out after a moment, and he thought for a moment that she was going to go for him with the knife. Instead, she seemed to collect herself and folded the blade away. “Well, let’s go if we’re going,” she snapped. 
 
    Slightly nonplussed, he followed her out of the courtyard. The altercation had taken mere moments, although the adrenalin crashing through him had seemed to stretch time, and now faces were appearing in windows and shutters were being thrown open. Someone was yelling something, though he didn’t know if it was an order to summon the gendarmerie or warning them to clear out before the police came. 
 
    Connie was hurrying back towards well populated areas, and in a couple of long strides he’d caught up with her. “I could have handled them, you know,” she said, sounding testy rather than angry. 
 
    “I don’t doubt it — I was just saving you the bother,” he said as evenly as he could; though he did have some reservations about whether she would have been able to handle the man with the pistol if he’d managed to draw it. Now that the moment had passed, it struck him that her assailants had been amateurs. Tough, yes, but the fact that neither of them had drawn weapons before going into a tight space suggested they didn’t really know what they were doing. The straight razor carried by the Italian just reinforced his view — it was intimidating but not a practical weapon, used for cowing people rather than actual combat. 
 
    “It wouldn’t have been a bother,” she snapped, but her tone was slightly less frosty. “Why’d you stop me slicing them? Worried it wasn’t ladylike?” 
 
    Baxter was starting to get a bit more of an understanding of this odd woman. For one thing, it was pretty clear she was used to violence and perfectly capable of dealing it out. “Not at all. The scuffle we had wouldn’t draw much attention, assuming those two would even wait around to talk to the jandarma. If you’d left them dead or seriously injured, though, the authorities would probably have to make at least a show of investigating.” 
 
    She grunted, obviously not completely convinced and clearly suspecting he was harbouring some notions about chivalry. He flexed his right hand and looked for a way to defuse the situation further. “One of these days, I’m going to remember not to punch people in the head.” 
 
    She actually smiled at that. “Should have known better, huh?” 
 
    He grinned back. “Story of my life.” He paused, wondering if he should broach the subject of what they actually wanted. “Any idea…?” he began. 
 
    “What does any man want from a woman they think they can overpower?” she snapped, her tone brooking no further discussion. Then she stopped and took his arm. “If you do speak with Hiram, not a word of this, you understand? It’d just make him worry unnecessarily.” 
 
    Her fingers dug almost painfully into his forearm as she spoke, and he nodded. 
 
    “You’re alright, Baxter,” she said, before coming up on her toes to kiss him on the cheek; her lips lingered slightly longer this time. “You also appear to be bleeding.” 
 
    She raised a hand to show him; her palm was smeared with his blood. He cursed, raising his arm. Sure enough, there was a narrow rent in the sleeve of his crumpled linen jacket and blood was oozing from a very fine cut. The razor may not have been a practical weapon, but it was sharp. 
 
    “Anyway, gotta dash,” Connie said brightly, as though the violent struggle was in the distant past. “See ya around, Baxter.” 
 
    She was gone with a grin over her shoulder, while he was still casting around for something to stem the flow of blood. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    Baxter had expected that to be the last he heard from anyone involved in this job, whatever it turned out to be. The aftermath of the fight left him feeling drained and out of sorts. His arm stung, though the cut was not deep, made in passing during the flurry of exchanged blows. His knuckle ached, but he could flex it and was pretty sure it wasn’t broken. 
 
    All the day had left him with, in fact, was a jacket and shirt that were probably beyond fixing, being both cut and stained with blood, and even less money than he’d had in the morning. He knew he should hurry back to Petros’s establishment to avoid attracting attention, but once he’d bought a large, brightly coloured kerchief to stem the flow, he found himself drifting back. 
 
    His mood, Baxter had to acknowledge, was oddly flat, not just because of the fight. Even though Connie’s interest had clearly been feigned, he’d enjoyed their time together and the notion of not seeing her again disappointed him more than he’d expected. 
 
    The streets were crowded as the day eased its way towards the end of business. Even above the hubbub, he could hear the musical call of the muezzin, calling the faithful to prayer. Galata was a cosmopolitan neighbourhood, all kinds of people rubbing along, and while some men were clearly going to pray, a lot — Turkish and others — were merely going about their business. He found the crowds just added to his foul mood. 
 
    Baxter tried to make it through the entrance to the meyhane and up the rickety, narrow stairs to the room he rented above, but nobody entered Petros’s place without him spotting them. “Ah, Mr Baxter! I hope you and your lady friend enjoyed your day?” 
 
    “I did, Petros, thank you.” Baxter didn’t bother to correct the misapprehension that the mysterious Connie was any sort of friend, and tried to conceal the fact he was carrying an injury. Petros had quick eyes, though, and he a quick mind. As soon as he caught sight of the kerchief around Baxter’s forearm, its pattern somewhat spoiled by the blood starting to leak through, he summoned his wife and oldest daughter. 
 
    Madame Argyros, a striking woman with streaks of white through her raven hair and lines around her eyes that came as much from laughter as worry, emerged from the suite at the end of the landing. She took one look at the injury and vented a stream of Greek. Baxter didn’t need to speak the language to know he was being chastised for not coming to her immediately. Eleni, a somewhat winsome girl in her early teens who seemed both fascinated and slightly scared by him, peered round the doorjamb. 
 
    Petros gave him a wan smile. “Madame Argyros is furious that you have allowed good linen to be spoiled in this way,” he said. “She notes that you should also be more careful about the company you keep, if you want to avoid getting cut up like this.” 
 
    The lady of the house, or if truth be told the head of it, fired a rapid barrage of instructions to her daughter. Baxter was whisked into the family home and made to divest himself of his jacket and roll his sleeve up; the Greeks were a practical people, it seemed, not given to worry about propriety. He looked about curiously as he was settled onto a wooden bench — it was the first time he’d been in the private part of the building. He was sitting in a large, airy room, the shutters open to let in the autumn breeze and the dying light of the day. A large stove occupied one end of the long, whitewashed room, around which copper pots and pans, not to mention strings of drying onion, garlic and herbs, hung. Everything neat and in its place, just like a shipboard galley ready for the captain’s inspection. 
 
    He could hear whispering and giggling coming from the other rooms. He’d never been able to determine the size of the Argyros brood, but it was apparently extensive. Eleni was the only one who ever spoke to him, and he was mostly aware of the others as interchangeable rapid streaks as they went about their errands or play. 
 
    Madame Argyros set about anointing the wound with some sort of concoction that smelled strongly of honey. Baxter didn’t object, knowing he wouldn’t get very far with the redoubtable woman, and allowed her to finish and bind the wound with fresh linens. She plucked at his shirt and spoke at some length. 
 
    “Madame Argyros says to bring the shirt back when you have changed and she will do what she can to clean and repair it, along with your jacket. She says she knows you have a clean shirt as she did your washing not a day ago.” 
 
    “Thank Mrs Argyros for me,” Baxter said, rising and smiling down at her. 
 
    “You’re … welcome,” she said, patting his arm above the wound and reverting to Greek as she spoke further. 
 
    “Madame Argyros would once again encourage you to avoid that sort of situation. Her skill at fixing both injuries and garments only goes so far.” 
 
    Baxter smiled again and bowed. “I’ll endeavour to take her sound advice,” he said, knowing that was a lie. A life at sea was one of risk of injury or worse. 
 
    He was firmly ejected from the room, as Madame Argyros and her older children had much cooking to do, and he went down to his own room to change into a fresh shirt. The only other jacket he had was altogether too warm for the environment. He shrugged — he would just have to cause a stir by going about in his shirt sleeves, not like a proper gentleman at all. 
 
    Petros was waiting for him to emerge. “I imagine I will not hear the story of how you came by the injury,” he said without preamble. 
 
    “It was nothing, a minor disagreement over the treatment of a lady,” Baxter said. “Once again I find myself in your debt, Petros, with no immediate way to repay you.” 
 
    “The Good Lord teaches us that a good deed is its own reward,” Petros said. The café owner’s smile had become slightly fixed, nervous. 
 
    “You look troubled, old chap,” Baxter said, sensing a change in the other man’s mood. 
 
    “Captain Bogue and his friends are here,” Petros replied, his voice dropping to an almost comical stage whisper. “He has asked you to join them for a drink.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good news.” He didn’t add that Connie must have reported back to her — what, boss? — quickly. “Is it not? Means I’ll be able to pay you soon.” 
 
    “I beg you, Mr Baxter, do not take this work on my account. Your bill is small indeed, and I have been asking amongst my friends and merchants in the area to see if there are berths available in a … more secure trade.” 
 
    Baxter glanced down at Petros. “What have you heard?” he asked quietly. Baxter had always suspected that Petros, like the owners of watering holes the world over, knew a lot more than he ever let on. Much of Galata passed through his doors at one time or another, and he would have an extensive network of contacts. 
 
    “I fear the threatened war is coming, and coming soon. I have confirmed that Mr Bogue’s employer is a close associate of various Young Turks. I fear you would be putting yourself in terrible danger if you took employment with him.” 
 
    Baxter looked curiously at him. He wasn’t entirely sure why Petros cared particularly. Baxter had certainly tried to be a good lodger during the weeks he’d been staying in Istanbul, and he had done what he could to bring in delicacies from Petros’s homeland and otherwise help out around the place. 
 
    The meyhane’s owner obviously read some of Baxter’s bafflement in his expression. “You are a good man, Mr Baxter, and war is not a place even for bad men. And Madame Argyros would be most upset, most upset indeed, as would Eleni if you were to come to harm, and I am sure they would take it out on my hide…” 
 
    Baxter patted him on the shoulder. “Never fear, Petros. From what Bogue’s already told me, I’ll just be training sailors. And I’m no stranger to war. I do appreciate your lady wife and daughter’s concern, however.” 
 
    Petros made an unhappy gesture. “Well, at least I can tell them that I tried,” he said. 
 
    “Indeed you can. I would have thought, though, that a loyal subject of the Sublime Porte would be happy that measures are being taken to defend the Ottoman Empire?” 
 
    Petros sighed. “This war, I am told, is being fought over the Tripolitania vilayet. I beg your pardon, province.” 
 
    “I know the word. That’s my understanding, as well.” 
 
    “Well, the Tripolitans recognise the sultan in name only, and are a rule unto themselves. The Italians, I think, will take it, and it will give them even less joy than it has the sultan. You must know, however, that the sultan’s navy will not have a chance against the Italians.” 
 
    That did give Baxter pause, as the truth of it was undeniable. He’d made a point of finding out, from curiosity as much as anything else, the strength of the Ottoman Navy. Even with two battleships recently purchased from Germany, he knew that they were significantly outclassed in terms of both the number and quality of ships by the Italian’s Regia Marina Even those two battleships were of a type now coming to be called pre-Dreadnoughts. Six years ago, he had watched some of the finest examples of the type battering each other off the coast of Korea, after they had already been rendered obsolete by the launch of HMS Dreadnought with her all-big gun armament. 
 
    He considered Petros’s offer to help him keep looking for mercantile employment. It would be safer, though anything sailing under a Turkish flag may not be that safe in a few months. It would guarantee at least some sort of steady pay. It would get him back to sea. 
 
    Baxter was tired, though. Tired of just about scraping by on meagre wages. He’d done very well out of his entanglement with the Russians in ’05, and in various enterprises in China and South America that were decidedly not normal maritime work. The very fact he’d survived those episodes suggested he was good at that side of things. That, or very lucky. 
 
    “Thank you for your offer, Petros, and your concern. I think I will at least hear what Captain Bogue has to say.” 
 
    With that, he went back round the stairs and into the large main room of the meyhane. Bogue raised his hand in greeting, and Baxter gave him a cordial nod in return as he headed across. 
 
    “Gentlemen, this is Baxter, the British sailor I was telling you about,” Bogue said as Baxter took the seat the American had gestured him to. “Baxter, this is Mr Feridun of the Committee of Union and Progress.” 
 
    The Turk smiled, though the expression didn’t travel much beyond his small, neat moustache, and offered Baxter a small bow without rising. 
 
    “Good afternoon,” Baxter greeted him. He had struggled to master both Turkish as a language and Ottoman etiquette during his short time in the region, but he had picked up that Turkish naming conventions were quite different, and they did not as a rule have surnames. That Feridun had not corrected Bogue on treating his name as a European surname suggested a certain diplomatic delicacy. 
 
    “My first mate and right hand, Asko,” Bogue went on as he gestured to a wiry man who merely looked at Baxter impassively, his very pale blue eyes almost lost in a weather-beaten face. Baxter was struck by a vague feeling of recognition, then dismissed it — he knew the type, not the man himself. “And this is Mr Duverger.” 
 
    The Frenchman, as he clearly was, gave him a considerably friendlier smile. He looked, if anything, even more elegant than the well-dressed Feridun, his suit an obvious emulation of a naval uniform but without any sort of rank badge, medals or other insignia. “A pleasure,” he murmured. 
 
    “Monsieur,” Baxter greeted him. It was clear to him that Duverger was the other newcomer to the group. Asko probably wasn’t someone who came to this sort of gathering often, but as they were finalising agreements Bogue probably wanted him known to them — just to reinforce what he’d said about the chain of command. 
 
    Petros appeared at Feridun’s shoulder and whispered something in Turkish, quickly enough that Baxter couldn’t follow it. At the man’s nod, Petros raised a hand and a troupe of neatly turned-out serving staff — including Eleni — appeared bearing platters of food and carafes of raki and water. 
 
    “Ah, the milk of the lion,” their host said, as he added water to his raki and raised the glass. “Gentlemen, your good health. Serefe!” 
 
    Hiram Bogue raised his own glass, which appeared to contain whisky rather than the local liquor. “Let’s get down to business, shall we?” he said after they’d all drunk. 
 
    “Captain Bogue, please, it would be unseemly to discuss business before food,” Feridun protested, hungrily eyeing the meze being laid out. The table was almost groaning under the mountain, bowls of olives and dates vying with grilled liver, lamb chops and freshly-baked bread, with more obviously due to come. “I am almost certain that there are injunctions against it in many holy texts, in fact.” 
 
    The American gave his employer a sour look that spoke volumes about the relationship. Baxter didn’t want to get involved, and took the opportunity to load his own plate while the others were distracted by the question of etiquette. 
 
    “I am inclined to agree with Monsieur Feridun,” Duverger commented. “Business before dining interferes with both the enjoyment of the repast and digestion after it. And I see Monsieur Baxter is enough of a seaman that he’s just getting stuck in.” 
 
    Baxter caught the amusement in the Frenchman’s expression and merely nodded back. “Just Baxter is fine,” he said, before taking a mouthful. Asko was tucking in as well, and that seemed to set the tone for the rest of the meal. Only Bogue seemed vaguely irritated by the bar on talking business, and his conversation was almost as desultory as the entirely silent Asko. 
 
    Duverger and Feridun, though, were lively conversationalists, which was a relief to Baxter — he’d never felt entirely comfortable trying to carry on a conversation with people he didn’t know. They kept each other occupied, with an occasional interjection from him, until the low table had been cleared. 
 
    “Now can we get down to business?” Bogue asked, picking up a fresh glass of whisky. He was sweating profusely and his eyes were slightly unfocused, but he otherwise seemed to have command of his faculties. 
 
    “Come, Captain, the war will not start tomorrow,” Feridun said, then sighed. “But yes, we should discuss business.” 
 
    “Well, as I explained to you before, these gen’lemen have the necessary experience and skills to join our little expedition. I have my eye on one or two others who will provide more technical expertise. Seeing as the four of us will be the senior crew, it makes sense to me that they hear what we’re doing.” 
 
    Baxter caught the surprise on Duverger’s face but kept his own expression impassive. He hadn’t expected anything other than an introduction at this stage, but Bogue was without doubt a man who just wanted to get to the point and didn’t have much time for niceties. 
 
    He found himself warming to the American. Having done a few jobs like this in the last few years, Baxter had got used to knowing very little beyond how much he was getting paid and a basic outline of the situation; hearing details straight from their employer was a welcome change. 
 
    Feridun nodded, seemingly comfortable with this discussion taking place in a noisy restaurant. “Tell me, gentlemen, what do you know of the current situation with our provinces of Tripolitania and Cyrenaica?” 
 
    Baxter maintained his silence. He’d often found it useful, in the past, to appear less knowledgeable than he was. Duverger, apparently, had no such qualms. “I gather the Italians are making excessive demands of your Empire and that it is looking like a peaceful solution is … unlikely.” 
 
    Feridun made a disgusted noise. “The Italians don’t want a peaceful solution — they want a short, victorious war that will appease their hawks at home and increase their prestige on the international stage.” 
 
    “A good war is one way to make your presence known, I suppose,” Duverger mused. They were speaking English, as it was the only language they all had in common, and his command was impeccable. “Particularly for a young country like Italy.” 
 
    “Barely out of short trousers,” Bogue agreed, apparently immune to any sense of irony. 
 
    Their host nodded unhappily. “Whereas we, as I believe the French say, are the sick, old man of Europe. I digress, and I have no doubt this is more than any of you really wish to know. You sailors are practical people, I can tell, and you wish to know what work you are signing up for.” 
 
    Feridun’s English was also good, to the extent that Baxter suspected he’d spent time at either Oxford or Cambridge, but unlike the Frenchman he had the mannerisms of a prissy teacher. 
 
    “That’s it in one, Mr Feridun,” the American said. He was as intent on the Turk’s words as the two newcomers, and Baxter wondered how much he really knew about the job he’d signed up for himself. 
 
    “I trust you are not expecting us to fight the Regia Marina?” Duverger asked, doubt and concern creeping into his voice. “Nor would you need us to train your sailors to fight them.” 
 
    Feridun dismissed that with a wave. “We have a navy, and it is more than capable of training its sailors.” 
 
    There was a pause, during which Baxter considered his options. He couldn’t imagine Bogue had gone out of his way to engage sailors for anything other than some form of maritime pursuit, and he for one wouldn’t be any use in a land war. As far as he knew, there were no major rivers in the contested provinces. Perhaps now was the time to bow out and pursue the work Petros might be able to find for him. 
 
    Feridun was watching them all intently, switching his gaze from one to the other. Before Baxter could rise and make his goodbyes, he spoke again. “I am sure you understand that I cannot provide you with the full details of the job. I can reassure you that it is unlikely to involve going into action.” 
 
    “For the record, I’m not against that,” Bogue broke in. “As long as I’m getting paid suitably.” 
 
    Feridun gave him a thin smile. “As you have noted before, Captain. All we are asking for, however, is your expertise in getting a crew ready, and overseeing the fitting out of a vessel for particular tasks. Further details will be provided once we have made final arrangements with you.” 
 
    Baxter glanced around the meyhane, and caught Petros’s anxious gaze. That, more than anything, resolved him to the idea of staying put. Petros was a good, kind and decent man, but Baxter wasn’t one to be mothered. Not since his own mother had died when he was very young. He gave his landlord a friendly enough nod. 
 
    “I’m in,” he said, realising that an expectant silence had fallen over the table. “Subject to the pay, of course.” 
 
    Feridun’s expression was somewhere between pleased and surprised, though Baxter couldn’t say for sure whether it was his willingness to get involved or his directness about the money that was the source of the astonishment. 
 
    Duverger nodded, with perhaps slightly less enthusiasm. “I am certainly intrigued, particularly as to the matter of renumeration.” 
 
    “That’s my department,” Bogue said, his tone indicating some satisfaction. “I’m offering a hundred pounds sterling flat for a month, maybe two, of work. If the job is longer than that, we can revisit the pay. Twenty up front to settle any … outstanding affairs you have here.” 
 
    Duverger’s brow was wrinkled and his eyes closed, no doubt as he converted the named sum into francs. “That is a … very reasonable offer,” he said, with a hint of surprise. 
 
    It was a lot more than reasonable, Baxter knew, with even a limited experience of this kind of work. Particularly the fact the pay wasn’t being offered in Ottoman lira. He could only assume that this Committee that Feridun represented had deep pockets, or someone even wealthier was bankrolling the project. 
 
    “You both come highly recommended,” Bogue said. “And I believe in paying my people well. Keeps everyone honest and motivated.” 
 
    Baxter wondered again at Bogue’s networks and who had been recommending him. He knew the mysterious Connie who had flitted through his life had vetted him, but he doubted Bogue would just have gone on that. It seemed others had been singing his praises. He just wished he had contacts of his own to find out if Bogue was trustworthy. As it was, he would have to take the American at face value, and keep alert. 
 
    “Well, in that case I’m definitely in,” he said, after a moment’s further thought. He’d thrown himself into worse situations with less information and for considerably less money, after all. Why break what seemed to be becoming the habit of a lifetime? 
 
    The Frenchman threw his hands up, then smiled. “I am persuaded. A Mediterranean cruise is just the thing at this time of year, non?” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    Things had moved rapidly once he and Duverger had signed up. Baxter, despite being used to a life at sea and having been caught up in more than one crisis in his time, had been hard put to keep up with the whirlwind that Feridun and Bogue became as initial moneys were dispensed and arrangements made for their departure early the next morning. 
 
    Baxter walked briskly down the Camondo Steps and across the bankers’ street, feeling lighter on his feet now that any outstanding debts were settled but also wistful about moving on. He’d done a lot of saying goodbye, to people and places, in the last few years. That was the life of a sailor, whether they were in a navy or the merchant service, or this line of work. Usually, he didn’t mind taking his leave, but Petros had been good to him over the few months he’d known the man, and his wife and children had been welcoming. 
 
    Then Baxter caught sight of the sea. It was still early, the neighbourhood around him only just coming awake to face the day. The rising sun caught the water at just the right angle to lend it a gilded sheen. He paused at the head of a long, steep street that led down to the harbour. He knew that, when he got down there, the illusion would be broken. The sun would finish rising to bake the city and the people going about their day. Up close, the water would be dirty and disturbed, a result of the Horn and the Bosphorus beyond it being one of the busiest waterways in the world. And, soon enough, he would have no time for such contemplations anyway. Training sailors, particularly if they were little more than landsmen, was hard enough work. He didn’t know what the refit of this mysterious ship would entail, but he guessed he would be getting his hands dirty with that. 
 
    “Perhaps the rate of pay isn’t so generous after all,” he said to himself, before taking a deep breath of cool morning air that already carried with it the scent of woodsmoke and baking. “Time to get to work.” 
 
    Baxter met Duverger as he arrived at the quayside. There was a slight puffiness around his eyes that suggested he’d celebrated his good fortune a little later than Baxter had, but his greeting was bright enough. 
 
    “Bonjour, mon ami!” he called out. Like Baxter, he seemed to travel relatively light, carrying a leather valise in one hand while a porter followed on with a small chest. He’d changed out of the pseudo-uniform of the previous evening, now dressing exactly as a gentleman going on a pleasure cruise would — white straw hat and light linen suit. Baxter knew he would look shabby in comparison, in a linen suit that had seen some hard service, but he didn’t care much. Madame Argyros had returned his shirt and jacket, cleaned and repaired remarkably well, and he now wore the bright kerchief around his neck. 
 
    “Morning,” Baxter said back, as amicably as he could manage at this time of day, as the other man fell into step. 
 
    “A beautiful day, and one might say an auspicious start,” Duverger said, switching into English. Baxter had deliberately given no indication of understanding French, even though his own was passable. A capacity to understand others’ conversations when they didn’t think he could had been useful to him in the past. 
 
    “One might, if one believed in such things.” 
 
    Duverger didn’t take offence, and laughed instead. “Indeed — it is, after all, the dawn of a new, rational century. Begone, superstition!” 
 
    Baxter couldn’t help but smile at the Frenchman’s exuberant manner, even though he knew it would probably wear thin eventually. “It may be a new, rational century, but people are still fighting wars for irrational reasons.” 
 
    “Well, we would both soon be out of work if they stopped,” Duverger said, voice only slightly more serious. “And I, for one, enjoy this work. Particularly when it pays well.” 
 
    Baxter saw a slightly hard edge in Duverger’s eyes when he said that. He’d known a lot of officers from wealthy backgrounds in his time, and despised a lot of them. Almost to a man they’d been avaricious bastards, while doing their best to hide that beneath a veneer of gentility. Duverger appeared to belong to that same class, or at least presented himself as such, but he seemed to have a refreshing honesty about his motivations. 
 
    “Indeed,” Baxter said after a moment. “I suspect the demand for our expertise will only increase, as the old wars are fought with new, rational weapons.” 
 
    Duverger nodded sagely. “Bogue tells me that you fought at Tsushima,” he went on, a cautious note in his voice. “With the Russian Pacific Fleet.” 
 
    “Bogue seems quite talkative with a few whiskies in him,” Baxter said, then nodded. “But he’s right. I was there.” 
 
    “Might I enquire — what was it like?” 
 
    “Noisy,” he said, his voice a bit shorter than he’d intended. He couldn’t fault Duverger for his professional curiosity — major fleet engagements had been few and far between of late. There certainly hadn’t been anything on the same scale in European waters since the middle of the last century. 
 
    “Noisy, and messy, and bloody,” he added, struggling to find the words to convey the impressions. Even then, he could hardly do the battle justice. The Russian ships, many of them painfully obsolete, had gone into the engagement bravely enough and had fought with skill. The result had been devastating for the Tsar’s ambitions in the east. “I was aboard an old cruiser — one of the self-sinkers — so I saw much of it at a distance. We got our share of action, though. It was … quite something.” 
 
    “And did your ship survive?” Duverger asked. 
 
    “She’s officially listed as lost,” Baxter said. “I made it to Vladivostok in a small boat, along with some of the crew, but I’ve never been able to find out what happened to the Yaroslavich or the crew who remained aboard.” 
 
    Men he had come to think of as comrades, and some — like her captain, Cristov Juneau — as friends. The old cruiser seemed to have slipped away into the fog of war and memory. 
 
    “I understand the Japanese made heavy use of torpedoes?” Duverger said. “It is something of a curiosity of a battle — the last great fight of what we now call pre-Dreadnoughts, but also with torpedoes and wireless telegraphy playing a significant role.” 
 
    Baxter closed his eyes briefly, remembering the desperate fight against the enemy torpedo boats. That last fateful attack that had come out of a fog bank and crippled the Yaroslavich; his own use of similar tactics mere weeks later in the Black Sea. Duverger’s clinical, academic interest was a benefit of not having experienced such things first hand. 
 
    “What about you — see much action with the French Navy?” 
 
    Duverger made a casting away gesture. “A bit, a few colonial scuffles here and there. Enough to learn my trade properly, not what they teach in the academies.” 
 
    That at least was encouraging. Baxter had been concerned that he was working with someone who was all theory and no practice. 
 
    Mercifully, he was saved from the need for further comment as they arrived at the appointed quay. A pleasant-looking sailing yacht was moored there, its crew already going about preparing to cast off. Bogue, looking considerably more worn than Duverger, was speaking with the fresh-looking Feridun abaft the wheel. More pleasingly, Connie smiled up at the two of them from where she lounged on some cushions spread out in the bow. 
 
    “Mademoiselle Connie!” Duverger cried out before Baxter could say anything. The Frenchman ditched the valise he was carrying and jumped down onto the yacht, leaving the nonplussed porter standing on the quay with his sea chest. Baxter dropped his own bag onto the vessel and climbed down onto the gently rocking deck, then looked up at the porter. 
 
    “Chuck ’em down, mate,” Baxter growled. Duverger had one of Connie’s hands in both of his and was bending to kiss her knuckles. “I really hope he paid you in advance.” 
 
    The porter passed the chest down, seemingly surprised at the ease with which Baxter took it, then shot an angry look at Duverger. “No payment,” he said. 
 
    Baxter was about to put his hand in his pocket for some lira, but stopped. He’d only just met the Frenchman, and wasn’t about to start footing the bill for him so he could fawn over Bogue’s … well, whatever role Connie seemed to fill in the American’s crew. 
 
    “Duverger!” he barked, noting the way the snap of command he put into his voice caught the other man’s immediate attention. “Your baggage, old chap,” he went on, in slightly more cordial tones. As Duverger hurried back, making apologies, Baxter caught Connie’s look and the wicked smile on her face. 
 
    He found himself idly hoping that the young woman wasn’t anything more than a member of Bogue’s operation. 
 
    They got underway not long after Baxter and Duverger were aboard. Feridun, to whom it seemed the boat belonged, had no truck with such modern conveniences as engines. The predominantly local crew knew their work, though. She was a pleasant, gaff-rigged boat, built somewhere in western Europe, and they soon had her away from the quay and under sail. The big fore-and-aft rigged sails billowed out in the freshening morning breeze as the yacht stood out into the Horn. Baxter had spent most of the last few years on steamships of one kind or another, often quite large ones. The thudding beat of the engines and the shroud of dirty smoke they carried with them had become so familiar he’d barely noticed them; this, though, felt like real sailing to him. Just the creak of the rigging, the snap of the canvas sails, and the hiss of water down the side. 
 
    He rested a hand on one of the lines that anchored the mainmast to the yacht’s hull, feeling the tension there. He’d first gone to sea, late in the last century, on ships like this. He’d learned his trade on merchant ships his father had skippered and then in the stricter discipline of the navy. Even then the times were changing, had been for some time, and he could only assume that sailing vessels would one day merely be pleasure boats and the playthings of the wealthy. He didn’t quite know how he felt about that. 
 
    “Glad to be at sea again?” Connie asked, walking along the gently heaving deck with no sign of discomfort or uncertainty but perhaps without the complete ease of a sailor. 
 
    Baxter placed his hands on the polished brass rail, watching the water slipping past mere feet below him, then nodded. “I can’t deny it,” he said. 
 
    She leant side-on on the railing, facing him and raising an eyebrow. “That’s it? Duverger’s been waxing lyrical about how a sailor’s place is on the waves, how he feels free at sea, away from the complications of land life.” 
 
    Baxter shrugged and smiled slightly ruefully. “Oh, I agree with his sentiments, but I leave the talking to gents like Duverger.” 
 
    “Man of few words, eh?” she said, mimicking something Bogue had said. She cast a sour glance over her shoulder, to where the French mercenary had settled in the bows. “And he’s no gent.” 
 
    “Not many of us are.” 
 
    She laughed with the same gusto he’d experienced in the half day she’d spent vetting him. “Oh, I don’t have a problem with that,” she said, laying a reassuring hand on his arm. “Bogue’s not a gen’leman, as he’d put it, and he’d cut a man for saying he was. I just can’t abide people pretending to be what they’re not.” 
 
    He almost said something about how she’d gone about vetting him, and, he assumed, Duverger, but thought better of it. He’d learned a long time ago that such statements rarely went down well. It also occurred to him that she’d never really lied or presented herself as anything other than she was. She’d just omitted to mention, when they’d first met, that she was with Bogue’s operation. 
 
    “You did seem surprised to see me,” Connie went on breezily, changing the subject with the same abruptness he’d found quite charming in the few hours they’d spent together. 
 
    “I had assumed your work was done once you’d assessed potential recruits.” 
 
    “So you think I’m just a pretty face?” she asked, favouring him with the same calibre of sour look she’d directed at Duverger. 
 
    He held his tongue for a moment, sensing that he was on dangerous ground. “Not at all,” he said. “I just didn’t have you pegged as getting involved with the actual sailing.” 
 
    That didn’t seem to mollify Connie. “Let’s get one thing straight, pal,” she said, her American accent coming through more strongly as her temper rose. “Where Hiram goes, I go. He’s like a brother, and I owe him everything. That means I do whatever he needs, and that includes a lot more than just making sure potential recruits aren’t yellerbellies or outright criminals.” 
 
    Baxter was taken slightly aback by her vehemence. “Well, that’s very clear,” he said, then tried a smile. “I assume you have a slightly loose definition of criminality? I’m not sure we aren’t all breaking the law right now.” 
 
    She relented slightly. “Well, there’s breaking the law and then there’s being a proper criminal.” She gave him a thin smile. “We all get by between those lines, don’t we? Come on — I’ll show you to your cabin. You’re sharing with Duverger.” 
 
    That last was said with that same wicked glint in her eye. While Baxter noticed it, he was also reflecting on how she’d described Bogue as being like a brother to her. He found that obscurely pleasing. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    Their voyage south around Greece and then up into the Adriatic had taken on the aspect of a pleasure cruise, not least because the company had been pleasant. Feridun and Duverger had shown themselves to be lively conversationalists, and the enigmatic Connie more than diverting. By the time they reached their destination, though, Baxter was eager to get to work. 
 
    “Any idea where we are?” Duverger asked, arriving by his side as he stared into the small harbour Feridun’s yacht was approaching. He kept his voice low — Bogue had been circumspect about the nature of the work, brooking no questions on it. Feridun had let any enquiries slide off with merely a smile and a gesture that said ‘these matters are of no concern right now’. 
 
    “Resadiye, I think,” Baxter said, staring hard at the vessels he could make out in the bay as they crept ever closer, wondering if the ship they were supposed to be outfitting and training crew for was there. There didn’t seem to be much of an Ottoman naval presence, though he caught sight of what might be torpedo boats tied up at a wharf. 
 
    “A good eye, Mr Baxter,” Feridun said, joining them. 
 
    “Is your ship here?” he asked. 
 
    Feridun squinted into the sunlight that glittered on the gently rippling water. “There she is, I think — I will fetch glasses.” 
 
    The breeze had eased somewhat, and the yacht was making slow progress across the harbour — it was one of those times when a complete rejection of modern conveniences was something of a hindrance. Baxter glanced at the sky, an almost unbroken deep blue dome over their heads, and scanned the wooded hillsides above the town. He wouldn’t be surprised if the wind backed soon and they ended up having to tack laboriously across the broad expanse of the bay; or worse yet, died entirely. That would force them to drop anchor and wait out the sweltering noonday sun. 
 
    Baxter realised he was chafing at the inaction, or the threat of it. The voyage had been pleasant, not least because he was free of worry about food and lodging. Now they were close to the end of the journey, on the cusp of starting the hard work, and he just wanted to be about it. To earn his money, and perhaps be on his way before the coming war got properly underway. 
 
    Feridun returned with a couple of pairs of field glasses hanging from one hand, and a truly ornate old-fashioned telescope in the other. He passed the glasses to Duverger and Baxter, and snapped the telescope open. 
 
    The small, immaculate man swept the harbour carefully, then pointed to one of the distant vessels. “There she is,” he said, voice oddly contented. 
 
    “Mon Dieu, she is a beauty,” Duverger commented, bringing his glasses to bear. “But what is she?” 
 
    Baxter had the craft in his view now as well. The other sailor was correct — she was a handsome vessel, definitely with the look of a civilian craft rather than a warship. She had an elegant clipper bow, and her steel hull, painted white with a green band, was perhaps a little over two hundred feet long. A continuous wooden superstructure — a deckhouse, more accurately — extended for much of her length to provide relatively luxurious accommodation; judging from what he could see, she didn’t have a bridge but a wheelhouse. Single funnel but also three simple pole masts and rigging for sails, which marked her as an older ship. A relic of the period when admiralties and sailors didn’t necessarily trust the newfangled steam engines. “One of these days, I’m going to have the opportunity to work with a modern vessel,” he said to no one in particular. 
 
    “The Potemkin was a modern ship,” Connie said at his shoulder, her tone deliberately innocent even though she was clearly fishing for information. 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t know anything about that,” Baxter said, his tone shorter than he’d intended. He kept staring across the water as he tried to master his surprise. His involvement with the Potemkin mutineers and the abortive revolution in Odessa back in 1905 was, as far as he could tell, a well-kept secret. 
 
    Why, though, would Connie have brought it up, unless she had some inkling of what had happened? 
 
    “The only Imperial Russian Navy ship I’ve ever spent much time on was the Yaroslavich,” he went on, getting a grip on his tone. “And she was of a similar vintage to this vessel, maybe slightly older.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Connie said, her tone indicating she wasn’t convinced. 
 
    Duverger glanced between them. “None of this answers my question,” he said, voice slightly plaintive. “This talk of Russian battleships. She is clearly not Russian.” 
 
    “Formerly of the Turkish Navy, an armed yacht and dispatch vessel,” Bogue’s laconic voice broke in as he joined them at the side, holding his own considerably more battered set of glasses. “Stricken from the navy list earlier this year after a decade or more of service.” 
 
    Duverger obviously couldn’t hide his incredulity. “And this is the ship you have bought, Monsieur Feridun, to go to war in? Old, unarmoured, of dubious utility?” 
 
    Feridun’s smile was slightly pained. “I cannot deny this,” he said. “She is what was offered and affordable. We also have no intention — as we have discussed previously — of sailing her into battle with Italian forces. No, no, that would be foolish indeed.” 
 
    “Commerce raiding?” Baxter surmised. A vessel with an auxiliary sailing rig and with the look of a civilian pleasure boat — assuming they could find a way to conceal her armament — would be well suited for that sort of work. It would also be one of the few ways the Ottomans could strike back at Italy if it did come to war. 
 
    “You think that would be practical?” Bogue asked, his gaze keen. 
 
    “If you can get her out into the Atlantic? Perhaps. Her sailing rig would certainly help, given that resupply of fuel would be next to impossible.” He scratched his chin with his thumb. “In local waters, I think her career would be brief indeed. This is Italy’s pond.” 
 
    Bogue nodded, apparently satisfied with the answer. “Good job that’s not the plan, then,” he said, then looked at Feridun. “It’s not like they’re going to run off and tell the Italians now, is it? And we’re going to be here awhile.” 
 
    The breeze, as Baxter had suspected it would, had died off entirely. He was suddenly conscious of the day’s heat without that cooling waft, of the prickle of sweat down his back. 
 
    The expedition’s paymaster sighed and nodded. “Perhaps we should retire to the shade and have some cooling drinks brought up, and maybe a little food. I shall explain what we require of you in detail.” 
 
    The ship’s galley was certainly familiar with Feridun’s habit of snacking whenever possible; it was behaviour that Baxter approved of wholeheartedly. A light lunch was swiftly laid out on low tables under the awning, along with bottles of pale ale that had been chilled in the bilge and a carafe of raki, and everyone settled. For once, Feridun acceded to Bogue’s impatience and did not demur from a discussion of business over food. 
 
    “I shall not go into our dispositions in Tripoli,” the Turk began somewhat diffidently. Baxter wondered if he was being careful or just didn’t know himself. “Suffice to say that it is clear that we are not strong enough there to fight a conventional war when the enemy does arrive, nor will we be able to reinforce our position there. It is clear that the British government will prevent significant movement of men and materiel across Egypt. The Committee has strongly advised the Porte and our government to prepare for a desert war, one in which we will harass enemy garrisons and contain them to whatever foothold they will get on our shores.” 
 
    Baxter listened carefully to the explanation. He didn’t know much about land warfare, but he didn’t share most naval officers’ disdain for it. While Britain’s Royal Navy saw itself as the main arm of the nation’s defences, he’d experienced how closely connected events on land and sea could be. 
 
    “As we speak, our officers are sneaking across Egypt,” Feridun went on, and for the first time Baxter detected a bitter note in his voice. He couldn’t blame the man — while Egypt technically belonged to the Ottoman Empire, in effect it was ruled from London through the august personage of Lord Kitchener. “Like thieves and assassins, they must travel incognito in order to organise resistance with whatever they have on hand — some collection of Krupp artillery pieces, I am told, and poorly trained regular troops. We anticipate that they will need more heavy equipment, though — artillery and machine guns. Not to mention ammunition and other supplies.” 
 
    Feridun paused, glancing around the circle of intently listening people as though he expected one of them to pick up the narrative. 
 
    “You’re refitting her as a blockade runner,” Baxter said after the silence had stretched to the point where it had become uncomfortable. “Though she doesn’t look like she can carry a huge amount of cargo.” 
 
    Feridun acknowledged this with a small smile and a nod, much to Baxter’s relief. The only other thing they could have been up to was putting together a submarine force or torpedo boats to attack the Italian fleet. Both of those, in his estimation, would have been suicidal. 
 
    “She doesn’t need to.” Bogue picked up the thread of the discussion. “Primarily she’ll be moving light artillery, small arms. Perhaps officers making their way to the war.” 
 
    “This is not something in my experience,” Duverger mused. “Our navy blockades, it does not run them. And, indeed, the English Navy is famous for it.” 
 
    “Royal Navy,” Baxter corrected him almost unconsciously. “Mr Bogue’s people, however, have more recent experience of it, if I recall correctly. The Confederacy bought a lot of arms from Europe and tried to run them past the Union blockade.” 
 
    Bogue gave him a thin smile; Baxter also caught a dangerous flash in Connie’s eyes and a darkening of her expression at the mention of the Confederacy. She was far too young to have experienced it herself, but old enough that she might have known people who had. “Indeed — not my people, as such, but yes. Confederates bought guns and supplies in England and elsewhere, and got very good at running them past our blockade. I’ve studied the records and picked up some ideas. However, as we discussed back in Constantinople, our job is to teach the crew Mr Feridun has assembled and oversee the refit, not to take her into the blockade.” 
 
    “How long do we have to do this?” Baxter asked. 
 
    “You’ll have to ask Signor Giolitti that,” Feridun said unhappily. At Duverger’s quizzical look, he expanded on the point. “The Italian Prime Minister, who holds Mediterranean peace in his hands and seems intent on shattering it. My assumption is no more than two months.” 
 
    “Ah, two months is plenty of time!” Duverger declared breezily. “Why, a French farmer can be turned into a professional sailor in half that time!” 
 
    “Well, that’s good,” Bogue growled. “Because as anyone can tell you, there’s never a moment to be lost.” 
 
    Baxter couldn’t help but agree that there was never enough time, particularly when it came to training new crew. 
 
    Duverger dismissed this with an airy wave, though. “Does she have a name?” he asked, the sudden change of tack almost jarring. 
 
    “Eh?” Bogue looked almost annoyed by the question. 
 
    “You cannot expect men to sail a ship, to love a ship, that does not have a name,” Duverger went on, sounding far more concerned by this issue than he was at the prospect of the coming work. 
 
    Bogue briefly looked like he was reconsidering employing the Frenchman after all. Watching him, Baxter couldn’t help feeling that while he was no stranger to the sea, Bogue perhaps wasn’t the sailor he’d made himself out to be. 
 
    “He’s not wrong,” Baxter said as amicably as he could. “Sailors are a superstitious lot. The crew will want her to have a name.” 
 
    Bogue sighed and nodded. “True enough. Mr Feridun, what name did she sail under before?” 
 
    “I should have to look at the bill of sale again,” Feridun said, looking slightly mortified at the unexpected situation. “I had thought that her identity would be changed on occasion to facilitate her work, but I see now that this may upset the men who sail in her. I do not think maintaining her original name would be appropriate.” 
 
    He trailed off miserably. Baxter was surprised at how seriously he was taking what had been throwaway comments. Feridun was, though, understandably invested in the project, and would see the lack of a name as a small but significant failure. He perked up slightly. “I believe our navy names its ships for sultans and towns on this coast.” 
 
    “Well, there we are, then,” Connie said. “What about Resadiye? Both a sultan, and a town.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    The name Resadiye stuck, Feridun in particular being quite pleased with the suggestion. Baxter was just glad that they hadn’t chosen any of the town’s previous names, which didn’t roll off the tongue as the name of a ship. Though he’d heard worse in his time, not least some of the Russian ships he’d encountered. 
 
    The conversation had continued on a desultory basis after that decision had been made. Bogue spoke more than Feridun as they went over the minutiae of what needed to be done, and who would be undertaking what duties. While they would be relying on speed and stealth to manage their work, Baxter was pleased that she was going to be armed — albeit lightly. Gunnery was his real expertise, and Bogue was happy to put him in charge of that aspect of the refit and training. Duverger would be taking on the issue of cargo handling, and in particular how to get heavy equipment and supplies ashore in a hurry and without access to modern cargo handling equipment. 
 
    As both the conversation and the afternoon wore on, Bogue became more and more impatient. The yacht’s captain had given up trying to coax any sort of headway out of the air, and the anchor had splashed down into the crystal-clear blue water not long after midday. Bogue’s patience finally reached an end after a quart of whisky. 
 
    “My main concern is that, while she is beautiful and has sufficiently shallow draft that we can come close to shore, she also will not be able to carry much cargo,” Duverger was saying. 
 
    “Given she’ll have to be in and out, that’s not a bad thing,” Connie pointed out. “There won’t be time to offload a lot of cargo.” 
 
    “Oui, oui,” Duverger said, earnestly clasping his hands. “But I do not see how this can really help the Ottoman war effort.” 
 
    “You’re not being paid to worry about that,” Bogue snapped, then ran an irritated hand over his face. “You’re being paid to get her operational and her crew halfway competent, that’s all. Mercenaries don’t need to worry much beyond that.” 
 
    “But of course, mon capitaine, but a professional does like to know his hard work is not in vain.” 
 
    Baxter took a small sip of his beer and kept his peace. He could understand Duverger’s point, but also Bogue’s position that they were mercenaries in this affair. That was an ugly word to a lot of people, he knew, and he didn’t like the label much himself. That was the truth of it, though. 
 
    Feridun glanced uneasily between the two men. “While the supplies the Resadiye will be delivering will of course be helpful,” he said carefully, “this is as much proof of concept as anything else. Some of the Committee do not believe supply by sea will be practical or fruitful. I intend to prove them wrong, so that if this conflict drags on more ships will be funded and brought into operation.” 
 
    Baxter concealed a doubtful expression behind his glass. He found the governance structure of the Ottoman Empire utterly perplexing, but then he could only guess it was the result of an ancient entity being dragged unwillingly into the modern age. As far as he could work out, the Committee for Union and Progress had a quasi-official status, having led a revolution that forced some reforms on the sultan. Feridun’s words suggested divergence even within that structure, that this was his own private project or that it was, at least, only barely sanctioned. 
 
    He shook his head, dismissing such thoughts. If he got paid, it wasn’t his problem. 
 
    “Mr Feridun, you own that boat over there, correct?” Bogue said, tone still short, as he got to his feet. 
 
    “A number of worthies have contributed to her purchase, but I am indeed the majority owner,” Feridun said, with a certain amount of satisfaction in his tone. 
 
    “Well, why don’t you bloody signal them and get a launch out here? I’m tired of this sittin’ around — I’m keen to be about this.” 
 
    Baxter cleared out of the way after Feridun agreed. In truth, it wouldn’t get them much more time with the ship and whatever passed for her crew, but much like his de facto captain Baxter was ready to be getting on with the task in hand. 
 
    Watching from the bows, it rapidly became clear that they would have their work cut out for them. It took a little while even to get the attention of the few men he could see on deck, despite a lot of shouting and waving of flags. They did manage to attract the attention of the harbour watch on the two Ottoman Navy torpedo boats and a rather handsome armed yacht currently moored not far from the Resadiye. Baxter watched the response of the Turkish sailors with a critical eye. Their boats — Armstrong designs, if he was any judge of such things — were kept in reasonably good condition, but the signalling from the becalmed yacht didn’t seem to spur much action. He wouldn’t give much for their chances if the yacht had actually been in distress. 
 
    Bogue’s temper properly snapped when, after he’d shouted himself hoarse, they had caught some curious glances from the nascent blockade runner but no further action. He disappeared below decks, muttering something about ‘Sam Colt getting their attention’. Baxter was expecting him to reappear with some sort of antiquated revolver that would look more at home in the Wild West, but instead Bogue came back on deck inserting a magazine into a large automatic pistol. He racked the slide, pointed the weapon in the air and fired three rounds in rapid succession. 
 
    “That’s done it,” he growled in satisfaction. While the pistol’s report had been nowhere near as loud as a signalling gun or even a flare being sent up, it led to a flurry of activity on the vessel. Watching through his glasses, Baxter saw a number of people who appeared to be in charge staring towards the yacht, before one of them apparently recognised either the vessel or some of the people aboard. “Though I’m still tempted to put a few rounds into the fucking ship just to make a point.” 
 
    “Language, Hiram,” Connie drawled good-naturedly. 
 
    “Doubt you’d hit at this range,” Baxter added. “Even with … whatever that is.” 
 
    “Colt Forty-five automatic,” Bogue supplied with a certain amount of relish in his voice. “They’re not available to the public yet, but I’ve got friends. Want to take a look?” 
 
    “It would need to be four-point-five for me to have any interest,” Baxter said as nonchalantly as he could manage. “Christ, they are making a mess of getting that boat into the water.” 
 
    Connie burst out laughing, and a second later Bogue let a bark of amusement out. “You’re alright, Baxter,” the American said, clapping him on the shoulder. “And you’re right — lot of hard work to get this lot into shape.” 
 
    Baxter, Bogue and Duverger ended up transferring to the Resadiye in the boat, recognising that trying to tow the yacht would be impractical. 
 
    “Have fun together, boys,” Connie called down from the entry port as she waved them off. “I’ll try not to drink all the raki before we get in.” 
 
    “But mademoiselle, we shall be bereft if you do not come also,” Duverger cried out. 
 
    “Connie’s got her own work to be getting on with,” Bogue told him firmly as he settled on a stern thwart and looked back at a young man who was smiling nervously and, like the rest of the boat’s crew, sweating profusely. “Speak American?” Bogue demanded in an abrasively loud voice. 
 
    “No, but I have some English,” the lad said, starting to break out in a grin before Bogue’s stormy expression shut it down. “I am Raffy, sir.” 
 
    “You the cox’n?” Bogue asked, voice curt. “You in charge of this boat crew?” 
 
    “I was sent as I speak English, sir, and Turkish,” Raffy replied, sounding slightly confused. Baxter thought he was probably Greek or from one of the younger Balkan states. Judging from his clothes, poverty had driven him to the sea. “We have not yet been organised…” 
 
    “Well, you’re my cox’n now,” Bogue interrupted him. “And about time we got this lot organised. Back to the ship, quick as you like.” 
 
      
 
    Bogue’s words about being busy turned out to be more prophetic than any of them could have realised. They had to organise watches in the forty-man crew and get the vessel shipshape. While she hadn’t fallen into disrepair exactly, the sailors had made her into a somewhat homely vessel with the deck clutter that came from being left unsupervised and unoccupied for any length of time. 
 
    “The machinery’s in surprisingly good nick,” the engineering expert on Bogue’s crew commented at the end of the first week. Bogue had instituted daily conferences in the captain’s cabin to hear directly from the mixed bag of mercenaries who were overseeing the work. 
 
    Joe Pratt, the engineer, had been a surprise. Though he knew it was illogical, Baxter hadn’t been expecting any other British men to be aboard. Pratt’s Sunderland accent was unmistakable, however. To Baxter’s relief, though, he didn’t seem to be ex-RN, and while the engineer wasn’t the most talkative type it had also become apparent he wasn’t a merchant sailor either. He knew his way around an engine, however, and that was all that really mattered. 
 
    “That is the newest bit of the ship,” Feridun said. The Turk didn’t quite know what to make of the engineer, just as the assembled ‘officers’ didn’t quite know what to make of their paymaster’s continued presence on the ship. They had all, Bogue included, seemed to assume that they would be left to it by the expedition’s funder. Feridun, while he stayed on his yacht, was aboard every day. He at least had sense enough not to get in the way or interfere with the professionals’ work, but he seemed to delight in watching their progress. “I had her, ah — reboilered, I think is the expression — both to convert her to oil and introduce more powerful engines, when I had a more peaceful purpose in mind for her.” 
 
    Pratt actually smiled slightly. He was a small, wiry man who carried his head pushed forward slightly and wore a heavy beard that seemed to occupy most of his face, joining with bushy eyebrows and mutton chop sideburns; his age was indeterminate as a result. “I could tell that, Mr Feridun, as I recognised the make an’ model. Good British engines. As to the rest of the machinery and the hull itself — well, you can tell she’s been laid up. Not the sort of wear and tear you would get from a life spent at sea, like Mr Baxter here, but also not well looked after in dock.” 
 
    Bogue nodded thoughtfully. “About what I expected. Baxter, what about the sailing rig?” 
 
    They were still waiting on the delivery of the guns, or at least the main weapons. Baxter had overseen the stowage of a couple of machine guns and more small arms than most warships would normally sail with, and then had taken it upon himself to inspect the auxiliary sailing rig. A similar arrangement had once saved his life, when the Yaroslavich had been sabotaged in the middle of a typhoon in the Pacific, and even then it had been a close-run thing as the rig had not been well looked after. Nobody had ever expected to use it. Baxter was determined not to let that happen again. 
 
    “Reasonable,” he said. “I think it’s the original complement of sails that they just left in the lockers when they laid her up, so they’ll need some work and some of the rigging will need to be updated. As to the crew, I’ve started basic drill and at least a number of them are familiar with sailing ships. No surprise there.” 
 
    “Good man.” 
 
    “Any word on the artillery?” 
 
    Bogue scowled at him. “Same answer as yesterday,” he said shortly, with a vague gesture at Feridun, who merely shrugged helplessly. 
 
    “My suppliers say ‘soon’. Always ‘soon’.” 
 
    “Hopefully that becomes ‘now’ before the war breaks out. Arms tend to get embargoed.” 
 
    “Cargo handling?” Bogue cut across Baxter before the discussion could devolve. 
 
    Duverger looked deeply unhappy. He had confirmed Baxter’s impression that, under his exaggerated manners, he was a practical and capable man. “Still, how shall I say, basic?” the Frenchman said. “I am working on improvising some proper cranes, and les hommes are keen enough and used to hard labour. Unloading into small boats in a hurry, and then getting those boats safely to shore… I cannot vouch for it, not yet.” 
 
    Asko, Bogue’s taciturn first mate, nodded sharply in agreement. He rarely spoke, not even enough for Baxter to get a handle on where he was from. He was in charge of the crew in general and Bogue had also given him the task of preparing the small flotilla of boats the Resadiye would carry and, hopefully, use to get the desperately needed supplies into the hands of Ottoman soldiers. 
 
    “I think we can conclude, altogether, that we need a lot more time on this,” Bogue said. 
 
    “Aye,” Engineer Pratt agreed. “Though how much time we have…” 
 
    “Is in Allah’s hands,” Feridun put in. “And those of the Italians.” 
 
    That was the crux of it, Baxter reflected. The crew, from what he’d seen, weren’t in bad shape, though he’d not had a chance to put them through their gunnery paces. There was a smattering of former Ottoman Navy sailors and most of the rest of them knew the sea. He could only assume Feridun was paying well enough to attract competent men from commercial boats and fisheries. It took time, and hard work, to gel a crew together properly and shake a ship down properly, though. 
 
    “I had hoped to take her out next week for at least an initial cruise,” Bogue went on after a moment’s reflection. “But I think that’s going to have to wait. Carry on, gen’lemen.” 
 
    The conference broke up, everyone going back to their appointed tasks. Baxter looked critically at the masts, which he’d had stripped down for checking and repairs, then looked forward to where the party of sailors he’d detailed to the task were hard at work under an awning, earning grumbles and sour looks from the other working parties they were getting in the way of. 
 
    Raffy trotted up to him and delivered a flamboyant salute that had no relationship to any Navy custom he had ever seen. The young man was a constant and ever-cheerful presence aboard, and as one of the handful of locals aboard who spoke any English he was utterly invaluable in the training. Duverger seemed only to have the one second language, and Bogue only spoke what he insisted on calling ‘American’. As far as Baxter could tell, Asko didn’t really speak and mostly got the crew to do what he wanted with gestures and hard glares. 
 
    Baxter himself did better than most, having picked up a smattering of languages during his life at sea — certainly enough to swear when it was required, and make himself understood by at least some of the crew. Even so, having someone fluent in Turkish and Greek was a godsend. 
 
    “Garen begs leave to report that they have almost finished the last of the rigging,” the young man reported smartly. Baxter very much doubted that Garen — a somewhat dour man — had couched the information in terms that had long since passed from fashion even amongst a service as hidebound as the Royal Navy. 
 
    “Why are you here, Raffy?” he asked. While the fellow clearly knew the sea, he was just as clearly well educated. 
 
    “To serve my country and fight European aggression,” the lad replied promptly. That surprised Baxter somewhat, as he’d expected some variation on ‘to get paid’. “Why are you here, sir?” 
 
    Baxter grinned at the sheer brass neck of the question. “Fellow’s got to eat, Raffy, and Feridun is paying us extremely well.” 
 
    The young man looked quizzical. “You do not wish to fight against Italian imperialism?” 
 
    “Well, that would be a little hypocritical of me,” he admitted. “And as far as I’ve been able to see, all empires are the same. Ours, yours, the Italians’. I’m surprised, if you want to serve your country, you’ve not signed up with the Greek armed forces.” 
 
    The young man tried to puff his narrow chest up with pride. “I am no Greek, sir. I’m Armenian, and a loyal subject to the Sublime Porte.” 
 
    Baxter knew little of the Armenian people, beyond the fact that they were a proud and hardy race whose lands had been squabbled over by various larger neighbours for generations. He seemed to recall one or two Armenian sailors aboard the Yaroslavich. “Fair enough, lad, my mistake. We’d best go and make sure Garen’s detail has actually done the work.” 
 
    “He is Armenian as well, sir, and if he says the work has been done…” 
 
    “Trust the men you lead,” Baxter interrupted Raffy. “But always err on the side of caution — sailors will always find a way to put one past you if it makes for an easier life.” 
 
    He happened to glance at the green-cloaked hills above the sleepy little port town as he started forward, and caught a glint of light reflecting from a highly polished surface. He paused, eyes narrowing; it was the sort of flicker one might see reflected from the lens of field glasses. Then he dismissed the notion as fanciful, and headed forward. 
 
    There was work to be done, for one thing, and for another he was determined that his own work parties would be more efficient than Duverger’s. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Over the next couple of days, Baxter couldn’t shake the feeling that they were being watched. He tried to put it down to paranoia born of one too many close encounters with intelligence agents and secret policemen, but three days later he caught the same bright flash of reflected light from the same place, high up on the hills. 
 
    Although the year was creeping on, if anything it just seemed to be getting hotter in the sheltered bay. Baxter had caught the flicker as he straightened from splashing almost cool water on his face, trying to wash away some of the sweat and grime. The artillery Feridun had somehow managed to procure still hadn’t arrived, and having got his own party confident in their work on the rigging, Baxter had taken to assisting Duverger’s boat-handling and cargo-loading exercises. 
 
    “They’re still bloody there,” he muttered to himself, grabbing a rag to dry his face. He was about to shade his eyes and stare at the heavily wooded area, then stopped himself. He wouldn’t be able to see anything from this distance, and it would just give away his interest. 
 
    “Who are where?” Bogue asked. He and Feridun were standing a few feet away, watching the boat exercises with some degree of consternation. Duverger had the sailors under his command loading crates of small arms and ammunition from the ship’s armoury into the small boats, then offloading them and repeating the process. If the Resadiye was going to succeed as a blockade runner, her crew would have to be able to load small boats quickly and then offload on beaches or in small harbours. 
 
    They were beginning to get to grips with the quick loading. Duverger hadn’t even tried them on getting the boats to shore and offloading — those would be considerably more difficult operations. 
 
    Baxter scratched his jaw, wondering whether mentioning this would just make him sound paranoid. “I think there might be someone up in the hills with field glasses or a scope,” he said at last, reasoning it might do more harm not to mention it. “I keep catching light reflected from them, which suggests they’re pointed this way.” 
 
    Bogue’s scowl, that had become etched on his face in the last week or so, deepened. Baxter noted Feridun’s expression of dismay, which he carefully masked when the American glanced his way. 
 
    “You sure?” Bogue demanded. 
 
    “Of course I’m not,” Baxter said, keeping his voice level. Bogue had demonstrated a tendency to fly off the handle, which made Baxter glad he wouldn’t be sailing under the man. “You start to get a feeling for this sort of thing, though, and it feels like someone’s watching us.” 
 
    “No, don’t look that way, Mr Feridun,” Bogue said, with exaggerated patience, as their employer started to turn. “We should check it out. Mr Feridun here tells me that the situation is developing quickly, and we must be on the lookout both for foreign spies and local saboteurs.” 
 
    “If they are watching us, we’ll need to go ashore without making it obvious what we’re about,” Baxter pointed out. 
 
    “You’ll be wanting to teach your grandma to suck eggs next,” Bogue snarled. “This isn’t my first goddamn time.” 
 
    Baxter held his hands up placatingly. He didn’t want to explain that he had some experience in this line, and if Bogue knew what he was doing that was fine by him. “I didn’t mean to overstep, Captain,” he made himself say, tamping down a spurt of the old anger. 
 
    That seemed to placate the American. “You and Duverger stay focused on the boat work,” he said without rancour. “Asko and I will work out how to skin this cat.” 
 
    As far as Bogue was concerned, that was the end of Baxter’s involvement in the matter. That suited him down to the ground, as he wasn’t being paid to chase spies. He did see Bogue and Asko go ashore that night, both of them obviously armed, but he didn’t hear any gunfire and nothing more was said of the matter. Bogue did appear to be more irritable than usual in the following days. 
 
    Two days later, their work was interrupted by the arrival of a small steam vessel that came tearing into the harbour at speed before making directly for where the Resadiye was tied up. Someone hailed them as soon as the somewhat shabby vessel was close enough, and Baxter saw a fairly short but stocky young man standing in the bows and waving urgently to the blockade runner. 
 
    “About time,” Bogue said shortly. “But I don’t think that boat is big enough for the guns we were supposed to be getting.” 
 
    That was true enough. It was the sort of small boat that would be used as a dispatch vessel by naval ships, a little smaller than the pinnace he’d taken across the South China Sea in pursuit of the traitor Yefimov. Definitely not designed for cargo, but ideal for ferrying people and messages around the normally easy-going waters of the Adriatic. It wasn’t flying any flag and had the look of a hired vessel, and as far as he could see it only had one passenger. 
 
    That passenger jumped across with a sprightly energy almost as soon as the vessel was tied up, disdaining to wait for the gangplank to be pushed out. “What’s the word, Mr Constant?” Bogue called out. 
 
    “We’ve got problems,” the newcomer said as he bounded aboard. Baxter’s impression of a short but broad man was confirmed, though his voice was surprisingly light. He was deeply tanned, his features hidden under a broad-brimmed hat with a hint of dark hair showing at the nape of the neck. 
 
    Then the newcomer looked directly at him, and Baxter was taken aback to realise he recognised him — or rather, her. 
 
    Connie gave him an impish grin, obviously relishing the effect. “Don’t look so surprised, Baxter,” she said. “Stranger things happen at sea.” 
 
    “My cabin,” Bogue said, obviously having seen this routine before. “You as well, Baxter.” 
 
    They dutifully trooped to the captain’s stateroom, even though the heat of the day was making it stiflingly hot. The stateroom was sparse, Bogue not having bothered to fill a space he was occupying only temporarily, and Connie dumped herself down in the one comfortable chair. Duverger and Feridun, when they arrived at Bogue’s summons, seemed as nonplussed as Baxter when it came to Connie’s remarkable transformation. From Bogue’s reaction and Asko’s lack of comment, Baxter guessed this was a normal thing for her. 
 
    Connie took off her floppy hat. Her dark hair was straight and slicked smooth to her scalp, though her natural curls made an attempt at returning as she rubbed vigorously at her head. She was wearing fairly baggy men’s clothes, but Baxter guessed some further artifice must have gone into disguising her shape. 
 
    “Talk to me,” Bogue commanded tersely. “Problems?” 
 
    “Can’t a fellow get a beer first?” Connie said, apparently unaffected by his tone. It was rapidly becoming clear to Baxter that their commander tended to get short and snappish when under a lot of pressure. While it wasn’t likely to come up on this job, that was a weakness for a fighting officer. 
 
    Bogue glowered down at her, and then relented slightly. There may even have been the slightest hint of a smile on his face. “We could probably all do with one,” he admitted gruffly, and stuck his head out of the door, shouting for Raffy. 
 
    The Armenian lad was rarely far away, particularly when there was anything afoot that he felt he should know about. That made keeping secrets aboard next to impossible, but that was ever the way on any vessel with so many men packed into her; Baxter would have been suspicious of his motivations if he wasn’t so blatant about it. 
 
    “Yes, your honour?” Raffy asked, appearing in the hatch with an indecent speed and staring with frank curiosity at Connie. 
 
    “Beers all round, lad, quick as you can.” 
 
    Raffy dashed off again. Looking at Connie, Baxter could see that while she was doing her best to hide it, she was exhausted. The pause for refreshments to be brought wasn’t about wanting a drink, or at least not entirely, but was to give her a moment to collect herself. 
 
    Raffy returned with a tray bearing bottles of chilled lager. “Good man,” Bogue said. “Now, away with you, and if I even have a suspicion someone’s listening in, I’ll have his ear off.” 
 
    Raffy nodded gravely and disappeared, though everyone including Bogue knew there was little point in trying to enforce that prohibition. 
 
    Connie drained half her bottle with a couple of pulls, belched and then sighed happily. “That’s the stuff,” she said. 
 
    Bogue leant against the far bulkhead. Feridun occupied the only other seat, a considerably less comfortable chair in front of a small writing desk, while Duverger and Baxter both stood. “Mind telling me what our problems are?” the American demanded at last, while Connie was draining the second half of the bottle. 
 
    She wiped the back of her hand across her mouth. “Things are getting hot out there, jefe,” she said. “Word is the war is coming sooner rather than later. Italian warships are already out of port. That’s making the broker nervous, and the customs folk are getting more watchful. He doesn’t want to risk moving the merchandise just now.” 
 
    “The hell he doesn’t,” Bogue growled. “Those pieces are bought and paid for. I assume he didn’t refund the down payment, either?” 
 
    Connie shook her head. “Costs incurred already, is what he said.” 
 
    Baxter could feel the tension rising in the room. “Depending on what you were procuring, they may not even help,” he said, keeping his tone calm and reasonable. “After all, this boat isn’t meant to fight, and a bit less top weight will only help with cargo capacity.” 
 
    “I — that is, Mr Feridun — has paid a pretty penny for these guns, and I will be damned if some untrustworthy slimeball is neither going to deliver what was promised nor refund the down payment.” 
 
    “There’s always the Russian,” Connie pointed out patiently. “I know he’s fairly new, but his merchandise is good and he doesn’t seem to worry too much about law enforcement.” 
 
    Baxter felt a stir of unease at the mention of a Russian. After his experiences during the previous decade, he’d mostly managed to keep his distance from that empire. 
 
    Bogue seemed to share his concern. “He’s nickel and dime; not heard of him having anything like what we need. And we can’t keep Baxter waiting for his toys.” The lanky American seemed to come to a decision abruptly. “Well, been meaning to have a shakedown cruise, and a run down the coast will do just that. If the guns won’t come to us, we’ll just have to go get them. Gen’lemen, let’s make ready for sea.” 
 
    That process took longer than it really should have, or would have done with a fully worked up crew. As it was, they had to interrupt and clear away the day’s work and then reorganise the working parties; Pratt had to raise steam, which at least was a swifter process than it would have been on a coal-fired ship. The sudden burst of activity attracted the attention of the torpedo-boat crews, who seemed to spend most of their days lazing around in the sun and who now watched with idle curiosity. Baxter guessed the watchers up in the hills had either been chased away or had been dealt with through other means by Bogue and Asko, and he didn’t want to ask either way. 
 
    “I feel mon capitaine Bogue has something of a temper, and does not take kindly to being crossed,” Duverger commented as the two of them paused by a water butt. Although they were what passed for the officers aboard, they were having to get involved with the hot, grubby work of making ready for the sea. 
 
    “He does at that,” Baxter agreed. “Not ideal for a man in his profession.” 
 
    “Well, we shall see what happens next,” Duverger said. “It is not like we can jump ship at this point.” 
 
    “Not if we want to get paid,” Baxter agreed, then raised his voice to a pitch that carried along the length of the deck. “Not like that, Raffy, unless you want to lose an arm!” 
 
    He nodded to Duverger and stormed forward to oversee the working party in the bows. 
 
    It was mid-afternoon before they were ready to put to sea, with a few hours of daylight left. The single smokestack was belching a steady black cloud into an otherwise clear sky, and the men were more or less at their stations. 
 
    “We should perhaps be waiting for daylight,” Duverger mused, glancing back at the wheelhouse. Bogue could be made out standing by the speaking tubes that would connect him to the wheelhouse and engine room. Feridun was still aboard for the maiden voyage and stood close by Bogue. “It is an untried and untrained crew…” 
 
    Baxter could see where his colleague was coming from. Even in these modern days, night sailing close to a coastline wasn’t the best idea. “We should be well at sea by the time the sun goes down,” he said after a moment’s thought. “And even if we’re not, this is a broad and deep bay. I’m sure we’ll be fine — particularly if you and I keep alert.” 
 
    “Mais oui,” Duverger said. “I shall check preparations aft.” 
 
    Turning back to his own work, he realised Connie had appeared from somewhere. She’d smoothed her hair back down and crammed her hat back on her head, re-establishing her disguise fully. 
 
    “Oh, ye of little faith,” she said with a small smile, obviously having caught their conversation. She affected a slightly deeper voice, and the effect was disconcerting. 
 
    Baxter gave her a thin smile. “I have faith, in my own capabilities and those of people I know and trust.” 
 
    “And does that extend to me and Bogue, and the others?” 
 
    He glanced around the deck, checking again that everything was ready and giving himself time to formulate a response. “Hard to say,” he said at last. “You all seem capable.” 
 
    She chuckled softly. “Hard to trust people like us, though. Hell, you’re not even sure if I’m a guy or a gal.” 
 
    He met her challenging gaze and looked her up and down. “I’m sure,” he said. “Imagine dressing as a man can’t be that comfortable.” 
 
    She leant in close with a wicked grin. “Wouldn’t you like to know how it’s done?” she whispered, and darted away before he had an opportunity to respond. 
 
    The thought had crossed his mind, but Bogue’s roar from the bridge cut across any further consideration. “Mr Baxter, could I trouble you to stop daydreaming and prepare to cast off?” 
 
      
 
    They were out in open water and heading south, passing not far from the harbour of Preveza, by a little after three in the afternoon. It was a beautiful day for sailing, the sun casting the water in a golden glow and a gentle breeze keeping them cool. The Resadiye had weighed anchor and cleared the bay with a pleasing lack of fuss and with no disasters, and the water was now sluicing down her sides as Bogue started to put her and her crew through their paces. 
 
    “The engines seem to be functional, at least,” Baxter commented to Joe Pratt after the engineer emerged on deck. He didn’t look as grubby as his predecessors might have on a coal-fired ship, but he still managed to appear covered in grease. 
 
    “Well enough,” the engineer acknowledged. “You sound surprised, Mr Baxter — did you doubt me?” 
 
    “Not for a second, Mr Pratt. I’m just an old dinosaur who grew up with sails, and I’m still not convinced about this newfangled steam power.” 
 
    “You Scots buggers, always a decade or more behind the times,” Pratt cackled. “No, the engines are fine, Mr Baxter. If we don’t replenish our oil in the next few days, though, we might need your precious sails.” 
 
    With a vague gesture at the masts and rigging, Pratt turned to disappear below and then paused. “That can’t be thunder, can it?” he asked. “Not with such clear skies.” 
 
    Baxter had heard the rumble as well and stepped up to the rail, raising his glasses. “No, that’s not thunder,” he said. “That’s gunfire.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t the deep bass rumble of a full-scale naval engagement, the almost constant roar that Baxter had experienced at Tsushima; it was more of an irregular staccato beat, a crackle of light naval artillery. 
 
    The whole crew had heard it, of course, and even those who had other duties to attend to were spending a lot of time looking nervously out to sea. Anyone with a set of field glasses or a telescope was at the rail, scanning the surrounding sea. 
 
    “Any idea what’s going on?” Bogue asked as Baxter stepped into the wheelhouse. The American seemed more relaxed than Baxter had seen him for a while. Feridun, on the other hand, was pacing nervously about the deck. That was perfectly understandable for a civilian who, as far as he knew, had never been into combat. 
 
    “Not sure,” he replied. “Doesn’t sound like a full-on set-to. My gut says a small ship engagement, or a chase. Probably further out to sea.” 
 
    “We have, I believe, other torpedo boats in Preveza,” Feridun commented, removing his fez to mop his brow with a large, spotted red handkerchief. “And the Italians see the Adriatic as their lake.” 
 
    “Well, I think we all know what this means,” Bogue said laconically. 
 
    “It may not be an engagement,” Feridun said quickly. “I understand that you naval gentlemen do enjoy gunnery practice.” 
 
    Baxter kept his silence. He was reasonably certain, as he’d said to the captain, that the gunfire was further out to sea, and focused on sweeping his glasses back and forth to the west. 
 
    “Perhaps we should think about returning to Resadiye?” Feridun said. “We are neither armed not trained to be sailing into a battle…” 
 
    “As you said, Mr Feridun, we could just be hearing gunnery training,” Bogue said, joining Baxter in his scrutiny of the distant water. “And if we … or rather, your crew … are going to sail in troubled waters, they’ll be glad of the artillery we’re going to extract.” 
 
    “There is the Russian Miss Connie mentioned…” 
 
    “There!” Baxter snapped. He’d almost missed the low, grey vessel that was steaming landwards at an almost perpendicular angle to their own course. He found it again in the glasses. “Torpedo boat … and flying Ottoman colours.” 
 
    “I see it — she’s going hell for leather, sure enough.” 
 
    Feridun joined them, snapping open his telescope and breathing what sounded like an imprecation in Turkish. “An Akhisar, I think,” he said after a moment, sounding steadier now he was beginning to understand the situation. “One of the Preveza…” 
 
    His voice trailed off as a shell splash rose behind the racing vessel, another off her port quarter. They could hear the thump of the guns as well, more clearly now but obviously still some distance off. 
 
    “Well, I think that confirms that it’s not gunnery practice,” Bogue said drily. 
 
    “The war has come — whether it has been declared or not, it has come,” Feridun said, sounding genuinely distressed. “No word has reached us…” 
 
    Baxter was more concerned with immediate issues. “What colours are we flying?” he asked as he focused beyond the darting vessel. He could feel the familiar quickening of his pulse as the Resadiye continued on her almost leisurely pace towards the area of the chase. 
 
    “Ottoman, of course,” Feridun said stiffly. “So the torpedo boat should know not to attack us.” 
 
    Bogue caught on to what Baxter was asking faster. “It’s not the TB we need to be worried about, and he’s probably got more on his mind anyway!” He lunged across to the speaking tubes. “Helm, hard to port!” 
 
    At the same time, he pushed the engine telegraph forward to ‘full speed’. Both the sailor on the wheel, in the armoured compartment below the bridge, and Pratt in the engine room responded with commendable alacrity. The Resadiye picked up speed as her engine started to beat to a faster tempo. She heeled as she started a sharp turn, cutting a white crescent of foaming wake in the calm waters. Baxter, knowing what to expect, had braced and leaned into it as the deck tilted; he reached out to steady Feridun before he lost his footing. 
 
    Bogue strode quickly to the edge of the open bridge. “Duverger, get our flag down, quick as you can!” he roared. 
 
    The damage, Baxter saw, was already done. The Resadiye may not have looked like a warship, but she was flying the white crescent and star on a red field, and that made her fair game. The Ottoman torpedo boat had slewed round and was making for the vessel, the crew either seeking support from what they assumed would be a larger gun battery or merely to interpose the larger vessel between themselves and their pursuers. 
 
    The boat took a hit. It must have been a small shell, otherwise the little vessel would likely have disintegrated rather than charging gamely onwards. Baxter crossed the wheelhouse in a few long strides as Bogue had the helmsman reverse their course entirely. “I have them!” he called out, raising his glasses again and looking back east. “A pair of destroyers. Wait — three destroyers. Italian colours.” 
 
    “No shit!” Bogue replied. “Are they firing at us?” 
 
    “Concentrating on the torpedo boat. For now.” 
 
    The sleek, dangerous-looking Italian destroyers were closing in fast, outpacing the antiquated Ottoman vessel. Baxter caught a muzzle flash from the lead ship, and a moment later saw the plume of the shell hitting the water about equidistant between the Resadiye and the torpedo boat that was still trying to manoeuvre into formation with the bigger ship. The blockade runner’s hull rang with the impact of shell splinters as the ordnance detonated on the sea’s surface. 
 
    “Tell that idiot to keep going and get the hell away from us!” Bogue snapped to Feridun. Now the shells had started flying in earnest, the Ottoman banker seemed to be bearing up well — Baxter wouldn’t have blamed him if he’d run for more sheltered accommodation, but he’d remained on deck. 
 
    “I have no authority over the navy, Mr Bogue!” he snapped back. 
 
    “Baxter, do we have anything at all we can shoot back with?” 
 
    The Italian ships were adjusting course now, two to starboard and one to port, so they could bring their full battery of — he thought — 3-inch guns to bear and give themselves a line of fire past the bigger ship at the darting torpedo boat. The Italian commander had obviously decided the Resadiye wasn’t a threat, either because he thought she was a freighter or they’d got the Ottoman flag down in time. 
 
    Baxter turned to stare slightly incredulously at his de facto commander, as he should really have known the answer to that. “A couple of Maxim guns and a crate of rifles does not make an arsenal,” he pointed out, though Bogue had already taken the point from his look. 
 
    He flipped open a speaking tube. “Mr Pratt, give me absolutely everything you’ve got!” he barked into it, then bent his ear to the brass trumpet to hear any response. “Yes, I know I’ve already signalled full ahead — even a knot more will help.” 
 
    The destroyers, now able to bring their aft guns to bear on the target, were firing continuously; close enough that the thump and flash of the guns were simultaneous, and the detonation of the shells followed a heartbeat later. Baxter could also make out heavier guns firing, but those were a more distant thunder and he guessed other vessels were engaged elsewhere. He knew the Ottomans didn’t have anything significant in these waters, so he guessed it was either heavier Italian units firing, or shore batteries firing in support of other torpedo boats. The Resadiye’s deck was getting doused by nearby shell bursts now, even though the Italian guns were small calibre, and he felt a prickle of disquiet at being caught in a crossfire without any capacity to fire back. 
 
    “Feridun, get down there and get that idiot to fuck off!” Bogue shouted again. “Baxter, go with him.” 
 
    The Turk at least did not demur this time, and went willingly. Baxter followed along, helping Feridun keep his footing as they picked up speed, running back north. The deck, he found, was a scene of chaos. Men were running here and there or sheltering as best they could. Duverger, Asko and Raffy were trying to maintain order and shepherd the men to what safety could be found. 
 
    Baxter raised his voice to a pitch he hadn’t had to use for a long while. “You men, get below! Asko, Raffy, get ’em below — there’s nothing they can do here. Get them under cover!” 
 
    Normally, on a modern ship at action stations, the decks would have been clear, the crew either below decks or in armoured gun turrets. It was warm enough and the day pleasant enough that a lot of the crew not otherwise engaged had been on deck, and now didn’t really know what to do with themselves. 
 
    His bellowed commands and the encouragement of the others got the men moving, which was well enough as the Italian shells were creeping closer and closer. The torpedo boat was now close to the side of the blockade runner. It had reduced speed, though it was hard to say whether that was due to damage or the crew trying to keep to the illusory shelter provided. 
 
    The destroyers, still a few thousand yards away, had ceased their firing as they manoeuvred to get a shot on the little craft. 
 
    Looking down into the boat, Baxter could see it had already sustained some serious damage. The armoured conning tower had taken a direct hit and blood mixed with seawater was sloshing around the helmsman’s boots. He could see at least one more body further back and damage from glancing hits or near misses. 
 
    A young man in what he guessed was an officer’s uniform shouted something up to them, only audible because of the pause in the shooting. Feridun shouted something back, and the Turkish naval officer cupped a hand over his ear in the universal signal for ‘speak up, man!’ 
 
    “Louder, sir,” Baxter murmured, glancing out to sea again. It wouldn’t take those destroyers long to have the torpedo boat in their sights, and even if they didn’t shoot directly at the Resadiye she was close enough to be hit accidentally. There was nothing they could do for the torpedo boat without attracting an attack themselves. 
 
    Feridun raised his slightly shaking voice and called back. The officer threw up his hands in disgust. “He wanted to know why we are not shooting as well, why we are not fighting. I told him we are a civilian vessel, and we are not armed. I do not think he is the captain.” 
 
    Baxter stared down at the torpedo boat. The young man appeared to be in command of the vessel, whether or not he was the captain, but he seemed to be at a loss as to what to do next. His command likely wouldn’t be able to take many more hits before it went down; they were, however, close in shore, particularly after Bogue’s precipitous manoeuvre to get them away from the one-sided battle. 
 
    “Tell him they’re not far from shore,” Baxter said. “He can’t save that boat, but he can save his men — tell him he has to go now!” 
 
    Feridun passed the message on, his voice becoming louder and perhaps more desperate. Even as a landlubber, he seemed to understand the danger they were in as the hunting pack of destroyers circled. 
 
    The Italians opened fire again, and that decided the other vessel’s acting commander. He barked orders, and the boat picked up speed as it peeled away from the Resadiye. Water cascaded over the blockade runner’s decks as a cluster of shells hit the water the boat would have occupied if it had kept its parallel course; shell splinters hissed through the air and rang against the side. Baxter had already dragged Feridun down, almost throwing him flat to the deck. 
 
    “Get below as well!” he shouted in the civilian’s ear, before helping him back to his feet and pushing him none too gently towards the nearest hatch. 
 
    In truth, Baxter knew, he should follow Feridun below deck. They had no weapons with which to fight back, and now the deck was clear there was nothing for him to do. However, he wasn’t the kind to disappear into dark, safe spaces where he wouldn’t know what was happening. 
 
    Instead, he headed back to the wheelhouse. They were running back north at a steady speed now, Pratt having coaxed everything he could out of the new and relatively untested engines. The torpedo boat was already several hundred yards away and still running with shells landing around or on it. 
 
    “They seem to be focusing on the TB,” Bogue said as Baxter rejoined him. “Surprised it’s even still afloat.” 
 
    “Those things can take more punishment than you’d think,” Baxter said, retrieving his glasses. “And those Italians are only throwing three-inchers.” 
 
    Bogue grinned. “And therefore definitely not of interest to you,” he said. 
 
    Baxter couldn’t help but grin as well. Bogue may have been a testy, irritable sod while they were refitting and training, but it took a special sort of man to make jokes while under fire. “What’s the plan? I imagine once they’ve finished with that boat, they’ll certainly come to investigate us. Even if they think we’re just a merchantman, we were flying the Ottoman flag. That makes us fair game.” 
 
    Bogue pursed his lips and nodded. “We’ll run straight and true for as long as they leave us unmolested. We’ll see what happens then. Sunset’s a bit after six, and with any luck they’ll take enough time finishing off that boat that we’ll be able to slip away in the dark, get back home.” 
 
    Baxter couldn’t fault the logic of that. Watching the chase as it dwindled behind them, he saw the boat was running nor’east. He didn’t think there was much in the way of a safe anchorage that way, and guessed the crew intended to beach their vessel. There was nothing the Resadiye could do but run. 
 
    The remains of the day passed in a tense run back north. The crew filtered back on deck a few at a time, everyone staring back south as the fading noise of the gunfire reduced to the occasional desultory shot. Bogue remained on the bridge but lapsed into a taciturn silence now that the immediate danger had passed. 
 
    “We should keep the men busy,” Baxter said after an hour or more of keeping a watch to stern. While most of the crew were sailors and used to the fact that life at sea was always precarious, there was a difference between that and coming under fire so unexpectedly. “And we probably need proper watches.” 
 
    Bogue nodded. “See to it, please,” was all he said. 
 
    Duverger met him on deck. The Frenchman seemed his usual insouciant self. “Well, that was bracing, was it not?” he asked. 
 
    Baxter nodded, trying not to let Duverger’s manner get to him. “How are the men?” 
 
    “I do not think anyone expected this unprovoked war would actually happen, and now that it seems to be underway there is nothing but shock, particularly among the younger men.” Duverger paused, eyeing the closest crewmembers. “At least they have tasted shellfire.” 
 
    Baxter snorted. “Barely. Let’s get them organised. We need to check for damage — some of those shells landed a bit too close for comfort — and post lookouts.” 
 
    “Bon, oui. It shall be so.” Duverger turned on his heel. “Raffy! Come, mon petit choux-fleur, we have work to be about.” 
 
    It took a little while to stir the men from the stunned state they’d lapsed into. Some of the older hands, former navy men, set to fairly quickly once direction was given. Some of the others took some cajoling, or in extreme cases a hard stare from Asko, to get them moving. Lookouts were the priority, of course, and soon enough some of the younger, sharp-eyed men were posted around the vessel with strict instructions not to just stare to the south. The enemy — and the Italians, it seemed, were now officially the enemy — could come from any direction. 
 
    After that, they organised parties to check for and, where necessary, repair damage. As Baxter had thought at the time, the Resadiye hadn’t sustained any direct hits. Nearby detonations had peppered the side with shell splinters, however, and some damage had been sustained to the rigging he’d been painstakingly restoring to working order. 
 
    “I take it the battle is over?” Connie asked while Baxter drank a mug of tepid water. He blinked at her, surprised that she appeared slightly shaken and concerned given the nonchalance with which she’d reacted to the scuffle in Constantinople. 
 
    He managed to stop himself asking ‘what battle?’ just in time, guessing that wouldn’t go down well. “For now, it seems,” he said. The distant gunfire had petered out finally. “We’re well clear of it, certainly.” 
 
    She shivered slightly, despite the heat. “This is why I hate the sea,” she said. “I’ve got no control here.” 
 
    He nodded, realising he was getting a rare glimpse at the real woman. He’d experienced just how difficult it could be, to be on a vessel that was under fire and unable to influence whether you lived or died. While the scuffle in Constantinople had been dangerous, they’d had far more control over the outcome. 
 
    “It’s something you get used to. You just have to trust to your ship, your crew, and luck.” 
 
    Connie smiled slightly. “There you go with sailor’s superstition, again.” 
 
    Baxter didn’t rise to that. Sailors had always been a superstitious lot, but anyone who fought for a living, in any context, had to rely on a certain amount of luck. More so in these modern, rational times. It didn’t matter how good you were at your job if a shell landed that little bit too close. 
 
    “Comes with the job,” was all he said. 
 
    Duverger hurried past, chivvying a group of sailors. “We’ve found a few points where the hull was penetrated,” he called out. Baxter glanced at Connie, who smiled properly. 
 
    “Duty calls,” she said. “Off you trot.” 
 
      
 
    The Italians came looking for them towards sunset. Either that, or they were hunting for the torpedo boats they must have known were in Resadiye. Bogue had kept the blockade running fast, but at Pratt’s urging had eased off from the emergency power they’d managed to coax from the engine. They would have been burning oil at a prodigious rate, for one thing, and they couldn’t afford to wear the engines out. 
 
    “What do you make of it?” Bogue asked as he, Duverger and Baxter congregated back on the bridge and looked north. 
 
    The sun was plunging into the western horizon, and the sea glowed a deep red-gold in that dying light, broken only by the straight pearlescent line of their wake. They could make out plumes of smoke, stark against the sun. 
 
    “Destroyers again,” Baxter said, lowering his glasses. He was tired, and his eyes ached from the hours spent watching for hunting enemy ships when he wasn’t busy. “Two, I think. Impossible to say if it’s our friends from earlier.” 
 
    Duverger nodded a curt agreement. “How far are we from safety?” 
 
    Safety, at this point, was of course a relative term. Neither the wider bay nor the harbour itself had much in the way of defences, aside from the three naval vessels stationed there. They wouldn’t be a match for modern Italian destroyers, even if the yacht wasn’t currently immobilised while her engines were overhauled. Preveza, further south, presented a far greater challenge for the Italians. 
 
    “Another hour, maybe less,” Bogue said. “It’ll be full dark by then anyway, and we’re sailing into the twilight.” 
 
    Even as he spoke, the sun was beginning to touch the horizon, the encroaching darkness swallowing first their plume of smoke and then their silhouette. The sunset wasn’t as spectacularly fast as Baxter had seen it around the equator, but he knew the twilight would be short. Even as they watched through their glasses, the Italian ships — still some miles distant — lit their searchlights and started panning them across the sea. 
 
    “Well, they’re definitely looking for something,” Baxter said. “Though whether it’s us or other torpedo boats is impossible to say.” 
 
    “I think we can agree, gen’lemen, that we can’t remain in Resadiye,” Bogue said. “It won’t take the enemy long to decide they can sail in with impunity.” 
 
    “Mon capitaine, correct me if I’m wrong, but we were engaged to train the crew and prepare the ship,” Duverger pointed out. “To my mind, the ship is seaworthy and the crew at least know how to steer her. We could make our adieus in harbour and travel overland to … well, wherever we each must go.” 
 
    Baxter realised that Duverger and Bogue were both looking at him as though they expected his opinion on the matter. “The ship is seaworthy,” he agreed with Duverger. “But the crew is not ready, and given we were engaged to ensure that, I cannot in good conscience ask for payment. If today has shown us one thing, it’s that they will need to know how to lay a gun at least.” 
 
    Duverger threw his hands up in disgust, then nodded reluctantly. “This is true. You have been more than remiss, Mr Baxter, in not training the crew on their non-existent artillery.” 
 
    Bogue looked between the pair of them. “So, I think I divine the meaning in your sophisticated European banter. You’re agreed to stay on?” 
 
    “For now,” Baxter said, after another moment’s consideration, and Duverger nodded. “I want to get paid, for one thing.” 
 
    “I’ll need to confer with Mr Feridun and see what he wants to do — and see him on his way, as the last thing I want is for a civilian to be underfoot,” replied Bogue. “I think we can assume, though, a quick resupply and then try to sneak back down the coast to Preveza or another friendly harbour.” 
 
    “It might also help if Feridun can produce some officers from somewhere,” Baxter said. “I’m staying to finish the training, but that’s as far as it goes.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    Their last night in Resadiye was hectic. The crew was still jumpy, and Raffy reported that some of the men were regretting their decision to sign on after experiencing fire for the first time. Duverger took it upon himself to go round, with Raffy as interpreter, to bolster morale. Bogue, Feridun and Connie went ashore to arrange the necessary resupply, rousting out merchants despite the late hour. 
 
    That left Baxter and Asko to oversee the work to deal with the remaining damage, and to stow the supplies that started flowing aboard not long after Feridun, with his extensive supply of ready cash and line of credit, reached shore. 
 
    They’d gone to sea earlier in the day with enough supplies for a few days’ easy cruising. From the crates and bags being swung aboard, it rapidly became clear that Bogue was planning for at least the possibility of being at sea much longer. 
 
    “The oil situation isn’t ideal,” Pratt declared mournfully, somewhere around midnight. Bogue must have spoken to him at some point as well, as he showed no signs of wanting to depart the ship. “We went through a lot with that run.” 
 
    “Well, we couldn’t exactly have dawdled there,” Baxter pointed out. 
 
    “Aye, true enough, but dawdling is all we’ll be doing unless Mr Bogue can find us a resupply. Not that there’ll be much to be had here.” 
 
    “How’re your stokers?” he asked the engineer, lowering his voice slightly. “There’s talk amongst some of the others about leaving the ship. As this is a civilian vessel, I don’t think there’s any way to stop them. Not sure we should try, either.” 
 
    “They’re good lads, and they all know they’re learning valuable skills aboard,” Pratt said, stroking his bushy beard thoughtfully. “I’ve heard no indication that anyone wants to jump ship.” 
 
    “Well, that’s something. Deckhands we can replace, specialists like yours, however…” 
 
    “Who’s talking about replacing crew?” Bogue growled as he came up the gangplank between the Resadiye and the quayside. Even a couple of hours ashore dealing with merchants had returned Bogue to his usual waspish self, it seemed. 
 
    “Slight morale problem,” Baxter said. “Duverger’s doing what he can to put some vinegar back in them.” 
 
    “Well, any man who jumps ship now won’t get paid,” Bogue snapped. “Tell them that — might help some of ’em to rediscover their spines.” 
 
    Baxter nodded. At the end of the day, most of them were mercenaries. “Mr Pratt was also telling me that we need to take on more fuel,” he said, realising the engineer had already retreated below deck. 
 
    “I’m aware,” Bogue said, the tension seeming to drain out of him to be replaced by fatigue. “There’s nothing to be had here. Mr Feridun has cabled for an oiler, but we can’t expect anything much before midday tomorrow.” 
 
    “What about the local naval forces and the garrison?” Baxter asked, gesturing to the small, ancient fort that overlooked the harbour. 
 
    “They’ve received no orders,” Bogue said, voice sour. “I’m surprised someone even thought to tell them that there’s a war on. Right now, their intention is to stay put and hope the Italians don’t attack before they get orders to move out.” 
 
    “What’s your intention if the Italians show up before we’ve resupplied?” Baxter asked. 
 
    “They won’t,” Bogue said confidently. “They’ll keep sniffing around Preveza, or run back to the safety of their own harbours. Trust me on this, I know how they think.” 
 
      
 
    Baxter managed to grab some sleep after that. He didn’t bother to go down to his cabin; he just stretched out against the ship’s side with his head pillowed on a coil of rope and closed his eyes. They’d managed to resupply the Resadiye as best they could, and an odd peace had settled over both the ship and the wider town, and despite it being the early morning it was still warm enough. He was so used to sleeping through all the noises of a ship underway, that he would have gone out like a light even if the work was still ongoing. 
 
    Something dragged him out of that pleasant slumber an unpleasantly short time later. He lay still for a little while, listening to the noises of the ship and the sea — water lapping against the hull, the more distant hiss of waves on a beach, the creak of the sparse rigging overhead, and the snores of sailors who had also bedded down on deck. Nothing out of the ordinary. 
 
    Baxter pulled himself to his feet and glanced around, trying to work out what had woken him. The day was still only a shading of light to the east, and it looked like they were going to have another bright hot one. He stretched as he walked to a water butt; the water was tepid but washed away the remnants of sleep. 
 
    Straightening, he looked out to sea, frowning. He realised it was a noise that had woken him, something right at the edge of his hearing. A throb of engines felt through the water and the bones of the ship. 
 
    As the sun started to climb over the hills, he finally caught sight of the source. Three low, lean shapes sliding out of the night. 
 
    He spun. “Everyone up!” he yelled. “Destroyers!” 
 
    His shout was drowned out by the whistle and crash of the first Italian shells. The destroyers, closing rapidly across the sheltered bay, weren’t bringing the Resadiye directly under fire. They were concentrating their fire on the pair of torpedo boats, Alpagot and Hamidiye, which were tied up a quarter mile to the south of them. 
 
    The torpedo boats’ crews had obviously been caught completely wrong-footed despite the warning they’d had. The fragile little vessels normally relied on speed and nippiness to stay alive, and they’d let themselves be caught in the worst possible situation — moored, without a head of steam, and apparently without much of a watch being kept. The Italian shells were already landing close to the helpless boats, dousing the decks with water while the small crews seemed divided on whether to try to get underway or just abandon their vessel. 
 
    Looking up towards the old fort that overlooked the harbour, which mounted at least a few modern artillery pieces, Baxter couldn’t see any sign of activity. From the distant thunder yesterday, he guessed the shore batteries at Preveza were significantly more imposing, which was why the enemy had attacked here instead. The destroyers were splitting their fire now, shells slamming into the fort and its ancient sea wall, the detonations painfully loud despite the distance. Baxter didn’t know how old the fortifications were, but they clearly hadn’t been designed to sustain this sort of punishment and sections were already starting to slide into the water. 
 
    “This doesn’t bode well for the Turks,” Bogue commented as he arrived on deck, a tin mug of coffee in one hand. Baxter noted that, as before, he seemed far more relaxed when shells were flying. 
 
    The Resadiye’s crew had roused itself at Baxter’s shout and were all now looking to their erstwhile captain for orders. Duverger, Connie and Asko were all on deck, staring at the destroyers that were rapidly closing in. “What’s the plan, boss?” Connie called out. 
 
    Baxter raised his field glasses. The destroyers were still more than a mile away. “One of them appears to be peeling off and coming this way,” he pointed out. He guessed the destroyer was closing in on the navy yacht moored not far from them, the Tarabulus, though the Italians weren’t firing at the vessel; probably because they wanted to make her a prize. 
 
    Glancing at the American, he couldn’t tell if Bogue was suffering a paralysis of decision in the way the Ottoman officers clearly were, or just weighing his options. 
 
    Bogue took a slug of his coffee, scratched at his five o’clock shadow. “This puts a whole new spin on things,” he said. “Really didn’t expect them to move this quickly or aggressively.” 
 
    Feridun had emerged on deck, his nightshirt hurriedly tucked into his incongruous pinstripe suit trousers. “We must put to sea at once!” he declared as he hooked his braces up over his shoulders. “Surely there is nothing more to do here?” 
 
    Baxter didn’t need to point out that none of them were being paid to sail in wartime conditions; that point had been made well enough the previous day. His kit was all in his ditty bag, down in his cabin; it would take a moment to grab it. The first payment they’d received from Feridun had covered his most pressing debts and left a few notes in his pocket. It would be easy enough to step ashore, as Duverger had noted, and get clear of this whole mess. 
 
    It would be a shame to leave the job half finished, though, not to mention not making their full pay. 
 
    He exchanged glances with Duverger, who seemed to be going through a similar thought process. “That bugger is definitely going to the Tarabulus,” Baxter pointed out to Bogue. “And they’ll probably want this barky as well.” 
 
    Looking south, he could see that one of the torpedo boats had already sunk at her moorings, mere minutes after the Italians had opened fire, and the second was on fire and being pounded into scrap. More shells were still going overhead into the vicinity of the fort. The destroyers only mounted light guns, 3-inchers at a guess, so the noise of their steady fire was more of a crackle than the deep thump of the big guns. 
 
    “We have to move,” Duverger said quietly. “One way or another.” 
 
    The Italian destroyer was within a couple of hundred yards now, close enough that they could make out the boarding party being mustered on her deck. 
 
    Bogue threw the dregs of his coffee overboard. “Well, don’t just stand there,” he snarled, suddenly animated and decisive. “Prepare to get underway!” 
 
    Asko didn’t hesitate to obey his boss, turning to growl at the sailors in his charge, pointing to individuals and gesturing to the tasks he wanted them to achieve. They all looked scared, even the irrepressible young Raffy, and Baxter noticed that they were a couple of men short. No time to worry about that now. 
 
    “I’ll go and kick some life into Pratt,” Connie called out, before disappearing through an aft hatch. 
 
    Baxter hesitated a moment longer. This wasn’t his war, and as he’d said to Bogue a matter of weeks ago he had nothing against the Italians. This had become his ship, though. 
 
    “Alright, Raffy,” he shouted over the noise of the one-sided combat happening barely half a mile away. “Stand by the fore mooring lines! Duverger?” 
 
    “The aft, I know,” the Frenchman said, a note of resignation in his voice. 
 
    Connie’s head popped back up just long enough to call, “Mr Pratt reports that he’ll have full steam in ten minutes!” 
 
    The engines had been idling since their return from the ‘shakedown cruise’, enough to provide power below decks, but even modern oil-fired boilers still took a while to get up to sufficient pressure to drive the screw. Baxter guessed that the engineer had started the process of running them up to sailing pressure a while ago. Sensible man. 
 
    Baxter went up into the bows, keeping one eye on the crew there and the other on the rapidly approaching Italian ship. By now the destroyer should be close enough to see that the Resadiye was not armed, and they hadn’t broken out their colours, so there was at least a chance the enemy ship would not interfere with them. He couldn’t tell for sure, though, whether it was one of the ships that had seen them in company with the torpedo boat on the previous day — the Italian vessels hadn’t closed sufficiently for him to get a really good look at them. 
 
    Baxter squinted towards the other yacht as he caught a familiar and unpleasant sound even over the noise of the unfolding engagement. The sound of water starting to flow into a hollow metal box. “They’ve opened the sea cocks — they’re scuttling her.” 
 
    The Italian destroyer had obviously seen this as well. An officer was yelling something through a loudhailer, though that would do him little good. The Ottoman sailors were streaming ashore from the Tarabulus. Given they were denying their ship to the enemy by sinking her rather than fighting to the death, that seemed eminently sensible. 
 
    For a brief, heart-stopping moment Baxter thought the Italian destroyer would just plough straight into the sinking yacht. At the last possible moment, though, her helm was put over hard to starboard and the sleek warship slid in next to the doomed vessel; the wash was violent enough to rock the Resadiye at her moorings. 
 
    “Come on, Pratt,” Baxter breathed. Italian sailors armed with rifles had started clambering from the destroyer onto the slightly taller yacht — a few brave souls had even made the jump before their ship had come to a complete stop. He could make out one or two gesticulating towards the Resadiye, clearly asking whether they should try to take her as well. Other men were disappearing into the Tarabulus, racing to get the sea cocks closed and salvage their prize. 
 
    “Should we fight?” Raffy asked, shifting nervously from foot to foot. 
 
    “We’re not a warship, lad,” Baxter said. His tone was calm and steady, which wasn’t far from how he felt. This wasn’t the first time he’d been under fire, after all. “All the same, jump down to the weapons locker and organise getting one of the Maxim guns up here. Don’t be obvious about it, mind you.” 
 
    Raffy nodded and dashed away, calling to a couple of the other sailors who crouched nervously against the yacht’s sides. Baxter remained upright, not so much as a matter of bravado but because there was little point in trying to hide. If a 3-inch shell hit the Resadiye, the unarmoured hull would be of no help, and right now no one was shooting near them anyway. 
 
    Sweeping his gaze across the white-plastered stone buildings that crowded the quayside, he realised that could be about to change. He caught a flicker of movement, a man armed with a rifle dashing across a narrow alleyway to take up a firing position. For a second, he thought the garrison had finally woken up, but when he caught sight of two more he realised they were locals. 
 
    “This is starting to get messy,” he commented to no one in particular, turning to look again at the Tarabulus. She no longer appeared to be settling in the water, and the Italians were busy preparing a line to take the vessel in tow. 
 
    Looking beyond that tableau, he saw the other two destroyers had already finished their obliteration of the two torpedo boats and were concentrating on the demolition of the old fort. Shells continued to scream overhead and hammer the ancient stonework. 
 
    He was about to turn back to the wheelhouse to see what Bogue was up to, but the snap of small arms fire drew his attention back to his immediate surroundings. Locals were firing from various windows and doorways, obviously determined to prevent the humiliation of the enemy towing away a naval vessel. Far more determined, it seemed, than the Tarabulus’s crew had been. The Italian sailors still on the yacht’s deck or on the quayside dashed for cover as bullets started to crack over their heads. 
 
    Raffy appeared by his side, crouched low. “We have the gun, Mr Baxter,” he said. “Should we start shooting at the Italians?” 
 
    “Don’t be daft,” Baxter snapped back. “Just be ready to set up if they try to board us.” 
 
    “But they are taking the Tarabulus!” the Armenian protested. 
 
    “Not our fight, and nothing we can do,” he replied, and then ducked slightly as one of the destroyers further out in the bay shifted her fire and started dropping shells into the town itself, concentrating on the buildings the locals were shooting from.  
 
    The noise was continuous now, the piercing crack of rifles being drowned out by shell bursts, the shouting of frightened or angry people and the rumble of stone structures collapsing. 
 
    Baxter was about to send Raffy back below decks to see what the ruddy hell the hold up with the engines was, when Bogue emerged from the yacht’s wheelhouse. “Stand by to cast off!” he roared. His capacity for making himself heard above the noise of combat confirmed that he had seen at least some action. 
 
    The oil-fired boilers deep beneath the deck were throbbing now, as Pratt got the engines operational. Baxter nodded to Raffy. “You heard the man,” he said, rising from his partial crouch and walking with as much insouciance as he could muster into the bows. The Resadiye was moored fore and aft to the quay, close in to facilitate loading. Baxter wasn’t about to risk his neck or chance getting left behind by jumping on shore to untie them. Instead, he pulled out his clasp knife — something he always made sure he had on his person — and started cutting through the heavy mooring line. 
 
    “Mr Baxter!” Raffy shouted a warning. Glancing up from his work, he realised a couple of Italian sailors were on the quay a few feet from him. One of them had his rifle aimed at Baxter and was shouting something he couldn’t make out over the continued noise of the battle while the other was gathering himself to jump aboard. A young man in an officer’s smart uniform was running along the quayside towards them, pistol drawn but ignoring the fusillade coming from the buildings. The destroyers’ bombardment seemed to be having the desired effect of driving away the local militia. 
 
    The nearest Italian sailor made his jump. Baxter came upright fast, catching the idiot by the front of his tunic and not letting his boots touch the polished deck. “None of that, chum,” Baxter ground out through clenched teeth, then bodily hurled the would-be boarder back onto the dock. It was hard to aim when throwing a normal-sized person one handed, even for someone of Baxter’s stature, but he managed to land the Italian on his comrade, sending them both sprawling before the latter could fire. 
 
    “Baxter, get us clear in the bows!” Bogue roared from the wheelhouse, either not realising or not caring that he was busy fighting off a boarding party. 
 
    Baxter stooped, slashed at the mooring line twice more, the keen edge of the blade cutting through most of the heavy cable. Duverger already had them unmoored in the stern, his job made easier by not having to contend with Italians, and Bogue had the yacht moving already, going slow ahead. The mooring line was fraying as it took up the strain, but before Baxter could finish his work a pistol shot went wild over his head. The officer — a newly minted lieutenant, Baxter guessed, determined to make his mark — launched himself onto the yacht while the two ratings were still trying to disentangle themselves. He landed, then stood blinking stupidly at Baxter, as though he didn’t quite know what to do now or what to make of the enormous man he’d decided to confront. 
 
    Baxter didn’t hesitate. He backhanded the officer’s ungainly revolver out of his grasp, then delivered an open-handed slap to the side of his head on the return. That staggered the Italian, who cried out in pain and panic. At more or less the same moment, the mooring line gave under the strain. The stub of the cable, freed from the tension, lashed across the Italian’s legs and sent him sprawling over the side, disappearing between the yacht and the stone dock. 
 
    Baxter kept his feet and lunged too late to grab the Italian. He caught a flash of white uniform and a curl of red in the water as the yacht picked up speed. His first instinct was to go in after the stricken man, but that would be suicide. He turned, about to call out to tell Bogue to cut the engines, but realised that would be futile and leave them extremely vulnerable as well. The Italians had definite control of the Tarabulus now, and sailors were aiming rifles at the Resadiye while more ran along the dock after their comrades. 
 
    The Resadiye didn’t quite leap away from her moorings, but Feridun had ensured she had powerful engines for her size and she did pick up speed quickly. A rifle round went over Baxter’s head, followed by a ragged volley, bullets ringing off the metal hull. Someone on deck cried out in pain. 
 
    “Baxter, see that fucking Maxim?” Bogue shouted through the wheelhouse’s shattered window. “Try using it!” 
 
    They were under steady small arms fire from the Italian destroyer as the Resadiye picked up speed. Bogue had her pointed straight for the open sea, the elegant bows parting the waters easily. Baxter knew there was no point in opening fire on the Italian destroyer with the paltry machine gun, particularly if it drew the attention of the other enemy ships; but he also guessed now wasn’t the time to start arguing with Bogue. 
 
    “Come on, Raffy,” he said, reaching down to pick up the machine gun that lay on the deck next to the three men who’d gone to fetch it, along with boxes of belted ammunition and its tripod mount. The weapon was heavy, the metal jacket around the barrel already filled with the water that would keep it cool during sustained fire, but he hefted it without a problem and hurried aft, the others trailing after him with the rest of the gear. 
 
    Duverger joined him in the stern. “Ah, finally, we will shoot back, non?” the Frenchman said happily, bending to help Raffy set up the mount. 
 
    “You have much experience with these?” Baxter asked. With the tripod erected, he carefully dropped the weapon onto the mount and waited while Raffy fumbled to bolt it into place. 
 
    “Alas, mon ami, this is not my area. And this hardly counts for artillery, non?” 
 
    “Indeed not — we’ll just have to muddle through.” 
 
    “Oh, Jesus wept, gen’lemen,” Connie snapped as she emerged from a hatch behind them, her voice a passable imitation of Bogue’s irritated drawl. She almost shoved Raffy out of the way and finished his work of setting the weapon up with deft, experienced movements. “And for the record,” she went on as she pulled the end of a cloth ammunition belt from a case and threaded it into the weapon’s mechanism, “this is a MG-zero-nine, not a Maxim gun as you all insist on calling it.” 
 
    She sat behind the weapon, apparently unconcerned by the fire that was still coming from the destroyer, feet flat to the deck on either side of the mounting. “What would you say, Baxter? About a thousand yards by now?” 
 
    They were steaming at an angle away from the destroyer, which still lay alongside the helpless Tarabulus, heading for the harbour mouth. He shaded his eyes. “Eight hundred or so, and widening.” 
 
    Connie nodded and worked the machine gun’s cocking lever a couple of times, pulling the belt through until one of the fat, lethal bullets was in the chamber. “Feed me,” she snapped to Duverger, then bent her head over the sights and pressed her thumb into the firing lever. 
 
    The machine gun spat smoke and noise and a stream of bullets back at the Italian destroyer; spent brass casings shot out of the underside and clattered to the deck. Connie fired a short burst, tutted and corrected both line and elevation, fired a longer burst that raked along the destroyer’s side and sent the men shooting at them scattering. “Eight hundred, my foot. Closer to nine.” 
 
    “I did say ‘widening’,” Baxter pointed out mildly. Duverger seemed utterly astonished to see a woman — even one disguised as a man — operating the heavy weapon with such calm efficiency. This was nothing new to Baxter, however. 
 
    A waterspout rose twenty yards of their starboard quarter. Baxter whipped round in time to see the flash and puff of smoke from one of the other destroyers’ main guns and more shells fell around the Resadiye, close enough to douse them. The destroyer alongside the Tarabulus was also bringing her main guns to bear. Like a lot of such small vessels, though, the guns had nothing in the way of protection, and Connie was firing bursts at each of them, trying to keep the crews suppressed. 
 
    “Raffy, go and get the other Max… I beg your pardon, Connie. Go and get the other machine gun,” Baxter said. His de facto deputy was clearly unsettled by the constant thump and crash of artillery, the steady chatter of the machine gun close at hand, but he was holding his nerve. He actually managed a slight smile at Baxter’s feeble humour, and dashed away with his mates. 
 
    “You got this under control?” Baxter asked the two at the machine gun. Connie had stopped firing and they were busy shifting the unwieldy mounting round to keep the stationary destroyer under fire. 
 
    “Oh, fine, fine,” Connie said distractedly, then ducked involuntarily as a rifle round whined by. They were over a thousand yards away by this point, at the extreme effective range of the rifle, but the shot went uncomfortably close. “Bastard,” Connie muttered, as she returned fire. The machine gun threw a heavier bullet further, and she was clearly determined to show the Italian rifleman the error of his ways. 
 
    Baxter made his way forward, past the long deckhouse that looked increasingly incongruous, particularly as most of the glass had been shattered and the woodwork was pierced by both bullets and shell splinters. 
 
    “Is it me, or is their gunnery atrocious?” Bogue asked, his voice cheerful, as Baxter ducked into the wheelhouse. The American was standing upright, staring through a set of glasses at the destroyer that was moving to cut off their escape; one of the Turkish crew was hunched behind the wheel as though that would give him any sort of protection if they took a hit. 
 
    “It’s not the best,” Baxter acknowledged. “Though they’ll start getting us ranged in if we keep running in a straight line.” 
 
    “We also need to get out of here while they’re still busy,” Bogue growled, glancing sharply at Baxter as though he suspected some sort of criticism. 
 
    He nodded. “True enough. Those blighters are faster than us anyway.” 
 
    Bogue maintained a level look at Baxter for a second longer, then glanced down at his wristwatch. Aside from his treasured Colt semi-automatic, the watch appeared to be the only thing he was meticulous about maintaining. “Hard to believe this has been going on for only half an hour.” 
 
    “I know what you mean.” In the grand scheme of things, this was barely a skirmish — particularly given how ineffective the Turkish defence had been. It was still intense enough, and dangerous enough, that time had seemed to stretch out, and it felt like the action had been going on for hours. 
 
    Bogue seemed to make a snap decision. “You have the con, Mr Baxter,” he said almost formally, as though they were on the bridge of an actual warship rather than the wheelhouse of a yacht that was far too elegant for this messy endeavour. “Get us out of here without getting us shot up — I’ll go and see what else we can do about these darned Italians.” 
 
    Before Baxter could make any comment, or point out that Bogue was technically in command, the American had disappeared through the door on the far side of the wheelhouse. Slightly bemused by his behaviour, Baxter stepped forward and raised his own glasses to make a quick appraisal of the situation. 
 
    They were well outside rifle range from the stationary destroyer, and far enough away that the machine guns would struggle to hit it with any sort of effect. One of the Italian ships was steaming for the docks, and Baxter guessed she was going to take the tow line being rigged to the Tarabulus. Both of those ships weren’t firing on the Resadiye, at least, as the crews were concentrating on the prize. 
 
    The third destroyer was going to be a problem. She was on a closing course, keeping pace with them easily. The Resadiye could make a little over twenty knots going flat out, which was remarkably fast. The destroyers, however, were designed to hunt torpedo boats and from what he’d seen could exceed their speed. 
 
    “How in the hell did we ever think this tub would be able to function as a blockade runner?” Baxter muttered, just as they were bracketed by a trio of shells. “Too bloody close.” 
 
    He turned to the helmsman, trying to dredge up the man’s name and whether he could speak any English. But then, Bogue must surely have made sure of that. 
 
    “Bring us three points to starboard,” Baxter barked. “Then hold that for thirty seconds and come back three points to port.” 
 
    The unfortunate fellow just looked at him, gesturing his incomprehension. 
 
    Baxter shoved the helmsman out of the way and took hold of the smooth, polished wood himself. It had been a while since he’d had the wheel on anything this big, but he’d been trained in it along with every other necessary skill, back at Dartmouth. Hand, reef and steer, as the old salts had told the fresh-faced RN cadets — every man had to be at least passingly familiar with all three. 
 
    He spun the wheel, feeling the resistance of the ship’s hull and gauging her responsiveness. She was an elegant boat and a seaworthy one. Not as fast and responsive as some of the small vessels he’d been on, but sprightly enough. He took her through water that had been churned up ahead by a previous shell fall, and kept going on that heading. He was trying to judge how quickly the Italian crews would reload — not that quickly, if previous performance had been anything to go by — and how long it would take them to correct their aim. Time for the shell to fly between the gun and target… 
 
    He turned the wheel, correcting back towards the entrance to the bay, and had the satisfaction of seeing the next four-shell salvo fall along the course he’d been holding a moment before, spouts of white water rising. 
 
    They were well clear of the harbour now, which was a mixed blessing. They had more room to manoeuvre and had left two of the enemy ships behind; at the same time, the third destroyer also had space. 
 
    At least they weren’t sitting ducks for a torpedo attack, but Baxter guessed the Italians would want this rather handsome ship for a prize anyway and would be trying for a disabling hit. 
 
    He held his steady course again for a few more moments, then adjusted to starboard. The wheel fought him a bit, and he heard a shrill whistle from the speaking tube that would connect to the engine room, which probably meant Joe Pratt wanted an earful. 
 
    “Hold her steady, Baxter!” Bogue shouted in through a window excitedly. Both machine guns were now set up on the starboard side not far from the wheelhouse. The destroyer was trying to close in with them, either in an attempt to improve their gunnery or to bring their own small arms into action. 
 
    “If I do that, they’ll hit us for sure!” he shouted back. “And move those bloody things away from the wheelhouse — I don’t want to get caught when they concentrate on knocking them out!” 
 
    Bogue either didn’t hear him or chose to ignore him. A moment later both weapons opened fire, a tearing noise that even managed to drown out the destroyer’s shelling. One of the gunners, he guessed Connie, was firing the same short, professional bursts, while the other was burning through belts of ammunition with abandon. Glancing to starboard, he could see the destroyer slicing through the water a bare thousand yards away and closing, her upper decks starting to fill up with rifle-armed sailors. 
 
    “That was a mistake, mate,” he muttered. The angles of approach would mean the 3-inch guns would struggle to track, making it easier for him to throw them off. Admittedly, they would also be firing on a flat trajectory that would make hitting the Resadiye easier. 
 
    At the same time, their own machine-gun fire was starting to be effective. The 7.65mm bullets didn’t have a hope of penetrating the hull, and they were firing from an unstable platform against a moving target, so a lot of bullets were raising harmless echoes of the Italian shells’ splashes in the sea. Enough of the hot rain of lead was finding the target, though, that it was scattering men from the bulwarks and discouraging the gun crews. 
 
    “Hang on!” Baxter bellowed through the shattered window, trying to make himself heard over the chatter of the machine guns. “Turning hard to starboard!” 
 
    He didn’t wait for any acknowledgement but started turning the yacht’s bows towards the Italian ship. He had to lean into it, the wheel fighting him, almost as though the yacht had a mind of her own and recognised the apparent madness of what he was doing. 
 
    Bogue’s furious face appeared through an empty window frame. “What in hell d’you think you’re doing?” he roared. “We can’t ram that thing!” 
 
    “I bloody know that!” Baxter shouted back. There were barely two hundred yards between the two vessels now; clear water was suddenly thrown up as one of the Italian 3-inch guns fired on maximum depression. Someone shrieked in pain, but the fact the Resadiye was still surging forward told Baxter that it had only been a near miss. “Get the guns onto the port side!” 
 
    “You don’t give me orders, mister!” Bogue shot back but disappeared from view anyway. The machine guns had fallen silent, blocked by his turn towards the enemy vessel. The absence of that steady beat of noise was a welcome relief. 
 
    “Right, let’s get these things over to the other side,” he heard Bogue shout, in a tone that suggested it was his own idea. Well, that was fine by Baxter — he had other things to worry about. Italian sailors were taking pot shots at them from the rolling back of the destroyer, and at least a few rounds were hitting the Resadiye, splintering wood and ringing off the metal hull. 
 
    Baxter had steadied their fragile little vessel out bows-on to the destroyer, minimising the profile she presented to the enemy gunners even as they closed the range. He put the helm starboard again, not as hard a turn this time. The two machine guns were set up on the port side now, giving them a clear shot at the Italian ship’s stern at effectively point-blank range. It was a manoeuvre that, if they had some proper armament, would probably have ended the fight right there and then. 
 
    “Let ’em have it!” Bogue crowed, with a disturbing amount of enthusiasm in his voice. The machine guns started their tearing, rattling noise again. Baxter was focused on the course he was steering, trying to cut as close as possible across the stern of the destroyer — he hoped it would make it harder for her main guns to be brought to bear, while giving their own gunners the most chance of causing some real harm. 
 
    Glancing to port, he saw the destroyer hadn’t manoeuvred at all, and the Resadiye was about to pass a scant thirty yards astern of her. Sailors were shooting at them with rifles still, and he saw a puff of smoke as her number three gun — immediately abaft the funnel — fired. The shell screamed overhead and disappeared towards land. The machine guns were wreaking havoc around her aft. Even with his quick look, Baxter saw men lying still on the deck or writhing around, others running to help them or taking cover. 
 
    He kept their course steady as the Resadiye rocked in the destroyer’s wake, giving the machine guns the platform he’d denied them earlier as they played fire across the destroyer. One of the automatic weapons stopped abruptly and he heard a stream of profanity in a range of languages from Connie. 
 
    Baxter was intent on the destroyer, though. His desperate gambit of running in close had hopefully thrown the vessel’s commander off, and the casualties caused by the machine guns had bought them a little time. In real terms, though, they’d barely scratched the warship and he’d also taken the Resadiye off course for the open sea. 
 
    He realised his hands were tight around the spokes of the wheel, his knuckles white. All it would take would be for the destroyer to bring her bows round and they’d be back to running the gauntlet of close ranged artillery. 
 
    Connie was still cursing as she tried to unjam her machine gun. “Hold your fire,” Bogue growled, demonstrating surprising restraint. “Let’s not needle the bastard.” 
 
    Baxter tried to imagine what the destroyer’s captain would be thinking. He’d been stung by this pesky little yacht, and the sort of man who ended up in command of a fast hunter wouldn’t like that sort of thing. Unless his task was to stop all vessels attempting to leave the port, he’d allowed himself to be drawn off mission, though. He might decide the Resadiye was too much effort to attempt to take and revert to trying to dispatch her with his guns. 
 
    The destroyer, though, merely continued on her way. She wouldn’t have had to change course a great deal to bring her fore guns to bear, but instead she seemed to be picking up speed as she steamed directly away from the Resadiye. 
 
    “That’s got it!” Connie announced happily, as Baxter heard the distinct sound of the machine gun’s action being worked clear. “Give them another burst?” 
 
    He wanted to shout that she shouldn’t even think about it, given the Italians appeared to be leaving them alone and opening fire again would just provoke a response. He held his tongue, though, waiting to see if Bogue had come to the same conclusion. 
 
    “Nah,” the American drawled after a moment. “Let ’em run. Baxter, get us the hell outta here.” 
 
    Baxter spun the wheel, swinging the Resadiye through a wide arc until the bows were once again pointed out to sea. The destroyer kept her course running back towards the harbour and her compatriots. 
 
    The mouth of the bay still seemed painfully far away, and even if they made it that far the safety would be at best illusory. They had no way of knowing what else was out there, whether these destroyers were operating independently or were the point of a much larger force aimed at the Ottoman coast. 
 
    Baxter turned to the helmsman he’d shoved out of the way earlier, and who was still sheltering in the corner of the wheelhouse. He gave the man what he hoped was a reassuring grin. “Brisk work!” he said. He gestured the fellow back to the wheel, and was relieved when he came readily enough, even if he was still glancing nervously back towards the shore. 
 
    “Keep us on this course,” Baxter said, pointing towards the crescent of open sea with the blade of his hand. He relinquished the wheel, then had to step back in and adjust the course slightly as the bows fell off towards land. He clapped the fellow on the shoulder. “Steady now.” 
 
    Stepping out of the wheelhouse, he saw Bogue, Connie and Duverger were relaxing by the machine guns. Connie had a cigarette lit, and Duverger chomped on an unlit cigar as he stared angrily after the departing destroyer. 
 
    Baxter looked along the length of the yacht, fore and aft. It was a mess, the decks still wet from near misses and the wood of the deckhouse splintered by bullets and shell fragments, but it didn’t look like anything vital had been hit. 
 
    The same couldn’t be said for the crew. Raffy was bending over a sailor — a Greek fisherman called Andros, Baxter thought — trying to dress a wound in his forearm. There were groans of pain coming from the other side. 
 
    “…it’s like I said. Your average Italian just doesn’t have the stomach for a fight,” Bogue said around his cigar, before striking a match to light it. “Bit of hot lead and he turns tail.” 
 
    Now he had a better view, Baxter had a clearer idea of why the destroyer had broken off the engagement; she was cutting through the water towards Feridun’s personal vessel, which still lay alongside the quay. Her crew hadn’t even attempted to get her under sail. The other destroyers seemed to be finishing their business, one of them steaming away from the quay with the Tarabulus in tow. 
 
    “I think they’ve found a richer prize less likely to shoot back,” Baxter said, pointing to the elegant sailing vessel. Her owner was nowhere to be seen, quite sensibly keeping below decks. “And we have wounded to tend to.” 
 
    He’d kept his tone as mild as possible, trying not to sound like he was reproaching the others. Bogue still spun, an angry expression on his face, but Connie was already on her feet and laid a restraining hand on her captain’s arm. She shot Baxter a look that was half angry, half ashamed. 
 
    “We should look to the crew, Hiram,” she said quietly. “And make sure we’ve not taken any serious damage.” 
 
    The lanky American nodded, his expression surly. “Though you and I are going to have words about who gives the orders around here, Baxter,” he snarled, before heading after Connie. 
 
    Baxter watched him go, wondering about exactly that. 
 
    The aft hatch slammed open, and Joe Pratt’s grimy face appeared. “Someone want to tell me what the bloody hell is going on?” he demanded. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    The battle — such as it was — had lasted about three quarters of an hour. The Italians were still cleaning up and securing their prizes by the time the Resadiye cleared the bay. A few desultory shells had been sent after the escaping ship, falling well astern. 
 
    As Baxter had guessed, the yacht hadn’t been severely damaged despite the amount of fire that had been thrown at her. Likewise, casualties had been light, and the two men who had been wounded weren’t badly hurt. That was as well, as there was no doctor aboard. Connie seemed to know the basics, at least, enough to get the men patched up without issue. 
 
    Once they were clear of the bay, they turned south and made their heading for a small group of islands. They hugged the coast all the way, and every hand that was available kept a sharp lookout to the west, into the open sea. 
 
    “Anyone know what sort of strength the Italians have in the area?” Bogue asked, throwing the soggy stump of his cigar over the side before sweeping the glittering blue waters again. The discussion he’d threatened Baxter with appeared to have been forgotten, and their commander seemed quite relaxed. 
 
    “Overwhelming,” Baxter suggested, wondering not for the first time why Bogue had such an intense dislike of the Italians. But then, he didn’t seem to like many people. “Though I imagine they’re concentrating their main units ready for the invasion of Tripoli — so destroyers and torpedo boats probably, maybe some cruisers.” 
 
    “Not helpful.” 
 
    “You’re not paying me to be your intelligence officer,” Baxter pointed out reasonably. Not that he would have taken the role anyway — he’d had more than his fill of such shenanigans in the past. “Aside from that possible sighting earlier, I think we may have given them the slip for now.” 
 
    Bogue grunted. “Well, I’m not paying you to steer this barky or machine gun the enemy, but you seemed keen to do both.” 
 
    Baxter squinted sidelong at the American. He’d adopted a slightly bantering tone, almost as though the brief action had cheered him up. “We should probably talk about that,” he said carefully. “This seems to have gone a bit beyond just training the crew.” 
 
    “This was self-preservation, Baxter. I can’t imagine the Italian authorities taking kindly to us training Ottomans. Or throwing their officers into the drink.” 
 
    That wasn’t quite what had happened, of course. Baxter was trying not to think about the terrified shout from the officer just before he’d plunged between the Resadiye and the stone quay, or of the red he’d seen in the water. Realistically, there was no way he could have survived, as the yacht’s single screw would have torn up his body just as it had churned up the water. 
 
    It wasn’t a good way to go, but there were few good ways to die at sea. He could only assume the young man had chosen the life and known the risks. 
 
    Bogue sighed suddenly. “But we should really get everyone together and talk about what we do next,” he said. “A lot has changed in the last couple of hours.” 
 
    That, Baxter thought, was an understatement. 
 
    The temperature rose as the day wore on and the rugged coastline slid past at a smooth ten knots. It was so swelteringly hot that the little band of mercenaries gathered in the stern for their conference. The breeze had died away, and the azure sea rocked the yacht gently as she continued on her course. Raffy was in the wheelhouse with strict instructions that had been passed on to the helmsman. 
 
    Baxter glanced at the sky. For the most part it was an unbroken, deep blue bowl out of which the sun beat mercilessly, but the western horizon seemed to be darkening with clouds. 
 
    They hadn’t rigged an awning to provide shade. There was cold beer, at least, that they all felt they needed after the morning’s hot work, and a plate of local cured sausage, cheese and fresh bread. 
 
    Baxter looked down from the sky and glanced around at his companions. Feridun looked bereft, even if he was back to his usual neat and dapper self. It was hard to say what had shaken him more, the sooner-than-expected declaration of war, or the loss of his beloved sailing yacht. Pratt had lapsed into a worried silence, having reported their shortage of fuel. Duverger was rattled, though he was doing his best to hide it. 
 
    Bogue, though, remained completely relaxed. Cheerful, even. That seemed to worry Connie, and given that she was quite close with the captain, that concerned Baxter. 
 
    “Well, it’s been a hell of a day,” Bogue said after a little while of vague talk and reports. “Seems to me that we’ve crossed a line here.” 
 
    “Or Baxter has,” Connie pointed out tartly. “On our behalf.” 
 
    Baxter scowled at her. “I didn’t hear any objections from you — in fact, you seemed quite enthusiastic about getting behind a Maxim gun.” 
 
    Connie conceded the point with a shrug. Any lingering bemusement or doubt about her involvement amongst some of the circle had been dispelled by the sight of her manning a machine gun earlier. 
 
    “If you’re both quite finished,” Bogue said after a moment, a note of sourness creeping into his previously cheerful tone. “Now, I’ve been discussing this situation with Mr Feridun here. We’re in agreement that this merry crew ain’t yet ready to undertake the work he’s got in mind. Nor has he had any word on the fellas who’re supposed to take command on his behalf.” 
 
    Baxter crossed his arms over his chest, sensing where this was going and thinking fast about how he would respond. He’d signed on to train sailors, but as Bogue spoke he found himself completely unsurprised. He’d been expecting this, purely because he’d never seemed to find work that hadn’t turned into something more dangerous. 
 
    “You’re going to tell us we have to stay on and complete the training even though there’s a war on,” Pratt said flatly. “Or we won’t get paid.” 
 
    Bogue gave him a smile that verged on the predatory. “Not at all, Mr Pratt. You were hired to do a job, and given we have moved to a new phase, I think it’s fair to say your job has been done. You’re welcome to take your leave at this point, and despite his grievous loss earlier, Mr Feridun has agreed that wages will be paid in full.” 
 
    Grievous loss, eh? Baxter thought. Feridun wasn’t the sort of man who wouldn’t have insured his possessions. Though he had to admit that their employer did seem genuinely fond of the vessel. 
 
    “However…” Connie prompted Bogue, with a slight smile at Baxter. The way her dark eyes danced suggested she knew exactly what he was thinking. 
 
    Bogue’s smile tightened. “However, as I’ve already said, this crew and ship are not yet ready for the work her owner has in mind. But she’s needed now, and that means Mr Feridun is willing to make additional payments to recognise the risk we’ll be undertaking until such time as his compatriots can join us and take over running the Resadiye. Goes without saying that Connie, Asko and I are all staying on, and I’m taking formal command of this tub. Now, I’m not looking for an answer from you immediately, but I am gonna need one soon.” 
 
    Baxter stirred. He knew he should walk away, that he should take the money owed and ask to be put ashore. 
 
    There was a hint of challenge in Connie’s eyes. He told himself it was just the offer of extra money that was making him want to stay, rather than that being his main reason. 
 
    Duverger looked pensive, and Baxter’s smile grew when he realised he also wasn’t going to be outdone by some damn Frenchman. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Connie asked, looking slightly puzzled. “Personally, I don’t find wars that entertaining.” 
 
    “Oh, nothing,” he said. “Though this won’t be my first war. I’ll stay on board — until the crew is shipshape and we have some competent Ottoman officers aboard.” 
 
    “Don’t even want to know what the extra pay is like, huh?” Bogue demanded, shooting a suspicious glance at him. The American seemed to be becoming more and more mercurial as the days wore on. 
 
    “I’ve already experienced Feridun’s generosity, and I’m sure the hazard pay will be up to my expectations. And it’s not like I’ve got any other work available right now.” 
 
    Duverger and Pratt exchanged glances. Baxter knew Duverger would take his quick acceptance as a challenge, but he’d be surprised if Pratt stayed on — he was, after all, a civilian specialist. 
 
    “Mais oui, Mr Baxter makes a good point,” Duverger said, surprising nobody. “I will remain as well.” 
 
    Pratt did surprise all of them. He pulled at his beard nervously, then nodded. “As long as there’s a guarantee that we’re not going to be doing anything like, well, that, again,” he said, voice doubtful as he gestured back in the direction of their previous harbour. 
 
    “I can promise you that, Mr Pratt,” Bogue said. “I’m attached to my hide, and this isn’t the sort of boat you take into a fight.” 
 
    “So what’s the plan?” Baxter asked. “We’re low on fuel, barely armed, and have no cargo.” 
 
    Bogue’s grin was genuine. “That’s not even the start of it,” he said, gesturing at Feridun to pick up the thread. 
 
    The Young Turk looked deeply unhappy, but that was an expression Baxter was used to seeing on his face. “I am still developing contacts within Tripolitania,” he said. “So while I have organised the first, ah, consignment of supplies to be delivered … I do not yet have someone to take delivery of them.” 
 
    Baxter just stared at the man, once again struck by how amateurish both sides of this war appeared to be. 
 
    “Let’s worry about immediate problems first,” Connie said. “Fuel, and maybe not getting caught by those Italy destroyers.” 
 
    Bogue nodded. “We’ll make for Preveza and hope the better defences there discouraged the enemy. Let’s see about shaking out the sails.” 
 
    The air was still light, but freshening slightly and coming out of the north-west. Baxter glanced again at the distant line of darkness to the west. “I’ll see what I can do, but I wouldn’t go switching the engines off just yet.” 
 
    “Switch the engines off, he says, for Chrissake,” Pratt muttered. “As if I would ever contemplate such a thing.” 
 
      
 
    The engines weren’t switched off, but Pratt insisted that they reduce revolutions still further. Baxter, as he’d promised, got sails up on the three simple pole masts that the yacht bore. It was a simpler rig than the types he’d trained on, some of which had been more or less unchanged since the days of the great square-riggers, but he’d worked them out to a sufficient degree that they could get a bit of headway despite the engines being throttled down. 
 
    With that done, he joined Raffy and the rest of the crew in continuing to patch and smooth out the damage the ship had sustained. “Remember, we might need to pass as a civilian ship, a merchantman, so it has to be fixed just right,” he told the Armenian lad. 
 
    Raffy was a bit shaken after his first taste of combat, as was much of the rest of the crew. That was hardly surprising — few men could face shells and bullets for the first time without at least briefly considering their own mortality. Even the men who were veterans of the Ottoman Navy had been affected, though given the state of the empire’s fleet it was likely they hadn’t ever been afloat, let alone in action. It was the army of the Grand Porte who saw the most service, and had developed an unenviable reputation for its brutality. 
 
    “Is it always that loud, Mr Baxter?” Raffy asked as they worked on patching some of the bullet holes in the wooden deckhouse. The holes at least could be patched over and painted to look good as new, though they’d have to wait to reglaze the deckhouse windows that had been shattered. 
 
    “That wasn’t loud, lad,” Baxter said, earning an almost reproachful look. “A fleet action is … a noise like you can’t even imagine. Like every storm you’ve ever heard, rolled into one.” 
 
    “Like the trump at the end of days?” Raffy asked. 
 
    Baxter blinked at him in surprise. “Well, yes, I suppose you could call it that. Tsushima was certainly the end of days for too many men.” 
 
    He was spared from any further questions by a shout from the lookout. Stern words had been had with the men detailed to keep watch — Bogue had no intention of being caught out the way they had been a day ago. It felt like far more than a day, but they’d packed a lot into that time, Baxter reflected. 
 
    “What do you see?” Bogue shouted from the wheelhouse, speaking slowly and loudly as though that would help him be understood. 
 
    “Smoke!” the lookout in the bows shouted. “To port — on the coast.” 
 
    Baxter was the first up into the bows with his glasses. Smoke, depending on the exact bearing and quantity, could spell disaster for them if it meant that Preveza had been hit. Duverger and Bogue were both hot on his heels and they all pointed glasses in the direction the lookout was gesticulating. 
 
    “Barely a bonfire,” Bogue said dismissively. “Fisherman probably getting rid of old nets.” 
 
    If the American knew the sea as well as he claimed, Baxter reflected, he would know that fishermen generally patched and repatched their nets rather than burning them. “That’s an oil fire, Bogue,” he said grimly. “Too far north for Preveza, at least.” 
 
    “It could be the torpedo boat we saw yesterday,” Duverger suggested. “It may be beached and burning. We wouldn’t be seeing fire if it had been sunk.” 
 
    “I know that, Duverger,” Bogue snarled. “What do you think, gen’lemen? Worth running in and having a look, see if there’s anything to salvage?” 
 
    Baxter scratched his chin, thinking it through. They hadn’t seen any more Italian warships, but there was no telling when they might come up rapidly on the Resadiye, and Pratt was very dubious about their oil tanks carrying them all the way to Preveza. On the other hand, assuming the torpedo boat hadn’t been reduced to a complete wreck, there might be something they could use. 
 
    He also found the way in which Bogue solicited their advice slightly unsettling. He was the captain of this ship — he’d made that very clear — but outside of action he seemed slightly hesitant about making decisions and preferred a collective approach. He’d seen it before with the Juneaus, where even as the captain of the Yaroslavich Cristov Juneau would defer to Ekaterina, but only on matters that fell into her professional sphere. 
 
    “Might be worth taking a look to see if we can retrieve some toys for Baxter,” Duverger suggested. 
 
    Baxter sniffed dismissively. “Those boats probably mount one-pounder Hotchkiss revolvers,” he said. “I’ve seen them in use before, and you need a gunner who really knows what he’s doing.” 
 
    The suggestion of getting something to shoot back with seemed to have stuck with Bogue, however. “Let’s stick our nose in and see what’s what,” he said firmly, a note of command coming back into his voice. “Duverger, stand by with a landing party. Let’s keep the Maxims standing by just in case.” 
 
    Baxter didn’t say anything. He had, after all, agreed to place himself under this man’s command. Though that was for purely mercenary reasons, he still felt an obligation to try, at least, a modicum of respect for the chain of command. 
 
    As the conference broke up, he went back to watching the plume of smoke. It was, as Bogue had commented earlier, not much of a plume anymore. Whatever had been on fire had burned down, and they were just seeing smoke from the embers. He turned to the lookout who had first spotted it and who was still on station. “Bekir, isn’t it?” he asked. 
 
    He might have been an older man, his leathery face deeply lined, though that could have been the product of a lifetime spent at sea under a blazing sun. He was one of their former Ottoman Navy sailors. He gave Baxter a grin that had altogether too few teeth in it and bobbed his head at the mention of his name. 
 
    “Good eyes, Bekir,” Baxter said. He didn’t know how much English the sailor spoke, probably very little. He thought he should ask Raffy to pass on a message but just added, “Keep them sharp.” 
 
    Connie was leaning on the railing with her back to the sea, face tilted to the sky and her hat off as she enjoyed the sun. “What’s the matter, Baxter?” she asked as he walked past. “Shy?” 
 
    He felt a surge of anger, threatening to breach the cast-iron control he had learned to have over it in the last half decade. Some of that must have come out in his expression and stance, as Connie straightened up and pulled on her broad-brimmed hat, almost as though she was preparing for a confrontation. 
 
    He took a breath and forced the anger down. “I don’t have a problem with risk,” he said. “But I do have an issue with taking unnecessary risks. This isn’t needed, and could very well delay us.” 
 
    Connie stared piercingly at him, then nodded slightly as though she’d confirmed something she’d suspected. Baxter didn’t much care whether or not she’d reached the conclusion that he was afraid. He’d been around far too long to worry about proving himself. 
 
    “Well, carry on, Mr Baxter,” Connie said, breaking out her passable impression of Bogue’s nasal drawl. 
 
    He sketched an ironic salute, and went looking for something to do as the yacht continued her creep south along the coast. 
 
    The wind became so variable that they didn’t come up on the plume of smoke until close to nightfall, and even then had to increase the engine’s revolutions to an extent that had Pratt grumbling about their oil supply. 
 
    The Resadiye crept around a headland and into a long, shallow bay with a seemingly endless beach of white sand. The plume of smoke had become a whisp that they were able to mark as the sun disappeared into the Mediterranean. 
 
    “Is wreck,” Bekir said happily, just as the day came to its abrupt end. He was back in the lookout position. “Takat.” 
 
    Baxter glanced at Raffy, who was hovering nearby. “I think it’s the name of the torpedo boat we ran into yesterday,” the lad supplied helpfully. 
 
    That was pretty much as they’d expected. The torpedo boat had been pressed hard by the Italians, and its crew had clearly decided to beach it rather than attempt to run for the safe harbour of Preveza. 
 
    “We must be getting close,” Bogue commented quietly, joining the group of watchers in the bow. “We’ll need to fire up the searchlight.” 
 
    The searchlight right up in the prow was one of the hangovers from the Resadiye’s previous life in the Ottoman Navy, and had been left in place unlike her other more martial equipment. 
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” Duverger said. 
 
    “Interesting fact about the night action at Tsushima,” Baxter said to no one in particular. “The divisions that got torn up by Japanese torpedo boats were the ones sweeping with their searchlights — made them easier to find.” 
 
    “You planning on dining out on that experience for the rest of your life, Baxter?” Bogue demanded sourly. 
 
    “Certainly until the next fleet engagement I get dragged into,” Baxter said, not letting himself get needled into an angry response. “And the way this area is going, that’s going to be sooner rather than later.” 
 
    Bogue just grunted. “Fire it up, Frenchy!” he called out, making Baxter wince at the volume and Duverger grumble at the nickname their commander had decided to give him in a burst of exceptional originality. 
 
    Baxter didn’t know why he was on edge. He was tired, certainly, but he’d been tired before. He was in a war, somewhat unexpectedly, but this wasn’t the first time that had happened to him. He’d stumbled into more than one armed conflict, not to mention an abortive revolution. This one, at least, he’d come looking for after a fashion. 
 
    The searchlight hummed into life, directing its bright beam out to illuminate a section of sea directly ahead of them. Duverger swung it round to point to port, the disc of light sliding across gentle surf and then white sand. He panned it slowly as the yacht chugged along a hundred yards or so offshore. “There!” Raffy shouted, arm shooting out as the searchlight caught the edge of a charred section of hull and continued sweeping. 
 
    Duverger jerked the light back round until it illuminated the burnt remnant of the torpedo boat. The Italian destroyers had done a real number on the vessel even after it had been grounded. The hundred-foot length had clearly been smashed with 3-inch shells before it had caught fire. 
 
    “Still think there’s anything worthwhile there, chief?” Connie asked. Her tone was sharper than usual when talking to Bogue. 
 
    “Might be a gun or two to —” Bogue began, his voice quiet, but then the night’s stillness was shattered by the crack of a rifle shot on shore. 
 
    The bullet whined harmlessly overhead, and there was a surprised pause as everyone tried to work out what was going on. A ragged volley followed, pinpricks of flame scattered around the shore above the burned-out boat. 
 
    “Switch that bloody searchlight off!” Baxter yelled. 
 
    “Get us out of here!” Bogue yelled to the helmsman, almost at the same moment. 
 
    Duverger obeyed Baxter’s shouted order promptly, just as the hot night’s silence was torn by the machine guns opening up without orders; long, bright tongues of flame lanced from the Resadiye’s side and spent brass casings clattered to the deck as the gunners fired wildly into the darkness. 
 
    The return fire didn’t discourage the enemy — assuming it was even the Italians shooting at them — but rather caused them to redouble their efforts. The yacht was maintaining her low speed, and with a sick feeling in his guts Baxter realised her bow was swinging round towards the beach. 
 
    Bogue had realised the same thing, and the two of them almost collided in the wheelhouse door. 
 
    The wheel was unmanned; the helmsman hadn’t abandoned his post, but was rather slumped over in the corner in a spreading pool of blood. Baxter, by dint of his greater bulk, was at the wheel first. He grabbed hold of it, ignoring the rifle rounds that still smacked into the woodwork of the deckhouse, and quickly assessed the situation. 
 
    “Put her over to starboard!” Bogue snapped, reaching for the engine telegraph and starting to slide it forward to full ahead. 
 
    Baxter shook his head. “Too late for that,” he replied as he instead increased the turn to port, his calm tone at odds with Bogue’s increasingly frenetic energy. “Bring us slow ahead.” 
 
    “I gave you an order, mister!” Bogue snarled, whirling around with fire in his eyes. He didn’t reach for the Colt automatic that he now wore on his hip at all times, but his hand did twitch towards it. 
 
    Baxter didn’t reply, knowing he didn’t have time to explain that they were already well past the point that a turn back to starboard would save them. All he could do now was lean into the turn that had begun when the helmsman had been killed, as they were already steaming almost directly to the shore and still turning. 
 
    “Slow ahead,” he said again, slowly and clearly, and after a moment Bogue complied, pulling the telegraph handle back. A moment later, the engine room’s corresponding lever responded with a chime and the heavy beat of pistons slowed slightly. 
 
    Baxter had no idea how much water they had under the keel, beyond a vague notion that the bay was probably quite shallow. Bullets were still hammering them from shore, but he had to ignore the sounds of impacts and splintering wood. By continuing the accidental turn, at least, he had brought their bow round and the Resadiye was starting to complete a wide circle and head back out to sea, albeit on a north-westerly course. The machine guns had fallen silent, their target masked by the yacht’s superstructure, and their manoeuvring had at least managed to throw the incoming fire off target. 
 
    The vessel juddered slightly, a sure sign that her bottom was scraping sand. She kept ploughing on gamely, though, and Baxter straightened the rudder. “Full ahead!” he barked. If they beached now, and that was an Italian landing party or local rebels shooting at them, they were done. Bogue slammed the telegraph forward. There was a terrifying moment as the grinding sound under the keel increased and the ship slowed, and then the screws started churning the water again and the vessel shot free almost as abruptly as she’d hit bottom. Baxter span the wheel back to port, keen to be away from the treacherous shore and the enemy rifleman. 
 
    A tense silence had fallen over the vessel as she slid away into the darkness. A few last shots rang out from the shoreline, but came nowhere near the Resadiye and succeeded only in wasting ammunition. 
 
    “Course south-south-west, Captain?” Baxter asked, maintaining his calm tone as he felt Bogue seethe beside him. 
 
    “Now, you listen here, you Limey prick,” the American snarled, laying a hand on Baxter’s arm and trying to turn him so they were facing. Baxter turned, but at his own speed, and straightened up, filling the wheelhouse. Bogue dropped the hand from his arm and let it rest on the grip of his pistol. “When I give an order, I expect it to be obeyed. And I am sick of you giving me orders.” 
 
    Baxter didn’t bother pointing out that if he’d put the helm back over, they’d almost certainly have run firmly aground while the Resadiye responded to the change in rudder direction. His earlier impression that Bogue was no seaman had been confirmed by the incident. 
 
    He kept his voice level, his posture relaxed with his hands by his sides. “I’ll follow your orders, Bogue,” he said, “right up until the point they put this boat and, more importantly, my life at undue risk.” 
 
    Bogue’s eyes narrowed and his hand tightened on the grip of his pistol. Baxter reached out, lightning fast, and put his own hand over the American’s, squeezing the digits over the grip just enough to make clear that he was considerably more powerful. He didn’t need to say anything to put the point across that if Bogue had drawn in those close confines, it would have gone very badly for him. 
 
    “If that’s not good enough for you, and you want me off this vessel, I’ll make my port in Preveza.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Bogue said, but before he could say anything else, a furious-looking Pratt appeared in the doorway. 
 
    “In future, will you bloody idiots make up your mind about the speed!” he snapped. “And maybe keep the engine room informed of what the blazes is going on!” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    “We’re not far from Preveza,” Connie said from the door of Baxter’s cabin. Like the rest of the European and American crew, he had a cabin to himself. It was, however, in the deckhouse and had been liberally peppered with both bullets and shell splinters. 
 
    Without anything else to do after Pratt’s interjection, Baxter had thought it politic to retire to the space before Bogue noticed his presence again. While some rounds had come through the wooden bulkheads, the worst damage any of his meagre possessions had suffered was a dusting of flaked paint and scraps of wood. 
 
    He pulled himself up into a sitting position on his bunk. “Bogue want me off the ship?” he asked. 
 
    Connie sighed and stepped in without waiting to be invited. “Do you want off?” she asked, instead of answering his question. 
 
    Baxter swung his feet down onto the deck, rested his elbows on his knees. He was just in his shirt and trousers, but the niceties of civil society and dress really didn’t seem to apply here. 
 
    He’d been thinking about that question a lot. Bogue clearly had an explosively short temper, and while he could handle himself under fire, he veered wildly between rash decisions and vacillation at the worst possible moments. 
 
    “Tell me the truth, Connie — was he ever a naval officer?” 
 
    Her eyes flashed dangerously. “Now, look here, don’t you…” she began, then saw his expression was deadly serious but not angry. She sank down onto the folding camp chair that was the only other piece of furniture in the cabin. 
 
    She was quiet for a long time, and Baxter guessed she was trying to decide how much of a long story to tell him. “He was a U.S. Marine,” she said at last. “So, yeah, he does know the sea and he certainly knows action. But he’s not a sailor. But then, the job wasn’t about taking command of a ship in a war. Not to begin with.” 
 
    “It called for an organiser and someone who understands discipline,” Baxter acknowledged. 
 
    “That answer help? It’s not the whole story, of course, but that’s not my story to tell or yours to pry into.” 
 
    “Everyone’s allowed their secrets,” he said. 
 
    “Even you — no one here cares why you’re not in your navy anymore.” She hadn’t broken eye contact during the conversation, but now she looked away very briefly. “So what’s your answer?” 
 
    It was his turn to sigh. “Well, assuming Bogue doesn’t want me off the ship, I’d better hang around. This mad enterprise probably needs someone aboard who actually knows how to steer a ship.” 
 
    “Oh, Bogue wanted you gone,” she said, rising and straightening her jacket. “I talked him out of it — I’m probably the only person he listens to.” 
 
    “Why did you talk him out of it?” he asked. 
 
    Connie took her hat off, ran her hand through her hair and shook it out. “Maintaining this disguise is useful, but by God it gets uncomfortable when it’s hot,” she said, before answering him. “Remember back in Constantinople, when you came charging in thinking you had to save me?” 
 
    “How could I forget?” 
 
    “Easily enough, I expect. Anyway. With most people, in that situation, there’s always a little bit of hesitation. Posturing and threatening, because no one actually wants to risk getting stuck with a knife.” She smiled, slightly ruefully. “Even me, and I’ve been in a few knife fights in my time. But not you. You saw what was going on, saw what needed to be done, and just went in fists swinging. That’s a rare quality.” 
 
    “Bloody stupid is what it is,” he said. It was a trait that had got him into more than a few sticky situations. 
 
    “I think you have to be a bit dumb, to get tangled up in this sort of caper. So why do you want to stay, anyway?” 
 
    “The money’s good,” he said, his bluntness making her laugh. “Plus Duverger’s a decent chap. Shame if something happened to him.” 
 
    She was still laughing as she put her curly hair back up and under the hat. “You understand, of course, that if you and Bogue do come to blows, you’ll have to deal with me,” she said. Then her voice became quiet. “And I won’t hesitate to kill you.” 
 
    Baxter watched her go. “I don’t doubt it,” he said into the silence, and went looking for his shoes and jacket. 
 
    The sky was rapidly lightening as Baxter emerged on deck. The coast veered eastwards here, the sea giving way to the Gulf of Arta through a narrow channel that was Ottoman-occupied to the north and Greek to the south. While they could have sailed into Preveza, the port on the northern shore, some hours earlier, it had been decided to stand off until understandably twitchy lookouts and gunners could see the Ottoman colours they were now flying. 
 
    Bogue was in the wheelhouse along with Raffy to serve as the translator between captain and helmsman, and actually gave Baxter a cordial nod. “I’m glad you decided to stay on, Baxter,” he said gruffly, and sounded like he almost meant it. Baxter knew it was the closest he’d get to an apology, and accepted it with a polite incline of his head. 
 
    “What’s the plan from here?” he asked. 
 
    “Well, it’s a bit draughty in here,” Bogue said. “So we’ll get the windows replaced and the damage patched up. Feridun wants us to take on cargo here and steam as soon as possible.” 
 
    “What’s our destination?” 
 
    “Tripoli — the city herself. Mr Feridun thinks that’s where we’re most likely to find someone who can put us in touch with whatever passes for the military authorities in the province.” 
 
    “That will almost certainly be the Italians’ primary target,” he pointed out. 
 
    Bogue snorted. “Like they’d get organised that quickly or have the stones to go straight for the jugular like that. We’ll be in and out, a nice load of rifles and ammunition delivered, before the Italians have even put to sea. Just to show that we can do it. He’s going to try to establish contact by telegraph once we’re in Preveza, but we need to be ready to steam whether or not he gets a response.” 
 
    Baxter nodded and stepped out of the wheelhouse. He’d thought about pointing a few things out, such as that taking on a shipment of arms and sailing into a conflict without even knowing who they were going to deliver the weapons to seemed a little risky. A few years ago he might have made the point right then, but he had enough sense these days to recognise when relations were fragile and that he might be better served biding his time. Once Feridun had recovered from the shock of finding himself in a war zone, and Bogue had had more time to simmer down from their earlier confrontation, they might be willing to see reason. 
 
    The fact that Feridun didn’t even seem to have established lines of communication with the army in the Tripoli vilayet didn’t surprise Baxter — the Ottomans seemed to be going into this war in a slightly slapdash fashion, and from what he’d heard Tripoli was barely in the empire anyway. 
 
    The port of Preveza had come into view, a pleasant-looking little town in a comfortable, sheltered bay. The rising sun was gilding the red and yellow tiles of the buildings and glittered on the azure water of the bay. The otherwise peaceful scene was marred by the martial activity already apparent. The surviving torpedo boat was getting up steam, and there were men moving around fortifications from both the last century and the more modern gun batteries that Baxter guessed he’d heard the previous day. 
 
    It seemed the Ottoman Empire was beginning to wake up to the fact that it was at war. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    “What was it that Bogue said?” Connie snapped, then ducked as another heavy shell slammed into Tripoli. The detonation was close enough that the flagstoned pavement under them shook and dust rose. Masonry, loosened by previous impacts on nearby buildings, came crashing down, scattering terrified locals. A plume of smoke and dust rose a hundred yards away, joining the haze that lay over the city. “In and out before the Italians even left harbour?” 
 
    Baxter pulled himself up and glanced at his two companions. Raffy, who’d come along to translate for them, looked understandably terrified. Connie was doing a bit better, though her face was tight with tension and gleaming with sweat. “We took too long in Preveza waiting for Feridun’s telegrams,” he said bleakly as he helped Raffy to his feet. 
 
    “How are you so fucking calm?” Connie demanded. “And don’t tell me it’s because you’ve experienced a bombardment like this before.” 
 
    “Shore bombardment? No, can’t say as I have,” Baxter said. He found he didn’t need to work at sounding relaxed, despite the shelling. “They’re not really shooting at the city, though. They’re aiming for the various batteries and fortifications around the coast. These are just overshoots.” 
 
    “Yeah, tell that to the people getting pulped,” Connie said as she dusted her trousers and jacket down. “And typical of the Italians.” 
 
    “Naval gunnery isn’t an entirely precise art,” Baxter said, surprised to find himself defending the Italian Navy. “But this is poor practice.” 
 
    The arrival of the Italian battle fleet off the Tripolitanian coast, barely four days after the war had started, had taken everyone a little by surprise — including the crew of the Resadiye. They’d been in Tripoli for three days, trying to find someone to talk to about offloading the crates of Mauser rifles and 7.92mm ammunition that they’d taken aboard in Preveza with little success. Nobody seemed to know what was going on, or who was in charge. The commander of the weak Ottoman garrison hadn’t had time to meet with Connie and Baxter, who formed the ‘shore party’ with their translator. It became obvious that they were preparing to fall back from the city, abandoning it to the enemy as they didn’t have a chance of holding it. 
 
    The arrival of the Italian battleships had confirmed why the soldiers were hurrying. The great steel castles had filled the horizon, arriving under a pall of oil and coal smoke. Watching them from the harbour the previous day, Baxter had guessed the Regia Marina had deployed most if not all of its battleships, screened by armoured cruisers and destroyers. Despite the show of force, though, hostilities hadn’t immediately commenced and instead the Italians had demanded the peaceful surrender of the city. The show of force offshore was calculated to inspire fear and capitulation from a city the Italians believed would welcome them as liberators anyway. 
 
    As it had turned out, the Ottomans weren’t minded to surrender just yet. Their troops had streamed out of the city after the twenty-four-hour ultimatum had been delivered, leaving behind a token force to man the completely outmatched batteries that had still continued their fire in the face of the enemy bombardment. 
 
    “What are they even throwing at us?” Connie asked as they set off on their way again. There was a slight shake in her voice — that last shell had landed terrifyingly close — but she was doing her best to appear nonchalant. “Certainly a lot bigger than the destroyers.” 
 
    “Those are battleships out there, modern ones,” Baxter said, continuing the pretence that they had tacitly agreed that they were just out for a stroll under the baking sun. “Ten and twelve inch — the heavy stuff.” 
 
    “Try not to sound like you’re enjoying this, Baxter,” Connie said. “Raffy might get the wrong idea about you.” 
 
    The lad was darting along beside them, keeping as close to the white-washed buildings as he could and occasionally glancing at them as if they were both mad. “I wouldn’t worry about taking cover, lad,” Baxter said. “If one of those heavy shells lands nearby, the only thing that would help would be several inches of steel armour.” 
 
    Raffy stared at him, wide-eyed, and for a moment Baxter thought he’d misjudged the lad and that he was about to bolt. Then Raffy nodded and straightened up somewhat, although he kept a wary lookout. 
 
    “Not sure why anyone would want this place anyway,” Connie said as, after a moment’s hesitation, she led them down a narrow and slightly noisome alley. “Hot, dusty, nothing really going for it. Reminds me of home, and I don’t like home.” 
 
    “Where is that, anyway?” Baxter asked. He had to turn slightly sideways for his shoulders to fit down the alleyway comfortably. “Home, for you?” 
 
    “Mexico — little village just south of the Texas border,” she said, voice slightly dreamy, then collected herself and glared at him. “Not that it’s any of your damn business.” 
 
    “We are here,” Raffy said, gesturing at the unassuming frontage of a small coffee house that was, against all odds, still open. “I think, anyway.” 
 
    This was their last chance at making contact with someone. Bogue had given them until midnight, figuring the Italians wouldn’t try to force a landing until the following morning and were still lying sufficiently offshore that the blockade runner should be able to sneak out while flying the flag of a neutral country. That was cutting it right down to the wire, but they’d come so far already that everyone had reluctantly agreed to stay just a little bit longer. 
 
    And Tripoli was hardly the port of call for those who disagreed and wanted to take their leave of Bogue’s company. 
 
    “Yep, this is it,” Connie said, and they ducked into the cool interior. It was close to sunset, when the bombardment would almost certainly cease, but the city was still swelteringly hot. The cloud of smoke and dust that the shelling had raised, although it made the sun hazy, didn’t really help with the temperature. 
 
    More surprising than the place being open was the fact that there were patrons: a handful of tough-looking Arabs and one or two Turks, all of them drinking small cups of coffee and either unperturbed by the current situation or beyond the point of caring. 
 
    The nearby thunder of the bombardment was starting to peter out, Baxter noticed. He hadn’t heard the shore batteries firing for a little while. With the cessation of that noise, though, he could make out the crackle of rifles firing. 
 
    “You hear that?” he asked quietly, and Connie tilted her head before nodding. 
 
    “They landed already, do you think?” she asked, reaching inside her jacket as though to reassure herself that the pistol she wore tucked into her trouser waistband was still there. Not that it would do them much good if the Italians had put Marines ashore. 
 
    “More likely the natives are getting restless, sir,” a new voice broke in, startling Baxter by both speaking English and doing so with a clear-cut, upper-class British accent. He’d emerged from the back room of the smoky establishment, which elicited no reaction from the coffee-drinkers. “While the retiring of the regular soldiers was necessary, it is also regrettable that a certain amount of chaos is likely to ensue.” 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” Connie demanded. Her large automatic pistol was half drawn. 
 
    “Where are my manners?” the fellow drawled. He wasn’t a tall man but carried himself straight-backed and had strong features. British Army, Baxter guessed, which could become a concern if he was here in any official capacity. He was in uniform, but it was the tan tunic and breeches of the Ottoman army rather than the khaki of the British land forces, so if he was here at the bidding of His Majesty’s government, it would be as an intelligence agent. “Herbert Montagu, late of the Royal Welch and currently in service to the Grand Porte. And you are Mr Constant,” he said, turning to Connie, “who has been trying so diligently to attract the attention of the local authorities.” Dark, intelligent eyes skimmed over Raffy and fixed on Baxter. “And you are, sir?” 
 
    Baxter considered lying, but he’d never been much good at that and certainly not without previous thought. He could just refuse to answer, of course, but they needed to be on this chap’s good side. “Baxter. Not in service to the Grand Porte, but being paid very well to be here.” 
 
    Montagu’s expression tightened very slightly, and Baxter got the impression that he was a true believer in his chosen cause rather than being a soldier of fortune. That was somewhat surprising — the law of the land forbade British subjects from taking service in a foreign power’s armed forces. 
 
    “Well, my time is quite short, as I’m sure you can imagine,” Montagu went on as he moved to a smoke-stained window, peering out into the gathering shadows. “And one assumes you’ll need to be on your way soon enough as well. I understand you have arms to sell? I have to tell you, I don’t have a great deal of funds at my disposal currently.” 
 
    “We represent a gentleman on the Committee of Union and Progress,” Connie said smoothly. She didn’t seem concerned at the suggestion that they were mere gun runners. “We’re not here to sell you guns, Mr Montagu, but to establish arrangements for…” 
 
    The British soldier held up a hand. “I’m terribly sorry to interrupt you, Mr Constant, but I’m afraid I need to move.” 
 
    Connie had her pistol in her hand now. “Are we in danger?” she demanded. 
 
    “No, we’re not,” Montagu said, his voice hard and flat. “But it sounds like a mob is gathering, and they’ll be making for the Jewish quarter of the city.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” Connie asked. Baxter remained silent, guessing what Montagu was going to say next. 
 
    “Because mobs always do. No matter where they are in the world, what nation of man they belong to, they turn on the Jews in their midst when disorder reigns. I must do what I can to help defend them.” He glanced at the three of them, his expression unreadable. “You’re welcome to accompany me, of course.” 
 
    Baxter could tell from Connie’s expression that she was about to reject the suggestion, but managed to get in first. “Happy to, old chap,” he said, not trying to mimic Montagu’s accent but trying to take on the attitude expected of a British officer. 
 
    The other man looked vaguely surprised and even gratified by his agreement. “Well, then. Not a moment to be lost, really,” he said, and stepped out into the hot night. 
 
    “This isn’t our fight,” Connie said urgently once Montagu was out of earshot. “We shouldn’t get involved.” 
 
    Baxter paused halfway through ducking through the — by his standards — low doorway. Connie looked angry, whereas Raffy just wore an expression that said he’d rather be pretty much anywhere else. “Well, ignore the fact that people will be massacred,” he said, trying not to sound too cold. “Montagu is clearly here on principle — he’ll almost certainly be cashiered from the British Army and will face prison when he goes back. This is our best lead yet to actually make contact with someone and earn our money, but first we have to earn his trust.” 
 
    Connie grunted, then grudgingly followed him out. “You’re a lot more cunning than you look, Baxter.” 
 
    “I’m not sure whether to take that as a compliment or not,” he said over his shoulder as he hurried to catch up with Montagu. He was relieved to see Raffy following on — while they were going into a dangerous situation, it would probably be more dangerous for him wandering around by himself in a city descending into anarchy. 
 
    They fell silent as they followed the oddity that was Montagu through a maze of narrow alleys and across empty souks. The night had well and truly set in, but it was a hazy darkness illuminated by the jumping orange glow of fires. It wasn’t yet at the stage of a conflagration threatening to consume the city, and most of the fires appeared to be to the north, where the Italian battlefleet had demolished the Ottoman shore defences. Blazes were starting to appear through the rest of the city, though. The air was thick with smoke and dust, the grittiness of blown sand, and they could hear shouting and screaming around them. The small arms fire was still scattered and sporadic, but getting more consistent. 
 
    “Here we go,” Montagu said, with a certain amount of satisfaction in his tone, as they approached a solid stone archway. “The Hara Kabira.” 
 
    Two men who could almost have been twins — lean, dark-haired and tough-looking — emerged from the shadows on either side of the archway. They were in civilian clothes but holding old but well-maintained bolt action rifles. They both saluted Montagu smartly enough and he conferred with them briefly, in what Baxter suspected was Hebrew. 
 
    “Come on, chaps,” the officer said, beckoning them forward. The two sentries had stepped back into the cover of the arch, but Baxter could feel their suspicious gaze on him. There were three more civilians around that entryway to what was, in effect, a separate community within the city. They were all armed in the same way, and wore cartridge cases on their belts. One detached himself from the group and started leading the newcomers further into the quarter. 
 
    “These lads all seem pretty well equipped,” Baxter noted. 
 
    “The empire has compulsory service and training,” Montagu said. “Not that it appears to be doing them much good. These men are all reservists — it seems there are around fifty of them in the area, all with their issued rifles and the training to use them.” 
 
    “Good — you folks should be able to look after yourselves, then,” Connie said sourly. 
 
    Montagu gave her a hard look. “Well, I know you chaps are just in this for the pay, but you have to understand that the people living here are quite innocent of any wrongdoing. And while there are trained soldiers here, they are still significantly outnumbered.” 
 
    “We’ll do what we can, Mr Montagu,” Baxter broke in before Connie could say anything further. “Though we need to be back at the docks at midnight, or we’ll miss our boat out of here.” 
 
    “Well, we wouldn’t want that — a shame the locals of this neighbourhood don’t have that luxury.” 
 
    As though to underscore his point, shots rang out behind them and Baxter heard the distinct sound of bullets ricocheting from stonework. They’d only gone a few yards from the entrance to the district, and Montagu led them at a trot back the way they’d come. 
 
    The guards there had spread out, one of them even lying in the street with his rifle on his shoulder. Looking out through the arch, Baxter could see a group of locals shouting angrily and gesturing with a motley collection of mostly out-of-date rifles. Some of them even looked like old muzzle-loaders or early breach-loaders. 
 
    The guard lying in the street took careful aim and pulled the trigger, the rifle bucking and spurting fire as it threw a heavy bullet down the street. He didn’t hit anything, whether by accident or design, but the shot provoked an instant response from the mob. The rioters scattered to take cover in surrounding buildings. A ragged fusillade of fire came back their way, cracking against the stonework or kicking up showers of dust and chips of stone around the prone shooter. He scrambled for cover with a whoop that sounded somewhere between exhilaration and fear. 
 
    “Bloody amateurs,” Baxter muttered as he pressed himself into the cover of the stone arch. He could understand the young man’s feelings — he’d had these skills drilled into him, and now he was getting to use them live. It would take a few more minutes for the realisation of what was happening to sink in properly, for him to realise just how much danger he was in. 
 
    “I think you’ve forgotten something, Baxter,” Connie said. She had her pistol in her hands and fired a pair of shots, the crack almost drowning out her words. 
 
    “And what would that be, Mr Constant?” he asked, remembering at the last moment to use her assumed name. 
 
    “You’re not armed, are you?” 
 
    Montagu fired as well. He had a massive Webley revolver, of a kind Baxter was familiar with — he’d been required to train with something similar during his time in the RN, though he didn’t have much use for pistols and rifles. 
 
    “Why the devil aren’t you armed, sir?” Montagu demanded. The return fire was starting to come in more rapidly but with no better aim. Baxter could hear a single voice above the general roar of the gunfire and the crowd. He didn’t speak the language, but he knew a firebrand when he heard one. He guessed a leader was trying to work up the crowd to charge the entrance to the district. 
 
    The road here was wide enough, but there was no way round the gateway. It wasn’t built into walls — or, if it had been, they were long since demolished or subsumed into the buildings around them. However, the stone and brick buildings around it were densely packed, creating much the same effect as a wall. 
 
    “It’ll be suicide if they try to storm us!” Montagu shouted, sounding pleased. “Even these few chaps and us will be able to hold them off.” 
 
    Baxter looked up at the surrounding buildings. They were characteristic of the region, rarely more than two storeys tall, whitewashed stone or mud brick, with flat roofs. “Unless they come over the top,” he said, surprised he had to point this out to a trained soldier. 
 
    “Hmm, yes, good point. Seeing as you’re clearly a sailor, would you mind popping your head up and seeing what’s what?” 
 
    Baxter stared at him for a moment, nonplussed. “What exactly do you think we get up to in the navy?” he demanded. 
 
    “Well, you know, in and out of ladies’ boudoirs at all times of the day and night.” 
 
    Baxter almost laid the man out there and then — that was the sort of talk that could have led to a duel even a few decades ago — but there was something disarming about the peculiar Montagu. 
 
    “Close enough,” Baxter said with a shrug, and started looking for purchase. 
 
    It turned out that it was easy enough. While the surfaces were smooth, he found he could reach up far enough to grab the lower edge of the balcony of one of the buildings inside the quarter. He tested the woodwork but it seemed solid enough, so he took a deep breath and pulled himself up suitably to get one leg up and over the balcony railing. 
 
    He looked down and saw Connie staring up at him, eyes bright. “Be careful,” she hissed, before dashing back to support the others around the main entrance. 
 
    “I think I’ll be considerably safer than you,” he called after her, though she gave no indication of having heard him. 
 
    The windows onto the balcony where shuttered, but he could hear people moving behind them. He briefly contemplated knocking on the window, working on the assumption that they would at least not be hostile. He couldn’t take the chance, of course, that they were not armed (as everyone in this blighted city seemed to be) and wouldn’t shoot him on principle. 
 
    He continued up the side of the building, leaning further out over the balcony than he was really comfortable with so he could reach up and find a handhold. He felt a surge of vertigo, a sensation he hadn’t had since he’d begun learning the sea and sailing aboard the merchantmen his father had captained. It was odd, really — he’d clung onto a mast on an old cruiser in the middle of a Pacific typhoon without ever feeling like this. The fall from this height wouldn’t kill him or even particularly hurt him. This felt sufficiently wrong to him, though, that he was momentarily disconcerted. 
 
    This whole situation was wrong, of course. 
 
    Baxter finished the rest of the climb in a scramble, pulling himself up and over a low parapet onto a flat roof. There was a clothes drying line here, and a half empty water barrel. 
 
    He took a moment to catch his breath, lying on his back. His clothes were sticking to him now, the combination of the retained heat of the day and nearby fires keeping the night warm. He was glad that he’d stayed lying on his back, as he quickly became aware that there was already a party of armed men up on the rooftops of the city. 
 
    Baxter rolled onto his belly. They were three rooftops over, but the buildings were essentially contiguous here and the Arab men were moving cautiously towards his own position. He counted four of them, and couldn’t see any long guns among them. 
 
    Could be a scouting party, but he didn’t think the mob was that well organised. It was just some enterprising souls looking for a way around the dangerous chokepoint into an area they could loot (they thought) with relative impunity. 
 
    Baxter looked back down to the street, weighing his options swiftly. If he shouted a warning to Connie and the others, the Arab men would know he was there. It might deter them, or they might decide he was an easy target. That would be a mistake on their part, but he’d still risk being injured. He could retreat the way he’d come, but by that time the raiders would be over and into the Jewish quarter. 
 
    Baxter smiled, thinking of what Connie had said to him before about his habit of not hesitating once he’d decided on a course of action, and started moving towards the small group. He didn’t go directly at them — they were heading at a slight angle to him, obviously aiming to drop back down to street level. He kept low, moved on the balls of his feet. He hopped over a low parapet and was onto the rooftop behind the small group as they bellied down and moved to peer down into the quarter. 
 
    He almost managed to take them completely by surprise. They were talking in low, excited tones, but while he was scant feet away, one of them — perhaps alerted to his footfall — looked over his shoulder and then shouted in alarm. 
 
    Baxter dashed forward, lashing out with his right foot to send the particularly alert blighter over the side of the building; he dropped with a short scream then a sickening thud. That put him at three to one, which were marginally better odds than a moment ago. 
 
    Number two seemed utterly dumbfounded by the apparition of a large man appearing behind him, and froze. Baxter reset his footing after his slightly wild kick and laid the next fellow out with a clean jab to the jaw that hurt his own knuckles. 
 
    “One of these days,” he snarled as he brought his left arm to block a downward stab from a vicious, curved knife, “I’m going to remember not to punch people in the head.” 
 
    The impact jarred along his arm but didn’t stop him as he twisted his forearm round to lock and then break his assailant’s elbow. The man screamed, knife dropping from nerveless fingers, and Baxter let him go as the third and fourth men tackled him at once. One slashed at him with a curved dagger, forcing him to cede his chest. While the knifeman distracted him, his mate came in with a club and caught Baxter with a glancing blow on the side of his head. 
 
    Pain exploded in his skull and stars briefly blossomed across his vision. Baxter staggered, shaking his head to try to clear it. He blocked the knifeman’s attempt to stab him in the guts just barely, and they grappled, close enough that he caught the acrid tang of the other man’s sweat, the mint on his breath. His assailant realised he was vastly outmatched and tried to squirm free, but Baxter wasn’t having that. Without thinking, he butted his attacker on the bridge of his nose. Hot blood spurted as the man’s nose broke and the impact staggered both of them. Baxter stumbled backwards just as the knifeman staggered over the edge of the roof and disappeared. 
 
    He turned, wiping blood from his face, and glowered at the man with the club. It looked to have been improvised from a table leg, and the nail jutting from the splintered end was wet and red. Baxter vaguely wondered if that was his blood, or whether the vicious weapon had already seen use. 
 
    “You come at me again with that thing, old chap, and you will regret it,” he said, voice slightly slurred. 
 
    The other man licked his lips nervously and looked around for support that wasn’t coming. Baxter could see the calculations going on behind his eyes. On the one hand, his friends needed avenging. On the other, the revenge would need to be taken on a huge opponent who seemed hard to injure. 
 
    The decision was made for him by a gunshot coming from a neighbouring roof. It caught the fellow in the arm, little more than a graze, but he dropped his weapon and shrieked before making off. 
 
    Connie lowered her smoking pistol. “Sounded like you could use a hand,” she called. 
 
    “Took your time,” Baxter said, sitting down and trying to catch his breath before starting to probe his head. 
 
    The night was alive with the crackle of gunfire now, not just from the archway but all around. Shouts and screams could be heard, people in fear and pain, others angry. Baxter could smell smoke from fires, the tang of propellant on the heavy air. Connie hopped across onto his roof and, with surprising gentleness, moved his fingers away from his scalp. 
 
    “You’ll have a hell of a bruise, bud, but you’re not bleeding,” she said. “Tomorrow will feel like the worst hangover you’ve ever had.” 
 
    She sat down next to him, ejecting the empty magazine from her pistol and pocketing it, before fishing out a replacement and reloading. “Still think this escapade was a good idea?” 
 
    He almost laughed at the odd banality of the situation — sitting having a chat while chaos erupted around them and people fought for their lives. “I’m starting to think this whole expedition is a complete debacle.” 
 
    “Would you believe that I’ve seen worse organised wars?” she asked with a grin. 
 
    “Yes, I suspect I would.” Baxter pulled himself to his feet, trying to ignore the pain throbbing in his head. “Let’s go and help keep these people safe.” 
 
    Connie pulled an old-fashioned pocket watch from her jacket. “For another couple of hours, at least,” she said. “We can’t save everyone, Baxter, and more to the point we’re not being paid to.” 
 
    The next couple of hours were hot work. There was no strategy to the attacks on the Jewish quarter, just a lot of anger and hatred that had erupted with the cessation of any civil authority and the fear and uncertainty of what was to come. They stuck close to Montagu as he dashed from fight to fight, encouraging the local defenders and lending them their firepower. Baxter had picked up a rifle and ammunition from somewhere, firing it in the general direction of the mob whenever appropriate, despite the discharge right next to his ear making his pounding head worse. 
 
    “Midnight, was it, you said?” Montagu asked as they rested against the side of a building, drinking tepid coffee and eating fresh bread that an old woman had brought out to them unprompted. Baxter didn’t need encouragement to get stuck into the food, simple though it was, but after a few mouthfuls he found himself feeling increasingly queasy. 
 
    “That’s it, chum,” Connie said. “Or we’re stuck here.” 
 
    “Well, I suggest you check the time — my watch stopped working a little while ago, and I can’t see the moon through this damned fug, but I believe it’s not far off.” 
 
    Connie glanced at her own watch and swore copiously, though she managed to maintain her slightly deeper voice and therefore her disguise as ‘Mr Constant’. “Come on, Baxter, we need to hustle.” 
 
    He pulled himself to his feet, dusting himself down and unhooking the rifle and ammunition packs. “Think your need is greater,” he said in response to Montagu’s surprised expression. 
 
    “We seem to be past the worst of it — these mobs tend to run out of steam when they don’t have an easy time of it, and I rather feel I should be making myself scarce before the Italians land tomorrow.” Montagu rose as well and shook their hands. “Look, I think you’ve rather successfully proven yourselves, at least if you’re representative of your crew.” 
 
    “Oh, we are,” Connie said, perhaps a shade too quickly. 
 
    Montagu didn’t seem to notice or mind the urgency of her interjection. He pulled a somewhat ratty, folded map out of his pocket and spread it out on the dusty pavement. “As I think you’ll be aware, the Italians are going to take the main coastal cities without too much problem, but they’re not going to be able to control the whole coast. Not yet, and God willing not at all.” 
 
    Not for the first time, Baxter wondered what on earth this man was doing here. It wasn’t his job to question the motivations of others, though, and more to the point he didn’t want to antagonise Montagu just as they seemed to be approaching an agreement. 
 
    The English soldier took out a stub of pencil, and circled a small town that Baxter thought was perhaps dangerously close to Tripoli. “In two days, all things being equal, either I or a colleague will meet you here.” 
 
    “How will we know it’s your colleague?” Connie asked urgently, obviously keen to be on her way but with enough sense to ask pertinent questions. “Should we have a code word or something?” 
 
    “Oh, I think it will be quite obvious,” Montagu said cheerfully. “No need for anything cloak and dagger at all. Well, you’d best be on your way, then — Aharon here will show you the quickest way to the harbour.” 
 
    Montagu beckoned to one of the young Jewish men they’d recently helped. He jumped up and nodded enthusiastically after Montagu had given his instructions, then gestured for the others to follow him. 
 
    Baxter heard Raffy mutter something under his breath in Armenian and glanced sharply at their translator. He’d been sullen and silent, staying well clear of any combat and emerging after the shooting had stopped. Baxter had thought he was quite understandably not keen on getting involved in any fighting — desultory as it had been. The contemptuous look he gave their guide suggested other reasons. 
 
    “Mind your manners,” Baxter said quietly as the three of them set off after their guide. 
 
    Raffy gave him a sullen look. “My father, he says they are the Christ-killers,” Raffy said after a moment. “And are not to be trusted.” 
 
    “Well, we’re going to have to if we want to get back to the Resadiye before midnight,” Baxter said firmly. “And I wouldn’t listen to everything your parents say.” 
 
    Raffy seemed quite shocked by that suggestion but held his tongue thereafter. That was just as well, as they needed to move quietly through the chaotic city. Aharon, their guide, walked quickly, sticking to the shadows as far as possible and only dashing across open squares or souks when it was absolutely necessary. 
 
    Baxter glanced at his watch, able to read it clearly by the flickering, jumping light of the spreading fires. “We’re not going to be in time!” he called out. 
 
    “We won’t,” Connie agreed. “But Bogue won’t leave me behind — can’t speak for the rest of you.” 
 
    The harbour, when they reached it, wasn’t quite as devasted as Baxter had been expecting. Some shells had clearly hit, but there hadn’t been any Ottoman naval units in port and the Italians had probably wanted the docks intact. Fires ranged beyond the area, though, where the shore batteries and old fort had been systematically shelled flat by the battleships offshore. 
 
    However, the harbour was also empty of everything except a few small fishing and other commercial vessels, local feluccas and more European-style smacks. Anything owned by Europeans had already steamed or sailed out, including a ferry that the Italians had thoughtfully provided for the other powers’ consuls and other civilians in the city. 
 
    The Resadiye, in particular, was conspicuous in her absence. 
 
    “Wouldn’t leave you behind, indeed.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    “That son of a gun!” Connie yelled, then looked again at her own timepiece. “It’s barely twenty past the hour.” 
 
    Raffy sunk down on the dockside, looking disconsolate, and their guide merely shrugged apologetically, as though to say he’d got them there as quickly as he could. 
 
    Baxter patted the local on the shoulder. “Thanks for your help,” he said, although he had no way of knowing whether Aharon had any English at all. “You’d best be on your way.” 
 
    He may not have understood the words, but he needed no encouragement to slip away into the noisy darkness. 
 
    Connie was standing, quivering with rage, right at the edge of the stone quayside. She’d drawn her pistol for no apparent reason, which made Baxter slightly cautious in approaching her. “Let’s not lose our heads,” he said carefully. “We’ve got options.” 
 
    “Like what?” she snapped, brandishing her pistol at the city behind them. “We’re not getting out of here overland.” 
 
    He was looking speculatively at some of the small boats tied up nearby. The rigs looked familiar enough to him, and some of them at least had oars. Raffy would need to be cajoled out of his foul mood long enough to help if they were going to make their escape. “Unless they were forced out earlier, by the bombardment or the chaos ashore, they won’t have been underway long. The wind’s not strong, but it will take us out to sea.” 
 
    “We can’t just sail away in a boat, man. What do you think we are?” Connie demanded. Baxter obviously couldn’t hide the look of incredibility on his face, as she blew out a long breath and made a rueful expression. “Oh, right. You’re a sailor. These do look like pretty small, rickety boats, though.” 
 
    “I’ve steamed halfway around the South China Sea in something only a little larger, and unlike a lot of your more modern sailors, I know how to handle a sailing rig.” 
 
    “And these boats are far more … more…” Raffy put in, obviously struggling for the right word in what was probably his third or fourth language. “They are fine at sea — the people have been using them since the time of the Prophet.” 
 
    “Well, we don’t have any time to waste if we’re going to catch up with them — while I’m confident about being at sea in one of these, I’m not sure I want to be caught becalmed by the Italians.” 
 
    “I am not sure we should be stealing,” Raffy pointed out half-heartedly. “This could be a family’s livelihood.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll fucking return it once we’re done,” Connie said as Baxter jumped down into a small felucca and started checking it over. 
 
    “Really?” Raffy asked doubtfully. “I do not wish to remain here, but…” 
 
    “Not, not really,” Connie said, mastering her temper with an effort. “But we don’t have much of an option right now. We’ll leave it drifting — I’m sure someone will pick it up. And God alone knows what’s going to happen when the Italians do land.” 
 
    Baxter looked up from his work. “I don’t like it either, but I like Tripoli even less right now.” Whoever owned the boat they were stealing had left it ready for sea. “Raffy, give me a hand with the boom. Connie, stand by the mooring line.” 
 
    It didn’t take them long to get the vessel ready. It was a simple enough boat, a common sight in these waters, carrying passengers and light cargo, with a single mast and boom carrying an enormous lateen sail. There was just enough breeze coming from the land to fill the sail, although the air was disturbed by the fires. The haze of smoke and dust was irritating Baxter’s eyes and lungs. Getting out to sea, away from this apparently doomed city, had become pressing — even if they didn’t manage to find the Resadiye. 
 
    As they let go the sail, the felucca started to pull at the mooring line tied to a stanchion onshore. “Raffy, on the tiller. Connie, let go the line.” 
 
    “You won’t leave me behind?” she asked from up on the quayside, then glanced over her shoulder. The noise of mindless rioting had been drawing closer for a little while now. 
 
    “No,” Baxter said, trying to sound calm and patient. “Just unwind the line and jump for it.” 
 
    Connie glared at him, one hand on her hip, and he realised he had left a relatively small woman to negotiate the task in hand. Before he could offer to switch places, though, she went for it. She unhooked the rope and, without giving herself time to think about it, jumped for the felucca’s bows as the boat started to gather way. 
 
    She almost made it as well; she actually had one foot on the gunwale but then fell backwards with a slightly comical flailing of her arms. Baxter wasn’t quite in time. She dropped the few feet into the water with a splash, then re-emerged spluttering and cursing as the sleek hull of the boat slid past her head. 
 
    Baxter reached down before she could go under again, caught fabric and lifted her bodily from the water. She may have been short, but she was a surprisingly stocky woman and it wasn’t quite as easy as he’d expected. Unbalanced and still a bit dizzy from the blow to his head earlier, he fell over backwards as he lifted her aboard, managing to turn so he fell along the length of the vessel rather than going over the far side. 
 
    Connie landed face down on top of him, gasping for breath. He thought for a moment that she was choking on inhaled water, then realised she was giving vent to almost uncontrollable laughter. She made no move to roll off him, and he was acutely conscious of her sodden body against him. 
 
    After the laughing fit had subsided, but not ended, she put her hands on his shoulders and pushed away to lie across the thwarts next to him. She continued to chuckle, the mirth of someone relieved to have escaped danger, but who’d made an arse of themselves doing it. 
 
    Baxter sat up and glanced back at Raffy. The lad didn’t need any instructions, and had the felucca pointed towards the mouth of the harbour. With any luck, the Resadiye would be just beyond it. His expression was wooden and disapproving. For a second, Baxter was perplexed until he realised that Connie’s wet clothes had made it very apparent that she was, in fact, a woman. 
 
    She seemed to pick up on the boy’s disapproval a moment later, and sat up so her back was to him. “Find me a blanket or something, Baxter,” she said, no longer trying to mask her normal voice. “It’s going to get cold.” 
 
    Baxter cast around and found some rough sacking that smelt slightly of old fish and a tatty discarded shawl. “Best I could find, I’m afraid.” 
 
    She shrugged as she huddled into the extra layer. “It’ll do until we get back to the Resadiye — I’ve had to make use of worse.” 
 
    Connie was already shivering slightly as she pulled the fabric around her. The temperature was dropping as Raffy made skilful use of the light airs to clear the harbour. Tripoli wasn’t in a sheltered bay like Resadiye or Preveza were, lying as it did on the long sweep on North Africa’s coast. Raffy had them on an easterly course, as close as he could manage to the south-easterly direction of the wind, in order to clear the long mole that protected the harbour and get them out into the relative safety of the Mediterranean. 
 
    Baxter looked back at the city. There was still shooting going on, though it sounded more distant. It looked like something from a dream, his view of the sandstone buildings hazed by the smoke and lit by fires. The latter didn’t look like a conflagration that would swallow the whole ancient settlement, though — they were localised blazes that would probably go unattended until the morning. 
 
    “Why do you do this?” he asked Connie. 
 
    “Pretend to be a man?” she asked, voice tart. “You can’t be innocent enough not to get that.” 
 
    “Not that,” he said, then gestured vaguely back at the city. “This. What we do.” 
 
    It was already dim enough, away from the city, that he found it hard to read her expression. “I could ask you the same thing,” she said after a moment, her voice surprisingly bitter. “In fact, you’ve probably always had more options. An orphan with no money, stuck just across the border from the U.S., doesn’t have a lot of avenues, and none of them are what you’d call decent work. I’ll take this any day, over what I was doing when Bogue found me.” 
 
    Silence fell between them, which Connie broke after a long moment. “What about you? Why aren’t you still in the navy, or leading a nice safe life on a merchant ship?” 
 
    Baxter sighed, resting his hands on his knees as he stared out to sea. “I’m good at it,” he said. “I was a good naval officer, but that didn’t work out, and this pays better than a berth on a merchantman.” 
 
    Connie punched him, hard, on the arm, and when he looked over he thought he detected a flash of hurt in her expression. “I was honest with you,” she said, starting to get up even though there wouldn’t be far for her to go. 
 
    He took a deep breath. “I was never the right sort, you understand?” he said quietly, not quite sure why he was telling her this, and why now. He’d barely told anyone, and not even Ekaterina had heard the full details from him. “I was an officer, but not quite a gentleman, and that’s still so very important in the RN. Some of my colleagues took against me.” 
 
    “You do have a good line in rubbing people up the wrong way,” Connie put in. 
 
    “That as well,” he admitted ruefully, then sighed. “Believe it or not, I used to be a lot rougher around the edges. Everything came to a head while I was on the North America station, not long after the turn of the century. One of the other officers became convinced that his wife, who’d joined him on the station, had taken a liking to me. I responded badly to his insinuations, and he ended up in the sick bay with a broken jaw. My resignation was considered the done thing, to avoid bringing discredit to the service.” 
 
    Baxter couldn’t keep the sourness from his voice. It had been a long time since he’d thought about that posting, the close heat of Bermuda where the main dockyard was, disease rife. Everyone had drunk too much and tempers had worn thin. What had been a drunken altercation had taken on greater and greater significance in that closed and rarefied bubble, but even if it hadn’t been blown out of all proportion, his career would have been over. 
 
    “And that sort of thing follows you around, doesn’t it?” Connie said softly, demonstrating surprising appreciation of that world. “Even after you were out of the service.” 
 
    “Oh, I was entirely blacklisted in any sort of maritime trade, and the sea’s the only life I know or want.” 
 
    “So you’re saying you were forced into this by circumstance?” 
 
    That would be the easy answer, he knew, but it would also be a lie. Or at least a partial truth. “I was in a tight spot, yes. But I meant what I said — I am actually good at this. It’s what I’m trained for.” That was as much as he could say on the subject, but Connie seemed to understand. It was a life she had chosen as well. 
 
    “What about the other officer’s wife?” she asked after they’d sat in companionable silence for a while. “Did she have a liking for you?” 
 
    “Oh, we’d been carrying on for months before he even started to suspect anything,” Baxter admitted. 
 
    Connie started to smile, and then her chuckle bubbled back. Then they were both laughing, a cathartic outburst after the tension of the last few hours and despite the fact that they were by no means out of danger. 
 
    That point was underlined by Raffy. “Lights ahead!” he called out as the felucca finally cleared the harbour. The Mediterranean stretched out before them, the white wave crests almost ghostly as they marched away into the darkness. Following Raffy’s pointing arm, Baxter could make out a dense speckling of lights offshore, barely brighter than the stars that glittered in the clear skies overhead. 
 
    “Is it the Resadiye?” Connie asked. Her teeth were chattering now, and Baxter guessed one of the reasons she’d been pressing him to talk was to distract her from the chill that would be setting into her bones. 
 
    “No, that’s the Italian battlefleet,” Baxter said, his voice grim. “They’ll stand off out there until first light, I think. And then they’ll come inshore and start landing troops.” 
 
    All of the humour had drained out of Connie’s voice when she spoke. “And that’s when the war really starts.” 
 
    Baxter thought about the last few hours and the people they had helped defend. It felt like the war was well and truly underway already. “Did Bogue say what they would do if they were forced to leave without us?” 
 
    “I didn’t really think he would do it,” Connie said miserably. “So I didn’t really pay attention to details.” 
 
    Baxter stared at her in disbelief but held back from saying anything. The temperature out on the water had dropped sufficiently that even with his jacket he could feel it slightly. “I think he said he would run east,” she added. 
 
    Baxter stared out to sea, at the lights. They’d decided to masquerade as a French steam yacht for now, in the hopes of escaping any interference from the Italians, but even so he guessed Bogue would want to steer clear of the battle fleet. No point tempting fate. 
 
    “Raffy, as close to due east as you can manage, and keep us in shore. Keep your eyes peeled — I doubt they were running full steam ahead, given the fuel situation.” 
 
    “Yes, Mr Baxter sir,” Raffy said. He seemed to be unwinding a bit, now that he was back at sea. The glances he directed at the cross-dressed woman were a mix of shock, disapproval and concern. 
 
    Baxter turned back to Connie. “Meanwhile, I think we need to get you out of those wet clothes.” 
 
    “Mr Baxter, I’m horrified by such suggestions, when we barely know each other,” she stammered, obviously trying to mimic a shocked middle-aged woman. “Also, I don’t have anything to change into.” 
 
    Baxter didn’t hesitate, stripping off his jacket and cotton shirt. “Don’t try to pretend you haven’t seen this before,” he said. With just his sleeveless undershirt on he started to feel the cool night air more, but he wouldn’t suffer it quite as badly as Connie clearly was. He took the now-damp burlap she’d held around herself and held it up as a sort of partition, mostly so as not to offend Raffy’s obviously delicate sensibilities. He made a point of looking away as she started struggling out of her sodden outer garments. 
 
    “From what you said earlier, I know there’s nothing here you haven’t seen before,” she said, noting the fact his head was turned away. 
 
    “Just being polite,” he said, though he couldn’t help but glance when she spoke. Her skin was smooth, shoulders lightly freckled, and the white of the bandages she wore wound tightly around her chest contrasted with her dark skin. 
 
    “We’re probably a bit beyond that,” she said, hugging the dry clothes and then having to roll the sleeves of his shirt up. “Though I think your pants aren’t going to fit me.” 
 
    “You’ll have to wear the sacking as a skirt,” he said bluntly. She was right — they were beyond politeness. “At least until we can dry your breeches out.” 
 
    “Right now, I don’t think I’ll ever be warm again, let alone dry,” Connie said, though by the sound of it she was doing as he’d told her. A moment later, she pulled the burlap from his hands. “There we go, all decent.” 
 
    “Well, close enough,” he said, sitting back down and putting an arm around her. 
 
    She glanced at his shoulder, exposed by the strap of his undershirt. “That’s a good scar,” she said, leaning into him for the added warmth. She reached up to touch the pale, puckered flesh. The scar had faded somewhat, but it had been a deep cut and the doctor — Andropov, if his memory served — had cut away dead flesh, so it was an ugly mass. 
 
    “A mutineers’ knife, when I was with the Russians. Damn near did for me — the wound got infected.” 
 
    “It’s not the safest life we’ve chosen,” Connie said. Her voice had taken on a sleepy quality, and he jostled her until she woke up. While it wasn’t cold enough for her to be in danger from hypothermia, it was probably best if she didn’t sleep until she was warmer. She blinked awake. “Doubly so for someone who chooses the sea. She’s a cruel bitch, I’m told.” 
 
    “People say that,” he admitted. “I don’t believe it myself. She’s fickle, yes, but not cruel. As long as you keep your wits about you and a weather eye out, you’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Hmph,” she said, and yawned massively. “Keep talking, Baxter. Probably best if I don’t go to sleep, and I kinda like the sound of your voice.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    Baxter relaxed over the next few hours while their stolen felucca slid through the water on the gentle breeze. This was true sailing, in a boat perfected over centuries for these waters. They ran close to shore, close enough to hear the surf breaking over the creak of the rigging and the occasional billow of the big lateen sail. Baxter spelled Raffy on the tiller and made occasional adjustments to the set of the sail, but aside from that there was little to do but to try to keep himself awake and keep an eye out. The last thing he wanted was to sail straight past the Resadiye if she was lying up somewhere in a hidden cove. 
 
    Connie, now she had dry clothes on and had warmed up slightly, slept huddled against the side of the vessel. It didn’t look comfortable, but she was a hardy soul and the last few hours had been exhausting. They didn’t talk much, and then in low tones. Raffy was obviously still deeply unhappy, though Baxter couldn’t tell if that came from being dragged into the fighting or the revelation of Mr Constant’s true identity. He also didn’t care much. 
 
    “One thing you’re going to have to learn in life, lad,” Baxter said as he took over the tiller. “You’ll find yourself in all sorts of situations that you probably won’t like, working with people who rub you the wrong way. I suggest you make your peace with that now — makes life a lot easier.” 
 
    Raffy looked at him without expression for a moment, then frowned deeply, struggling to find the English words for his concerns. “But what of … what the priests and our elders teach us? What about living in a … right way?” 
 
    Baxter snorted. “I’ve never had much faith in preachers and fathers for teaching us the right way to live,” he said. “I’ve been to the other side of the world and back, and at the end of the day everyone’s just trying to get by. No harm in just leaving them to it.” 
 
    “Aside from the ones who get in your way,” Raffy pointed out. Baxter couldn’t tell if he was still being sour or if this was a return to his usual more irrepressible self. 
 
    “Well, that’s just the way of things,” Baxter said, after a moment’s reflection. He didn’t think much about the men he’d killed. There’d been a few he knew of for sure, in the desperate tangle of close combat and killed in the heat of the moment, to make sure they couldn’t kill him and everyone around him. He’d never know how many others he’d been a party to killing or maiming, those who’d been on the wrong side of guns he’d commanded. “Best not to dwell too much on that if you’re going to keep your head.” 
 
    “And all just to get paid?” Raffy asked. “You have no love of the sultan.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you one thing,” Baxter said, voice harsh. From what he’d heard about the brutality of the Ottoman army in suppressing Armenian rebellions, he was surprised at Raffy’s loyalty, but that wasn’t any of his business. “Money in your pocket makes life a lot more comfortable. Everything else, that’s between you and your conscience.” 
 
    “Christ, you two are noisy,” Connie declared, stretching and then pulling herself to her feet. She looked more than a little comical in Baxter’s shirt and jacket, which hung well down her thighs. “I barely got any sleep, the way you were jawing all night.” 
 
    “Your snoring suggested otherwise,” Baxter said, forcing himself to sound more cheerful. “Afraid I can’t offer you a morning coffee, though.” 
 
    She blinked at him blearily, rubbed her eyes and then pointed off the starboard quarter. “I’m guessing they have some, though. In fact, I can almost smell it from here.” 
 
    Baxter snapped his head round in the direction she was pointing. The Resadiye, her metalwork and painted hull gleaming in the morning light, lay at anchor barely two miles distant, tucked in close to the shore. 
 
    “I think…” Raffy said uncertainly, as though he still didn’t quite know what to think of Connie but was making an effort to accommodate her. “I think that Italian ship may have some as well.” 
 
    Baxter looked out to sea. It only took him a moment to spot the lean shape of an Italian destroyer slicing through the Mediterranean, on a very similar heading to their own. She was a bit further away from them than the Resadiye, but the blockade runner was only just getting steam up to get underway. 
 
    “Do you think they’ve seen us?” Connie asked. 
 
    “Who?” Baxter asked shortly, switching his gaze between the two vessels. “I don’t think anyone’s seen anyone else, as their lookouts seem to be as oblivious as we were. Even if the Italians do spot us, we’re just a felucca — though if they come close enough for a proper look, we’ll arouse suspicion.” 
 
    “The Resadiye is getting underway,” Raffy reported. “I do not think they have seen us either.” 
 
    Baxter looked to the sky and then the sails. The wind, such as it was, was shifting slightly to come from the south. That would push them further offshore and force them to tack to come up with the yacht. The Resadiye, however, would have no such concerns, and unless they made out the felucca her crew would happily steam onwards in defiance of wind and tide. 
 
    He looked again at the destroyer. Still no sign that she had spotted either of the two vessels; or if she had, her captain had no interest in them. He could try to signal the Resadiye, just as Bogue had on the day they had taken charge of her, but that would also draw the Italians’ attention. 
 
    “We’re buggered, aren’t we?” Raffy said miserably. Baxter was too busy to be surprised at the profanity — it had only been a matter of time before their translator picked up some more seamanlike language. 
 
    “Not yet,” he said, thinking fast. “We’ll need to alter course slightly, as I don’t like the way this wind is changing and dying. I think the best we can do is avoid anyone’s attention then try to catch up with Bogue later.” 
 
    “Maybe not on a boat?” Connie asked hopefully. “If this wind dies, we’re going to need to get ashore.” 
 
    “I’m not sure how much better that would be,” Baxter replied, nodding towards the coast. It ran in an almost unbroken low line east to west, an endless beach that rose to an unremarkable dun scrubland that he knew would eventually give way to deep desert. Baxter knew the coastline would turn sharply south in a few more miles, but from here it just seemed to disappear into a hazy infinity. “Unless we’re close to a settlement, that is.” 
 
    “Still sure this was a good idea?” she shot back, without too much venom in her voice. She didn’t say which bit she was referring to, but he was starting to feel the whole enterprise was in doubt. 
 
    “They’ve seen us!” Raffy exclaimed excitedly. “The Resadiye,” he added, before Baxter could reprimand him for imprecision. 
 
    The steam yacht was turning in a lazy arc back towards them, smoke starting to pump in earnest from her stack. “Someone aboard has sharp eyes,” Baxter said, watching the interplay of vessels, mind working through the various angles. The felucca and Resadiye were now on intersecting courses, though their own course was becoming harder to maintain as the breeze kept coming round. With any luck, the destroyer would continue on her merry way, her course taking her across the top of the Resadiye’s turn. 
 
    “I don’t know if you’ve ever noticed, Baxter, but you do cut a distinctive figure,” Connie said drily, making a point of craning her neck to look up at him. 
 
    “Raffy, I’ll take the tiller and you get the sail down or we’ll just end up sailing away. We’ll just have to stay here…” Baxter’s voice trailed off and his heart sank as the destroyer smoothly changed course to come round on an intercept with the blockade runner. It seemed luck was not with them this day. 
 
    “Is that one of the ships that attacked us in Resadiye?” Raffy asked. 
 
    “No, no, I don’t think so.” It would be disastrous if it was, of course, as they would almost certainly recognise the Resadiye as the vessel that had put up unexpectedly stiff resistance and then made its escape. “It’s an older vessel, little more than a glorified torpedo boat to be honest.” 
 
    “We can fight it, then?” Connie asked. 
 
    “Christ, I really hope Bogue doesn’t decide to try,” Baxter replied. As he watched, the Resadiye started hoisting colours, and for a heart-stopping moment he actually thought they’d been stupid enough to break out Ottoman colours and start to fire on the Italian vessel. She may have been an older ship, but she was still more heavily armed than the Resadiye and all it would take would be a single torpedo to send her to the bottom of these shallow waters. 
 
    Then the French tricolore burst into colourful life at the stern of the yacht. The Resadiye was now closing with them, going no more than half ahead, and seemed determined to ignore the faster and more manoeuvrable enemy vessel as she closed to hailing distance. 
 
    “Well, they’re not immediately hostile anyway,” he muttered. 
 
    “I just hope to Christ Bogue doesn’t try to do the talking. As you may have noticed, he’s not the most diplomatic of souls, and he doesn’t harbour a fondness for Italians.” 
 
    “I’m guessing that’s why they’ve thrown out the French flag,” Baxter said. “Duverger is considerably more diplomatic.” 
 
    The Resadiye had maintained her course, the destroyer coming round to parallel her, and they were now close enough that Baxter could make out the distorted and flattened sound of someone shouting French through a loudhailer from the destroyer. 
 
    “…French vessel … your business … waters?” 
 
    After a pause just long enough to be insulting without being a deliberate provocation, Duverger responded in kind. “Italian destroyer, I am on a pleasure cruise, if it is any of your business. And I do not wish to be disturbed!” 
 
    Even with the slight distorting effect of the loudhailer, Duverger managed to convey haughty disdain and contempt for his national neighbours. Baxter idly wondered, given he had nothing to contribute to the situation, whether that was an attitude Duverger was feigning or whether he had been around Bogue a little too long already. 
 
    “You are sailing … middle … a war…!” 
 
    “I was not informed of this!” Duverger sounded positively indignant now, and the yacht was close enough that he could be heard clearly. “That would explain the gunfire!” 
 
    Now that Duverger mentioned it, Baxter could hear the distant rumble of naval artillery. It was coming from the west, the direction they had sailed from during the night. The battleships, it seemed, had closed once again with Tripoli and were either not in the mood to offer surrender, or had had the offer rejected again. 
 
    The Resadiye started reducing speed as it came up to the felucca, but even so the little boat rocked in the disturbed water. The yacht was now between the felucca and the destroyer, muffling whatever the Italian officer was demanding. 
 
    “I am reducing speed to take on passengers,” Baxter heard Duverger shout. “And then I am leaving these waters. Under no circumstances are you to board this vessel — I should warn you that the most strident objections will be made to the Italian embassy in Paris if you should offer this affront.” 
 
    Bogue appeared at the entry port as the yacht slowed almost to a halt above the felucca. He stared at Baxter’s state of relative undress and Connie wearing his clothes. “I imagine there’s a story going on there,” he growled. “But it can wait.” 
 
    He threw a line down to them, which Baxter caught and, with barely any effort, drew the felucca alongside the much bigger vessel. He held it there while hands reached down to pull Connie and then Raffy aboard. Disdaining any offer of help, Baxter scrambled up the side. “Probably best to take the felucca in tow,” he said to Bogue, being careful to phrase it as a suggestion. “Might look a bit suspicious just to abandon it.” 
 
    Bogue glanced at the little vessel. “May as well — no point ditching something stolen fairly.” 
 
    Baxter joined the other two members of the shore party in the lee of the deckhouse while Duverger continued to trade barbs with his Italian counterpart. 
 
    “We could get the machine guns into position,” Connie whispered, then seemed to remember that the enemy vessel wasn’t so close that they would be able to overhear anything. “Just in case.” 
 
    “We’re not going to win this one by shooting,” Baxter said, moving to the aft end of the deckhouse and taking a look round. He could see, now the destroyer was closer, that she was exactly as he’d suspected. An older style of vessel, smaller and probably not as fast as the lethal vessels that had attacked Resadiye, but still mounting 3-inch guns and torpedo tubes that could gut the barely-armoured Resadiye. “Just going to have to rely on Duverger’s silver tongue.” 
 
    Connie actually giggled slightly at that, but he guessed she was dehydrated and unsteady. “Raffy, you and Connie best get below and get some food and water into yourselves. Water first, mind, not coffee.” 
 
    “And get some damned decent clothes on,” Bogue growled. “You too, Baxter.” 
 
    With that, the American sauntered forward and into the wheelhouse as though it was the most usual thing in the world. Baxter, ignoring his orders, headed up into the bows where he could get a better view of what was going on, but he ensured he walked casually. 
 
    Duverger was standing amidships, hands on his hips and glaring at the destroyer, which had matched their course, the curve of her wake being shredded away by the endless march of the waves. Her guns, exposed on the deck without any kind of shield let alone an enclosing turret, were crewed but not yet aimed at the Resadiye. More men were preparing to lower a boat into the water. 
 
    “This is in contravention of all free navigation rights!” Duverger roared across the narrowing gap of water. 
 
    Baxter was acutely conscious that they hadn’t had time to reglaze the wheelhouse, which had borne the brunt of Italian rifle fire a few days ago. The shards of glass remaining in the frames had been taken away, at least, and the bullet holes had been smoothed and painted over to the extent they’d pass inspection at a distance. It would be a different matter, of course, if the Italians did force the point and come aboard. 
 
    At that point it would be the least of their problems, of course, as even a complete incompetent would be able to tell that they were not what Duverger was claiming. For one, they had no documentation to that effect. 
 
    An odd silence had fallen; there was just the noise of the wind and the sea, the thud of two powerful sets of engines. The was the tang of salt on the breeze cutting the oil smoke. The white-uniformed Italian sailors seemed to have stopped preparing the boat, but they hadn’t returned it to the stocks; the guns were still quiescent. Baxter could hear someone moving below his feet, the distinctive brassy clatter of an ammunition belt being prepared. 
 
    Another Italian officer came aft from the small bridge and conferred briefly with the officer who’d been hailing the yacht. There was a certain amount of gesticulation, then the newcomer took the loudhailer from what Baxter guessed was a junior officer, enthusiastic and keen as mustard to make his mark. Much like the man who’d gone into the water at Resadiye and paid the price for his spirit. 
 
    “You are instructed to clear these waters immediately!” the second officer shouted. His French was less proficient than his colleague’s, more heavily accented, but still understandable. “These are now Italian territorial waters and currently closed to civilian traffic. You will be subject to boarding and seizure if you are found in this region again.” 
 
    Duverger, for once, exercised control over his tongue and didn’t offer a barbed retort. “Merci, mes amis,” he shouted instead. “Bon chance!” 
 
    “Good luck indeed,” Bogue said as he came up next to Baxter. “Good luck catching us next time. So tell me, Baxter, has this actually been worth the bother?” 
 
    Baxter glanced across at him. “Perhaps,” he said. “We have established a contact. Whether or not it comes to anything remains to be seen.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    Zanzur lay barely ten miles west of Tripoli and was therefore close enough that the war would surely reach it sooner or later. The inhabitants of the sleepy little town hardly seemed to have noticed the distant thunder of the bombardment of Tripoli. 
 
    “Decent enough anchorage,” Baxter commented, stretching his legs out and taking a sip of hot black coffee, served sweet and spiced as was the custom of the area. 
 
    Duverger, as the officer in charge of cargo handling, was ashore with him, as was Connie, her guise of Mr Constant re-established. Her presence wasn’t strictly necessary, but she seemed keen to be off the water as much as possible. Raffy completed the foursome, sitting in the shade outside a small establishment that catered to the trickle of passing trade that used the harbour and a handful of locals. 
 
    “It is,” Duverger agreed, glancing about nervously. 
 
    The Resadiye had steamed north-west after the Italian destroyer had parted company with them, making an obvious show of a heading that would take them out past the Italian battlefleet and towards mainland France. Once they were well out of sight of the Italians, they’d turned west and slipped across the route any enemy reinforcements would take, before heading south and west towards the rendezvous. 
 
    “You seem a little on edge, old chap,” Baxter replied. 
 
    “Do you not think that this is, well, a little close to the Italian battleships?” 
 
    They were close enough, in fact, that the Italian fleet was just about visible on the far horizon. At some point, Baxter thought, he should climb a mast or find some high ground and get a proper count of the Italians’ strength. He’d seen an old watchtower on their way into the harbour that would be an ideal spot. It wouldn’t make much operational difference to them, but it would satisfy his professional curiosity. 
 
    “Oh, we’re well within reach of their guns,” he said evenly. “However, I think they have more on their minds right now.” 
 
    It had been four days since the initial Italian bombardment of the city, and the noise from that direction had been more or less continuous. It felt odd, sitting here in the shade of a palm tree and sipping coffee while the land around them was torn apart. 
 
    “They must know that they will need to secure such harbours,” Duverger pressed. “They will not confine themselves just to seizing Tripoli.” 
 
    Baxter had his own suspicions about what the Italians knew and what they would do, but it was mostly speculation based on what little he’d seen of their performance in the war so far. “Zanzur won’t remain viable for long,” he conceded. “But it’s what we’ve got right now, and it gets our foot on the shore.” 
 
    “I do not like offloading a cargo so close to enemy warships — it would be … complicated if we were halfway through the operation and a destroyer happened to wander in.” 
 
    “Well, you’re just going to have to undertake the operation quickly,” Connie pointed out sharply. She didn’t seem to be as on edge as Duverger and a lot of the rest of the crew, but their location clearly wasn’t making her comfortable. “Or start now?” 
 
    “No point doing that until we know Montagu or one of his friends will show up,” Baxter said, draining the cup down to the fine bitter grounds and placing it beside the wicker chair he lounged in. 
 
    “How the hell are you so calm?” Connie demanded. 
 
    “It’s a beautiful sunny day, I don’t have any duties to be undertaken right now, the coffee is good and the company tolerable. I don’t have any reason not to be calm.” 
 
    “But…” she said, obviously not able to articulate just how preposterous she found that notion. She gestured with a wide sweep of her arm towards the city and the intermittent noise of warfare coming from it. 
 
    “Not much I can do about that, and even less I can do if the Italians drop a few twelve-inch shells on us. Best just to enjoy the relative peace and quiet.” 
 
    Connie and Raffy both stared at him with almost identical incredulous expressions. Duverger drained his coffee. “I think I’m going to start getting the crates up on deck, at least,” he said, rising and hurrying back towards the quayside and the Resadiye. 
 
    “Something I said?” Baxter asked, before pulling his cap low over his eyes and stretching his legs out. “My advice? Rest while you can. I suspect we’re going to get very busy soon enough.” 
 
    A clatter of hooves in the dusty streets presaged the arrival of newcomers. Although Baxter hadn’t yet gone to sleep, Connie still kicked his leg to get his attention. “This feel like someone you can do something about?” she asked tartly. He pushed his cap back and squinted up at her. She was wearing what could almost have been described as a cavalry uniform, green breeches and a shirt jacket. Her hair was hidden under a broad-brimmed hat, and she had her automatic pistol holstered openly on her hip. 
 
    “Depends who’s on the horses,” Baxter said as he rose. “Maybe keep your hand away from the artillery.” 
 
    “Not my first time doing this sort of thing, Baxter,” she said, with thinly veiled annoyance. He accepted that with a nod — she and Bogue were probably more used to this sort of situation than he was. “Keep your mouth shut and follow my lead.” 
 
    The horsemen clattered into the square. The first in were a tough-looking bunch, Arab tribesmen from the desert with a mix of curved daggers, antique rifles and revolvers, with one or two more modern long arms. They fanned out through the space before dismounting, but didn’t approach Connie and Baxter. They just watched them, and everything else, warily. 
 
    Montagu was at the head of the next group of riders to come into view, which was a relief to Baxter as he’d been starting to worry that they were about to be attacked by bandits. Beside him rode a tall Turkish officer, and they were followed by more of the irregular cavalry. 
 
    Montagu jumped down from his horse first, moving with the same nervous energy Baxter had recognised in him four nights ago in Tripoli. “Ah, Baxter, Constant!” he called out as he walked briskly over to them. “Glad you made it — no trouble rejoining your ship, then?” 
 
    “Apparently not,” Connie drawled, perhaps slightly emphasising her American accent. “No trouble getting out of the city?” 
 
    Montagu barked a laugh. “Hot work for a while, but we gave the Italians a taste of what’s to come for them and then cleared out!” 
 
    The Turk joined them, and Baxter got the almost immediate feeling that he wasn’t going to like this fellow. He had a haughty expression, dark unreadable eyes, and the sort of thin moustache that Baxter often associated with the officers he’d fallen foul of in the past. 
 
    “Mr Baxter, Mr Constant, may I present Major Ethem? He is … the senior Ottoman Army officer in the area currently.” 
 
    Montagu’s slight hesitation told Baxter that what he really wanted to say was that Ethem was the most senior Ottoman officer he’d been able to find. He suspected that the disorganisation that he’d experienced in the rest of the empire in the run-up to the war had been replicated here and compounded by the chaos that was the natural result of conflict. 
 
    Montagu turned to Ethem and spoke in what sounded like moderately fluent Turkish. Ethem’s look of disdain, if anything, seemed to deepen, and was communicated wordlessly to the nearby Arab men. 
 
    “This is going well,” Baxter murmured to Connie, with unmasked sarcasm. 
 
    “As well as I expected, to be honest,” she replied, her own voice low. She was prevented from expanding on the thought as Montagu’s attention was returned to them. 
 
    “Major Ethem, ah, expresses discontent that hirelings have been sent to treat with him,” he said, sounding deeply apologetic. “He feels it is only fitting that those in charge of this operation should speak with him in person, if they are to reach an agreement.” 
 
    “I’m not sure there’s an agreement to be reached here, Montagu,” Connie said, sounding completely unperturbed by the situation. “We’ve got ten crates of Mauser rifles, chambered for seven point six five millimetres, and enough boxes of ammunition to keep you boys shooting at the Italians for months to come. We’re not asking anything of them; we just want to get them offloaded and find out what else is needed here. Not because we love the empire or anything like that, but because we’re being paid to deliver them by someone who does.” 
 
    Montagu smiled understandingly. Baxter caught a flash of understanding in Ethem’s eyes and got the distinct impression that he understood more English than he wanted to let on. His disdainful expression, however, didn’t change. 
 
    “Raffy, jump down to the ship and ask Feridun bey to join, if you please,” Baxter said. He caught a slight shift in Connie’s posture but couldn’t tell if it was annoyance at his interruption or agreement. 
 
    Her tone didn’t change when she spoke again, though. “Why don’t we sit and have coffee while we wait?” she said, gesturing to the low table and chairs they’d been occupying. She raised a hand to the coffee house’s somewhat nervous proprietor, indicating that more seating should be brought. 
 
    “Honestly, I’d kill for a cold beer,” Montagu confided sotto voce to Baxter as he sat. “Unfortunately, the people in this region seem more observant than their brethren in Constantinople.” 
 
    Coffees were procured and delivered around the table. Major Ethem sat in stony silence, despite Montagu’s best attempts to strike up a conversation. The Arab horsemen were tense and watchful, some staying on alert with their hands never far from their weapons while others took turns to water their mounts. Baxter found himself wishing he had a weapon about his person — not that it would do them much good if this did turn violent. 
 
    Ethem drank his coffee with regular, mechanical sips, showing no relish, and clearly wanted to be on his way. From what little Montagu said, Baxter gleaned that the Ottoman forces were falling back from the city into the deep desert. The Ottoman officer and his escort clearly wanted to be away from the area as much as the crew of the Resadiye. 
 
    Feridun, however, was not a man to be hurried. The major was clearly getting ready to leave, casting angry and disgusted looks at Montagu, when the enterprise’s funder and driving force finally arrived at the coffee house. Baxter realised that it had been a little while since he’d last seen Feridun, who’d been keeping to himself in his cabin. He looked drawn and worried, and had lost some weight. Despite this, he’d clearly taken time and care over his appearance, and his hair and moustache were immaculate; his clothes neat and freshly pressed. 
 
    Bogue, who arrived with him, had just as clearly made no effort to smarten up and was in his usual tan breeches and jacket, face shaded by what Baxter guessed was a U.S. Marine’s field hat. Like Connie, he wore his pistol on his hip. 
 
    Ethem got to his feet smartly as Feridun approached. It wasn’t entirely clear if they knew each other or whether Ethem recognised the latter as a member of the Committee, but his entire manner changed. While certainly not becoming friendly or garrulous, he unbent sufficiently that the two Turkish men were soon talking in an animated and cordial fashion. 
 
    Montagu leaned across to Baxter. “I wonder if you and I might have a quiet word while our betters come to terms,” he murmured. 
 
    Baxter had been expecting something like this. He nodded and pulled himself to his feet, ignoring a sharp look from Bogue and a slight stir from the nearest Arab men. “Let’s walk and talk, Mr Montagu,” he said. 
 
    The two of them strolled away from the conference, as it was clear their input was neither needed nor desired. Montagu looked slightly uncomfortable, as though he had a favour to ask but didn’t quite know how to approach it. 
 
    “Do I miss my mark that you’re formerly of His Majesty’s service?” he asked eventually, after they’d turned a corner and were meandering along one of the straight, narrow streets that fed into the square. 
 
    Baxter smiled. “Depends which Majesty you’re referring to,” he said. “But yes, I spent some years in the RN.” 
 
    “But your service here is more a matter of personal gain?” 
 
    Baxter gave Montagu a hard look. “I’m not sure what you’re asking, old chum, but I don’t take kindly to interrogations by relative strangers.” 
 
    Montagu chuckled, slightly nervously. “Forgive me, sir. Though as we’ve fought side-by-side, or at least partaken of a skirmish together, I think it’s fair to say we’re not complete strangers.” 
 
    Baxter thought about that for a moment, then nodded. There were worse things to base an acquaintance on. “To answer your question, then, I’m here because I’m getting paid. I take it this is more than that for you?” 
 
    Montagu spread his hands. “Oh, indeed — it would be a little odd for a British man, a Jewish man to boot, to throw away his military career otherwise. This is unbridled aggression on the part of Italy, and I fear there will be repercussions for the entire region, if not all of Europe.” 
 
    Baxter shrugged noncommittally. This was something that had occurred to him, but it was also something he didn’t want to get dragged into again. An unpleasant thought crossed his mind. “You don’t know a fellow called Arbuthnott, do you?” he asked, glancing sharply at Montagu to see if the question hit home. The other man just looked slightly perplexed. 
 
    “No, I don’t believe so,” he said. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Long story,” Baxter replied, knowing it was one he could never tell and which few other people would believe. Arbuthnott was the man who’d set him on this path when he’d set him up to be killed by a Russian cruiser passing through the North Sea as part of an ill-conceived, elaborate plan to create a naval panic in Britain and force more investment in the RN. “You wanted to ask me something.” 
 
    He phrased it as a statement, not a question, and Montagu looked oddly grateful that he wasn’t beating around the bush. “The Italians have cut the telegraph cable between Tripoli and Malta,” he said. “And I am sure they will try to disrupt our means of communicating with the wider world elsewhere. I intend to document this war as it unfolds. I understand fully that this isn’t your war, but I can offer you recompense if you agree to take dispatches for me, as and when I have the opportunity to pass them to you.” 
 
    Baxter stopped, shoved his hands into his pockets and looked at Montagu in a new light as the other man turned to face him. He briefly wondered if the supposed renegade was in fact an intelligence officer, but he seemed altogether too sincere. Too naïve. 
 
    Which, of course, would make him an excellent operative for someone like Arbuthnott, but Baxter’s gut told him Montagu was genuine. “You’re right, it’s not my war,” he said after a moment. “But I certainly have no objection to passing on papers, as and when we meet again.” 
 
    He didn’t add that he thought it unlikely that they would. He didn’t doubt Montagu’s capability, nor his courage, but he also knew men like him didn’t live long in places like this. 
 
    “No need to pay me for it — happy to help a chap out,” he said after a moment. 
 
    “Well, it’s agreed then,” Montagu said, with obvious relief. “I’ve already suggested to Major Ethem that I look after any future shipments your comrades want to land, but there’s no way to know what he’s thinking most of the time.” 
 
    “I shall take instructions as and when I see you, then,” Baxter said, offering his hand. He couldn’t help but like this most unlikely of Ottoman soldiers. 
 
    “By the way, are any more of your company ashore?” Montagu asked quietly as he took Baxter’s hand with a firm grasp. 
 
    “I don’t believe so, no,” he said. He knew exactly where everyone had been during the day they’d been docked here, with the possible exception of the first mate Asko. 
 
    “Odd — saw at least one other chap who appeared to be European as we were coming in. Rather assumed it was one of your people on lookout duty.” 
 
    Baxter shrugged with a bland smile. “Couldn’t say who it was,” he said, with absolute certainty. “No other ships of note in the harbour just now — it could be someone who didn’t get out of Tripoli waiting for a ship out.” 
 
    Montagu gave him an odd look. “It would seem strange that they haven’t asked your Captain Bogue, then.” 
 
    “Yes, it would.” Baxter looked up and down the otherwise empty street of low, whitewashed buildings. It was well past midday at this point but still swelteringly hot, and he felt the sun as an almost physical pressure. “Well, we should probably be getting back — our Turkish friends may even have reached an agreement, and I for one feel like we’ve spent more than enough time here.” 
 
    As Baxter had anticipated, Feridun seemed to have convinced Major Ethem that they were in earnest. The two men were chatting away affably, relaxing over a fresh round of coffees. Bogue and Connie were surplus to the negotiations and were standing to one side, trying not to glower at the irregular cavalry who stared back impassively. 
 
    “You two have a good chat?” Bogue asked as Baxter rejoined them. Montagu had gone to look after his horse, and the conference appeared to be not far from breaking up cordially. 
 
    “Oh, you know, Limey things,” Baxter said. “The weather, and all that.” 
 
    “Too bloody hot is what the weather is,” Bogue growled. “And that shouldn’t have needed that much of a talk.” 
 
    Baxter kept his expression impassive. No point communicating any tension within the company to their contact. Not to mention that Bogue was back to being his usual abrasive and paranoid self. “He did mention that they saw some Europeans as they came into the city. Might be worth looking into whether anyone’s seeking passage out.” 
 
    Bogue scowled and made a noncommittal noise in the back of his throat. “Might just have been Asko — he likes to go for a wander when he’s not needed.” 
 
    Baxter knew that was a lie. For one thing, the bo’sun was never not needed when it came to loading and offloading cargo; for another, the monosyllabic Finn (for so he appeared to be) rarely left the ship by himself. 
 
    “If there was anyone, they’d be down at the docks daily,” Bogue went on, trying to sound disinterested. “No, I think your Mr Montagu is seeing things. Nothing to worry about here.” 
 
    That was about the same thing he’d said in Resadiye when Baxter had pointed out the people watching the Resadiye, and once again he couldn’t help thinking that Bogue was lying to him. The feeling was compounded by the warning look that ‘Mr Constant’ shot him. 
 
    He couldn’t fathom why they would be trying to hide something like that, given that it would seem to affect the whole crew. 
 
    Feridun and Ethem were making their farewells, parting as though they were old friends. That seemed to be the Young Turk’s particular skill. “We’re going to struggle when he leaves us, and I imagine he won’t want to stay aboard,” Baxter said mildly, realising that now was probably not the time to press Bogue and Connie on the ever-present watchers. 
 
    “The thought had crossed my mind,” Bogue said, staring thoughtfully at their employer as he strode back across, a broad grin on his face. “Right, Baxter, time to earn your keep — go and help Duverger.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at the peremptory tone. “I believe my role is gunnery?” he said. 
 
    “Well, until we get some bloody guns, it can be cargo as well. Hop to it, mister.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    Spirits were high aboard the Resadiye after their first successful arms delivery, even amongst the small mercenary cadre in temporary command of the vessel. Even though Bogue’s people weren’t necessarily committed to the cause, it still felt good to have achieved even a very minor triumph so soon after coming so close to total disaster. 
 
    Feridun decided to mark the occasion with a dinner for what he insisted on calling ‘his officers’. Rather than being the sort of formal affair Baxter had always dreaded during his time in the RN, everyone in their dress uniforms and on their best behaviour, it was a somewhat raucous event. Mutton and beef joints had been procured while they were in Zanzur, served with dates and apricots and a mountain of flat breads and pilaf on the side, all of it washed down with cold beer and raki. They were, it seemed, doubly blessed by the facts that Feridun’s personal chef had been rescued from Resadiye as they fled and that the Resadiye had been intended for the transport of dignitaries and had a better than average galley for her size. The rest of the crew, while not being served the same delights, were also being well taken care of. 
 
    “So what now?” Baxter asked as the dinner wound down. They were drinking coffee and raki and eating baklava as the sun sank towards the horizon. The sea was getting up, the wind rising from the west, and he knew that the non-sailors amongst them would be in for an uncomfortable night. He doubted it would be anything worse than his experiences in more open waters, particularly the great typhoon that had almost done away with him in ’05. 
 
    They had studiously avoided talking business over dinner, without Feridun needing to admonish them. For once, Bogue had been quite content with that — he’d been the quietest person at the low table, by dint of the fact that Asko was on watch. 
 
    Now, though, the American straightened and looked to Feridun. “That’s an excellent question,” he said, his drawl slightly longer and more pronounced due to the number of bourbons he’d consumed. 
 
    Feridun smiled benignly at all of them. “It is indeed,” he said. “My friends, you have all done very well. While the consignment we delivered was small, it will surely help our gallant defenders in the deserts and oases around Tripoli. Moreover, it has proven the viability of supply by sea.” 
 
    Baxter agreed with the first statement — that the cargo had been small — but had reservations about the idea that they’d proved the worth of blockade running. The war was less than a fortnight old, and the Italians seemed to have about as much idea of how to fight it as the Turks did — perhaps less. 
 
    “But we are not going to rest on our laurels!” Feridun went on enthusiastically. “Major Ethem tells me that they intend to hold Zanzur for as long as possible, as the oasis there lies at the head of a number of tracks into the desert. This will be our great strength — to you Europeans, the Sahara appears as a trackless waste. It is far from it! We will return to Preveza and I will contact the, ah…” His voice trailed off, as he realised that he had perhaps said too much — possibly as he’d indulged in a little too much raki. “Well, arrangements will be made for further cargo. Small arms and any further machine guns to begin with, though Major Ethem has begged us to consider whether artillery pieces can be delivered by this means.” 
 
    Duverger’s slightly incredulous expression spoke volumes about what he thought of that proposal. 
 
    “Won’t the Adriatic, particularly a known naval base, be dangerous for us?” Connie asked. “We barely got out of Resadiye with our skins, let alone this boat intact.” 
 
    Feridun looked positively pleased. “The word I have received is that the Italian Navy has been most firmly rebuked by its government for the aggression demonstrated against our units in the Adriatic.” 
 
    “Seems a damn funny way to wage a war,” Bogue growled. “Though I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised with…” 
 
    He trailed off as Feridun nodded enthusiastically. “While the likes of you, and indeed I, do not need to concern ourselves with the wider politics, I understand that the Emperor in Vienna — long our arch-enemy — has interceded with the Italians. Though not, I fear, from any great love for us but rather so as to prevent someone doing ‘a damn fool thing’ in the Balkans, as Bismarck warned. Therefore, the organisation believes that it may be our best home port for now.” 
 
    “Unless the Balkans become truly destabilised,” Baxter pointed out, and received a pained smile from Feridun. 
 
    “Indeed — who knows what may happen at that point? I fear our little colonial war could have significant repercussions if that were to come about.” 
 
    “But as you say, of little interest to us,” Baxter said. “All we need to know is that the Adriatic is safe enough for now. Lot of work between now and going back out again, though.” 
 
    “You have a … suggestion, Mr Baxter?” Bogue asked in a low, dangerous tone. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about this quite a bit,” he said, drinking off his glass of raki and accepting the silent offer of a refill from Connie. “Our false colours are one thing, but they’ll only get us so far. Ideally, we should be able to be stopped and boarded by an Italian vessel and convince them that we are a … what did Duverger claim? A rich Frenchman’s yacht; or a freighter. That means papers, and as much as it pains me to say it about such a lovely vessel, we’d need to change her appearance from time to time.” 
 
    “That the sort of thing they teach you in Dartmouth?” Bogue asked. “Trickery and skulduggery?” 
 
    “They teach us the three ‘r’s,” Baxter said, fighting to keep his tone level. “To be relentless, ruthless and remorseless. And that means, yes, trickery and skulduggery.” 
 
    “We’ll need smart ways to disguise the cargo, and any armament we end up with,” Connie pointed out thoughtfully. “Though any guns on the deck may just be a liability — no offense, Baxter.” 
 
    “We’ve done well enough without them so far,” Duverger said. “And I have some ideas about hiding the true nature of our cargo.” 
 
    “Speed will be our best defence,” Bogue said confidently. “That’s how the Confederates did it during the Civil War.” 
 
    Baxter didn’t know that much about that war, though his father had occasionally spoken of working merchant ships, plying the shipping lanes to the North as a very young man. He suspected that, while a lot of blockade runners may have got through, a lot had in fact been caught. He doubted Bogue would want to hear that, though. 
 
    The American’s next words reassured him somewhat. “Though I agree that we need to pass inspection, particularly if we want to use neutral ports. And I’d still like to have a few teeth, if it does come to it.” 
 
    “Well, then,” Feridun said, favouring them all with a wide, beneficent smile. “It does sound like you have much work to do. I cannot tell you how blessed I feel to have found such excellent men to prepare the way for my own people to take command in due course.” 
 
    “As long as we get our reward in this life and not the next,” Pratt, who had sat quietly for most of the meal, put in lugubriously. 
 
    The party broke up after that, in a glow of good humour and alcohol. Baxter leant against the gunwale, enjoying the cool sea breeze. He looked along the elegant length of the yacht, with her polished brass contrasting with the dark teak of the deckhouse that contained their cabins, the wheelhouse fore of that. The boats that hung in davits, two to a side, were painted white like the upper hull. 
 
    “It’s a shame, what we’re about to do to her,” Connie said as she joined him, handing him a freshly opened bottle of beer. “War makes a hell of a mess of things, doesn’t it?” 
 
    It was almost like she’d read his mind. While they were never going to turn the Resadiye into a true warship, and would need to keep her outward guise as a pleasure boat, there would need to be changes. 
 
    “Odd attitude for someone who’s chosen warfare as a profession,” he pointed out. 
 
    Connie shrugged. “I never claimed not to be a hypocrite,” she said with a smile. “And I know a thing or two about running under false colours as well.” 
 
    “Your subterfuge seems to be holding.” 
 
    The crew’s attitude to Mr Constant didn’t seem to have changed since their return. Raffy appeared to have got over the shock of discovering Connie was not in fact a short man, though Baxter had noted a certain reserve in him. 
 
    “I had a word with the boy,” she said, voice verging on smug. “Made it very clear what would happen to him if he went blabbing my little secret. I think he got the message.” 
 
    Baxter laughed. Having heard the threats she’d made to the two men in Constantinople, he could well believe that Raffy had been cowed. “I’m just astonished Feridun accepts things.” 
 
    While the crew — aside from Raffy — had only ever known Connie in her male disguise, Feridun and the others had all met her in other circumstances, and he doubted any of them had been fooled. With the possible exception of Pratt, who had little interest in things beyond his precious engines. 
 
    “I doubt he cares, as long as I get the work done,” she said. “Raffy seems like a good fella, or will be once he relaxes a bit. Someone probably needs to tumble him.” 
 
    Baxter wasn’t someone easily surprised, even less so now than he had been as a young man. The matter-of-fact way Connie spoke almost made him choke on his beer, however. 
 
    “Oh, not me, though,” she said, smirking slightly. “Got my eye on other game.” 
 
    With that, she wandered off, leaving Baxter to try to work out exactly what she meant. After a moment, though, he shook his head. He had more pressing concerns right now. 
 
      
 
    Those concerns kept him and everyone else aboard busy in the days after their safe return to Preveza, on the Ottoman Empire’s Adriatic coast. It had been something of a nerve-racking journey, sailing first north and then east to circumvent the sprawling, ferocious presence of the Italian fleet and slipping through the shipping lanes between their naval bases and Tripoli. 
 
    Feridun left them there, content for the experts to undertake the necessary work but with the promise of keeping in close contact. Despite the fact that he was an affable sort and never made any real attempt to interfere with the day-to-day running of the blockade runner, everyone from Bogue downwards relaxed slightly after he embarked on the overland journey back to Constantinople. Part of that, Baxter knew, was the ever-present worry of something happening to the man who was bankrolling the operation. Nobody wanted their paymaster to come to grief. 
 
    As Connie had feared, the Resadiye lost some of her clean lines. Her hull went from white-banded green to a deep red. Her single funnel was repainted black. Worst of all, local carpenters were brought in to reduce the size of the wooden deckhouse. Not only did that mean days of sawing and hammering, but also a reduction in the size of the living space available. 
 
    “We are to share again, mon ami!” Duverger declared. Baxter couldn’t quite decide if he was genuinely pleased by this, or trying to put his best face on it. 
 
    Their new cabin was, perhaps, slightly larger than the single-person space that Baxter had previously inhabited, but it would still be a close fit with two of them. “Haven’t really had to share since I was a middy,” he said, trying not to sound too grumpy. 
 
    “Do not sound so distraught, my friend!” Duverger said. “We will be able to swap tales of our adventures and conquests long into the night!” 
 
    “I think I might take rooms in town while we’re ashore,” Baxter replied with a slight smile. Duverger reached up to clap him on the shoulder as he laughed. 
 
    After a week of sustained work, they hadn’t so much ruined the Resadiye’s looks as changed them sufficiently that she wasn’t immediately recognisable as the vessel that had shot her way out of Resadiye harbour. 
 
    “And it’s a good thing, too,” Bogue said, waving the yellow slip of a telegram in the general direction of Baxter, Duverger and Connie as they gathered in a coffee house not far from the docks so they could admire their work. “Mr Feridun has a job for us, though not quite the one I’d been expecting.” 
 
    They all looked at him expectantly, though Bogue seemed distracted as he re-read the telegram. 
 
    “What’re we doing?” Baxter asked eventually. 
 
    Bogue looked up at him. “What’s our state of preparation?” he asked instead of replying. 
 
    “Pratt tells me he’s as happy as he ever is with the engines, and we have full tanks,” Duverger said promptly. “False walls in the hold are done, and I think I’ve worked out how best to disguise anything we can’t get tucked away. And, oui, without having to resort to throwing a tarpaulin over it and hoping for the best.” 
 
    “Artillery stowage?” Bogue snapped. 
 
    Duverger made an unhappy gesture with his hands. “Machine guns, certainly. Mountain guns, perhaps — but getting them ashore without proper harbour facilities will not be straightforward. They will also be, ah, a little difficult to disguise — perhaps as water pipes?” 
 
    Baxter folded his arms across his chest. “Captain Bogue,” he said, being careful to use the honorific. “Mind telling us where it is we’re going, and what it is we’ll be doing?” 
 
    Bogue gave him a slightly vicious smile. “Well, Mr Baxter, I’m sure you’ll be happy to hear that we’re going to Alexandria,” he said. “Apparently what the Turks need in Tripolitania right now is officers, not guns, so they want us to try to take some in by sea.” 
 
    Connie’s expression was incredulous. “We’ve just finished cutting down on our cabin space!” she said, throwing her hands up in disgust. 
 
    Bogue’s smile was only slightly more friendly as he turned his gaze on her. “They can have yours, Mr Constant,” he said. “I’ve got a job for Consuela on shore.” 
 
    That only slightly mollified her. “Well, guess it’s better than being at sea,” she said. “But I have always wanted to see Alexandria.” 
 
    “You don’t even know where that is,” Bogue said. 
 
    “When do we put to sea?” Baxter asked, voice flat and hard. Contrary to what Bogue had said, he wasn’t overly pleased about going back into territory that was, in fact if not in name, British. But then, the American would have suspected that. 
 
    “As soon as we’ve taken on sufficient provisions. I’d be obliged if you and Frenchy would go and see to that — Mr Constant and I need to have a private chat.” 
 
      
 
    Baxter fought the urge to pace nervously. He normally didn’t feel this on edge. He’d kept his cool even in Tripoli as it crouched under the threat of bombardment and invasion. 
 
    He was surrounded by the bustle and clatter of life in the major trading hub that Alexandria had become in the last two decades or so. The street could almost have been in any number of European cities, the construction mostly dating from late in the last century after a duel between Royal Navy ironclads and Egyptian gun batteries had led to widespread fire and destruction. It seemed that all of the Mediterranean and much of the wider world was represented here. Arabs and Africans rubbed shoulders with Turks, Greeks and sundry other Europeans; straw boater hats were almost as apparent as fezzes and turbans. French was the language of trade and commerce here, and the panoply of signs along the street advertised wares and services in both that language and Arabic script. There was a palpable tension — the docks had recently been under quarantine due to a disease outbreak, and Egypt was sandwiched between the heart of the Ottoman Empire and one of its provinces currently under assault. 
 
    “Ah, this is more like it,” Duverger said, raising a glass of white wine and holding it to the light, then taking a sip and licking his lips. “Not bad. Italian, I think.” 
 
    The proprietor of the bar in which they sat hadn’t been able to tell Duverger the provenance of his wine. Despite the Frenchman’s insistence at first that he would only drink produce of his own country, his desire for a glass had finally won out. Like Constantinople, Alexandria’s cosmopolitan nature meant many prohibitions were either relaxed or outright ignored. 
 
    “Come, my friend, this is not so bad, and yet you seem on edge. I admit, I may not be as congenial company as Mademoiselle Connie, but you seem more than usually … how do you say, ill-tempered?” 
 
    Baxter forced himself to relax. “Not quite sure what you mean, François, calling me ill-tempered,” he said without rancour. 
 
    “My dear Baxter, you may think you hide your temper well,” Duverger said cheerfully, “but you must be the angriest person I have ever met.” 
 
    Baxter shrugged. Duverger was right, in a way, when he said that Connie’s absence was putting him on edge. In his brief experience of working with her ashore in potentially hostile territory — and they had to think of Egypt as hostile — she’d shown herself to be steady and capable. Duverger, while he was good at his assigned role as the cargo master, was an unknown quantity otherwise. 
 
    “Are you in ill odour with the British authorities?” Duverger asked quietly, his tone becoming more serious. “While we are, of course, technically in an Ottoman province, everyone knows your Lord Kitchener is the true power here.” 
 
    Baxter snorted. “No more than usual, I think — I don’t recall breaking any British laws recently.” He shifted his shoulders. That was perhaps part of it — any contact with the RN or British authorities brought an increased risk of running athwart old acquaintances or indeed foes. 
 
    “You said this Montagu had done, by taking a commission with the Ottoman Army — surely this too will apply to you?” 
 
    Baxter had thought about that. It didn’t really matter to him right now, but that sort of thing hanging over him could become a problem in the future. “I’ve not officially signed up to any military organisation — I’m just a private citizen.” 
 
    “Such pleasant fictions we live by,” Duverger said. Baxter knew he was talking to cover his own nervousness. The Ottoman officer they were supposed to meet here was late, and while Britain was remaining scrupulously neutral in the war, Lord Kitchener had made it very clear that Ottoman Empire forces were not to move across or through Egypt in any way. The Resadiye’s disguise was complete and the yacht was at anchor in the magnificent, sprawling harbour, but the longer they remained here the more chance there was of attracting unwanted attention from the local authorities. “So if this does not concern you, mon ami, why is it I feel you are likely to tear this establishment up at the slightest provocation?” 
 
    Baxter finally managed to lay his finger on what had been bothering him; while Duverger’s questioning had started to irritate him, it had also made him focus. “I think we’re being watched,” he said at last. 
 
    Duverger glanced sharply at him. “Just as in Resadiye, and Zanzur?” There was a note of doubt in his voice. “Surely here it would be the local police?” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Baxter said. “It sounds quite lunatic. If it was the Egyptian authorities, I’m sure they would just have arrested us. There is something … not quite right about Bogue and his operation, though.” 
 
    Duverger chuckled, though it sounded forced to Baxter’s ear. “There is something most certainly not quite right about Bogue, and Connie for that matter — though there are other things quite right about her as well. But come now, surely you do not think he is being hunted across the Mediterranean? This operation hardly seems important enough for the Italians to have taken an interest.” 
 
    “You think what we’re doing is essentially futile?” Baxter asked, trying to change the subject. 
 
    “Oh, not for us, just as long as we get paid. And do not lie to me, Baxter. I know you think a few crates of rifles here and there will make little difference. So you see, who would really bother watching us? I’m sure the Italians will sink the Resadiye in due course, hopefully when we are no longer aboard her.” 
 
    “And that would be a shame — she’s a pretty enough barky, but the sooner we’re off her, the better,” Baxter said, then drained his coffee and rose. “I’m sure you’re quite right, and I’m just getting paranoid.” 
 
    “Then where are you going?” 
 
    Baxter knew he wasn’t being paranoid. He had enough experience with these matters to trust his gut, but he wasn’t going to spend time trying to convince Duverger of this. For one thing, it would involve a discussion of things he didn’t particularly care to share. “Going to take a look around, see if I can spot our Turk. I imagine he’s quite lost.” 
 
    Baxter stepped out into the street, pulling his cap over his eyes. October in Alexandria wasn’t quite as hot as the last few weeks in the Adriatic, but there was a humidity, a closeness to the air that he didn’t really like. It held in all the smells of the city — the same as any city, anywhere, close-packed humans and animals, coal fires, an undertone of rotten fish and seaweed coming up from the harbour — and it reminded him why he preferred the simpler life at sea. 
 
    That could very well be why he was feeling out of sorts, of course. 
 
    He stuck his hands in his pockets and wandered towards the dock. He didn’t know which ship their Ottoman passenger was supposed to have come in on. Supposedly, from what little Bogue had said, one or more army officers had come this far expecting to continue overland, but plans had changed and they had instead cabled this ‘special organisation’ Feridun was now involved with to arrange forward transit by sea. 
 
    The docks had, until recently, been under quarantine; crews and passengers, not to mention cargo, had either been cooped up aboard or stacked up on the wharves. That might explain the delay, of course, if there was such a backlog that passengers were still waiting to disembark. 
 
    Baxter was lost in thought as he turned left and moved along the busy quayside, almost unconsciously dodging around workers and carts, lowering his head to avoid getting it taken off by a cargo being swung ashore in a net strung below a crane. His lack of attention would have cost him if the man who fell into step with him was not already known to him. 
 
    “Marcus Alexandrovich,” the newcomer said, his accent Russian but not strongly so. It was a voice that Baxter hadn’t heard for a long time, had thought never to hear again. 
 
    “Yuriy Makarovich,” he said, managing to mask the surprise in his voice. “I assume that this isn’t a coincidence?” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    Baxter hadn’t seen Yuriy Koenig since the last few days in Odessa in 1905. He’d put the Russian naval lieutenant ashore, along with young Tommy Dunbar and the fiery Ukrainian revolutionary Mashka, after they’d foiled the hare-brained scheme of a Russian secret policeman bent on provoking war with the Ottoman Empire. The three of them still had work to do ashore, but Baxter’s own part in that miserable little escapade was over. 
 
    “It is good to see you, my friend,” Koenig said in English as he put his hand out. “And no, I’m afraid this is no coincidence.” 
 
    Baxter shook the proffered hand, all the while keeping half an eye on his surroundings. “Your English has improved,” he said. They’d mostly spoken Russian or French together previously. 
 
    “Walk with me?” Koenig asked, smiling diffidently and gesturing along the quayside. After a moment’s hesitation, Baxter followed him, willing for now to see how this played out. 
 
    “Many years spent in the company of Mr Dunbar,” Koenig went on, picking up the thread of the conversation. “Though Ekaterina does occasionally need to correct some of the more, ah, colloquial phrases he uses.” 
 
    Baxter felt an absurd stab of jealousy at the casual way Koenig mentioned Ekaterina Juneau. That was ancient history, and he was surprised by his response. “How is the lad?” he asked gruffly, to cover his confusion. 
 
    “Tomaska has grown into a fine young man. You would be proud of him. Mashka has remained in the household as well. She is still … very much as she was when you knew her.” Koenig looked at him with a quizzical expression, as though he expected Baxter to ask after someone else. 
 
    “And the countess?” he asked after a moment’s pause. 
 
    “She is well. Prospering, in fact,” Koenig said, though Baxter picked up an odd evasiveness in his voice. “She commends herself to you.” 
 
    Baxter grunted noncommittally. He didn’t quite know what to think or feel about this unexpected turn of events. “I take it she’s still doing police work?” he asked, then gestured at Koenig’s attire. He wasn’t in the uniform of the Imperial Russian Navy and was dressed more like a gentleman on a grand tour of more exotic locations. “And you appear to have joined her?” 
 
    Koenig’s laughter was good-natured. “Oh, no. Lord, no. Ekaterina left the service of the Okhrana after the, ah, unpleasant business in the Ukraine. My own service with the state came to an end at a similar time.” 
 
    “Then what the bloody hell is going on here?” Baxter asked bluntly, stopping and staring hard at Koenig. 
 
    Koenig stopped after a pace and turned back to face him. Baxter noticed a slight tightening in his jaw that suggested nervousness. The Russian knew better than most Baxter’s capacity for violence, and his expression suggested he was concerned he was going to be subject to assault. 
 
    Baxter forced himself to relax his shoulders and shake out the aggressive stance that he’d unconsciously fallen into. 
 
    “Well, the thing of it is, Baxter, the countess has developed something of a … well, a business, I suppose you would call it. Specialising in solving issues for important people, and providing redress when others cannot. Sort of like your Sherlock Holmes. I have been working for her since I left the navy, in fact, as do Tomaska and Mashka.” 
 
    Baxter got a bad feeling in his gut as he guessed where this was going. “I assume you’re not here for me?” he said, glancing around again. 
 
    Koenig swallowed quickly and held his hands up. “Not at all, my dear friend,” he said hurriedly. “I did, though, want to warn you that the company you keep could be extremely dangerous. We have been engaged to look into an … unpleasant situation, and the evidence has led us to Hiram Bogue or one of his associates. I would strongly recommend that you end your employment with them.” 
 
    “That’s a lot to ask based on suspicion and possibilities,” Baxter said. The suspicion that they had been under observation made sense now, as did the attempt to detain Connie in Constantinople. Bogue’s insouciant, indeed dismissive attitude also made sense, if he knew he was under suspicion already. “I’m guessing that if you had actual proof you wouldn’t just be watching him, and would be getting the authorities involved.” 
 
    Koenig shrugged. “I thought this would be your answer, as did the countess. I will of course endeavour to warn you if movements are made to apprehend Bogue — for the sake of old times, and the debt we all owe you. All I would ask is that you are discreet with your new associates.” 
 
    Baxter raised an eyebrow. That was a lot to ask, but at the same time Koenig had done him the courtesy of not asking him to be an informant. “Honestly, Yuriy, I’ve lost track of who owes what, and that’s all rather ancient history at this point. But don’t worry — Bogue already knows he’s under observation.” He paused. “Couple of chaps who tried to grab Connie in Constantinople — don’t suppose they were yours?” 
 
    Koenig’s expression was unhappy. “I think ‘grab’ is too strong a word — they were just trying to talk to her, and I gather things got heated. They were emphatic that she incited a mob of locals against them and they barely escaped with their lives. But it occurs to me now that they did not want to admit to having been thrashed by a singular assailant.” 
 
    Baxter grinned at him but didn’t say anything. Koenig was an intelligent man, and had seen him when his blood was up, including when he’d taken on a group of drunk Cossack officers by himself. The smile went as he finally got to the question that he’d wanted to ask since first seeing Koenig, but also dreaded the answer to. “Is she here?” 
 
    Koenig was obviously ready for this and didn’t hesitate with his response. “She was until recently, but she and Tommy had to leave to take care of another issue.” 
 
    That stung Baxter more than he’d expected, but he didn’t let that show. “Well, I’m sure you’ve got other business beyond trying to put the wind up me, and I’ve got work to be getting on with.” 
 
    Koenig smiled and inclined his head in a semi-bow. “Indeed. Please do try to keep in mind what I have said.” He hesitated slightly, clearly undecided whether to mention something else. Baxter managed to keep his peace. “Apparently Bogue or another member of the Resadiye’s crew murdered an Italian officer — do you know anything of this?” 
 
    Baxter felt his jaw tighten, remembering the keen young man who’d gone into the water and then through the screw. “I think at least one man died during our breakout from Resadiye,” he said, voice hard. “Not something we looked for, but it was in defence of our vessel in a war. I don’t think that can be characterised as ‘murder’.” 
 
    Koenig made that placating gesture with his hands again, and the way his eyes flickered to a spot behind Baxter told him the Russian wasn’t alone on the docks, and that whoever was there had become concerned. “Well, such niceties of the law escape me, given the Resadiye is a civilian vessel but flagged to a belligerent power. However, I have heard rumours that the officer in question was the son of someone influential, and that word is therefore being promulgated around the Italian fleet that your vessel is to be hunted with great acuity.” 
 
    Baxter smiled, and offered Koenig his hand. “You definitely didn’t pick that language up from Tommy,” he said as they shook. “I’ll be careful, Yuriy.” 
 
    “That is all we ask. The countess was particularly concerned on that point, knowing as she did that you would not walk away.” 
 
    “I’m surprised she cares,” Baxter said. Koenig’s expression was unreadable. “Well, I’d best be getting back before Du… before my compatriot starts to worry.” 
 
    “Oh, I am sure Monsieur Duverger is still quite relaxed,” Koenig said, taking a certain amount of smug pride in his knowledge of the Resadiye’s crew. “Take care, Marcus Alexandrovich.” 
 
    “If we were given to taking care, Yuriy Makarovich, we wouldn’t be in our respective professions.” 
 
    Baxter found Duverger where he’d left him, still just as relaxed as Koenig had said he would be. His demeanour changed as soon as he saw Baxter, though. “What’s wrong?” he asked, his usual light, bantering tone disappearing from his voice. 
 
    “We need to go, now,” he said, voice flat and hard, brooking no discussion. “I don’t think our passenger is going to make it, and I think we’re in danger.” 
 
    Duverger, to his credit, didn’t waste time arguing or asking inane questions about how Baxter had come to this conclusion. He rose, his expression far harder than usual. He reached inside his well-cut white jacket, no doubt checking the seating of a pistol there. 
 
    “Don’t even think about pulling that out here,” Baxter snarled, his temper already running short. 
 
    “Ah, there’s the man I’ve come to know. Back to the Silver Guinea?” he asked, being careful to refer to the ship by the name she was currently sailing under. “Or are you planning a quieter exit?” 
 
    Baxter had been considering that. There had been a time when he’d trusted both Koenig and Ekaterina implicitly. But, while Bogue and his people definitely had a rough edge to them, he’d seen nothing to suggest they were as bad as Koenig had painted them. And, as he’d said to the Russian ex-sailor, he was starting to make a decent living from this operation. “Back to the Resadiye. Unless we can find out whether our Turk is still aboard one of these passenger ships or somewhere laying low in the city — and I’m damned if I know how to do that — we need to give up this foolish escapade.” 
 
    They headed back to the blockade runner, being careful to take a long and winding route. That wasn’t hard to manage — Alexandria’s harbour was wide and deep, large enough to accommodate hundreds of merchant vessels or an entire squadron of battle ships with room to spare. Bogue had found them an out-of-the-way berth, not so far-flung that they stood out amongst whatever small ships might be using it but still reasonably far away from the heart of the docks. 
 
    Baxter relaxed as they made their way through the close, winding streets of the city. He couldn’t ignore the possibility that Koenig was being excessively clever, and that his goal had been to rattle Baxter and then follow him to see what he did. He wouldn’t have thought such a thing likely of the headstrong young officer he’d known, but he knew Ekaterina was entirely capable of such a ploy. It seemed to him, though, that no one would be able to follow them through Alexandria’s lively crowds. 
 
    “Shall you tell me what got you rattled?” Duverger asked as they finally emerged onto the docks. The sun was beginning its dip towards the horizon, but the area was still busy with labourers moving cargo on and off the smaller ships that crowded the wharf. The harbour here was a sea of close-packed masts and funnels, both vessels that had moored and others waiting their turn; the shouts of ship’s crews and dockworkers mingled with the cry of hopefully circling birds. 
 
    “Not rattled, as such,” Baxter said. They’d walked mostly in silence for the last couple of hours, which had given him time to think what he’d say to Duverger and the others. After some consideration, he’d decided against saying anything about his encounter with Koenig and what had been said. As he’d noted to the Russian, Bogue was already aware that he was being watched, and Baxter guessed he had a good idea who by. Admitting he’d been approached would just serve to undermine any trust he’d managed to build with this motley crew. “The longer we sat there, the clearer it became that our man wasn’t showing. Plus, you were in danger of getting three sheets to the wind.” 
 
    “Wine is like water to us Frenchmen, my friend,” Duverger said, taking no apparent insult. He also didn’t look entirely convinced by Baxter’s explanation, but seemed content to leave it as they’d reached the Resadiye’s gangplank. 
 
    “Where the hell have you two been?” Bogue demanded. “We’ve got work to do.” 
 
    It turned out that Bogue had received word from the Committee, via Feridun, while Baxter and Duverger had been kicking their heels ashore. 
 
    “Turns out our man’s got the wind up him,” Bogue said. “He’s on a small passenger liner and feels that even coming ashore to meet you is too much of a risk. He’s requested collection from the vessel itself.” 
 
    Baxter didn’t bother pointing out that Bogue had known exactly where they were and could have sent word to them at any point. Their captain probably had his reasons, but Baxter didn’t particularly care to know them. “And given everything else, I’m guessing this isn’t going to be as easy as picking him up on the way out.” 
 
    Bogue’s smile was mirthless. “Of course not.” He gestured them after him. “Wish to hell Mr Constant was here — he’s good at this sort of thing.” 
 
      
 
    “This doesn’t seem so complicated,” Duverger muttered a couple of hours later as Baxter conned one of the Resadiye’s small boats across the harbour. “Row to a ship, pick up a passenger. Row back to our ship.” 
 
    The harbour was quieter now, though activity and commerce hadn’t ceased entirely with the end of the day. Most of the ships, either tied up at the docks or anchored further out, were showing lights and they could hear the crews at their leisure. There were a few boats on the water, enough that they didn’t appear completely unusual; ships’ boats visiting other vessels in the harbour and those plying a trade between shore and ship were also perfectly usual. 
 
    Baxter didn’t know what would happen if they were caught trying to disembark a passenger from a liner, particularly in the heightened tensions of wartime. The forged papers that listed a Mr Homer Constant as the owner of the yacht Silver Guinea, registered in New York, would only get them so far — mostly intended to convince a harried Italian patrol rather than be subjected to scrutiny by port authorities. And while there might be no long-term repercussions for being intercepted, depending on how the Egyptian authorities viewed the attempt, they would almost certainly be stuck in port until any wrangles had either been overcome or they’d all ended up in gaol. 
 
    “All things considered,” he said at last, “it’s probably best that we don’t get caught.” 
 
    Duverger nodded after a moment. Baxter knew he was talking to relieve his own tension, but that didn’t stop him getting increasingly irritated. 
 
    He glanced across at the glow of the city beyond the harbour, over to the sea wall. He swept his gaze across the lights of the ships around them that cast the forest of masts into jumping shadow that, if anything, made navigating the tangle of ships even harder. “We should be about there,” he said quietly. “Jump up into the bows, would you, and see if you can make her out? Raffy, tell the lads to ease up on the oars — not stop, though.” 
 
    The boat slowed to a crawl, the oars creaking in the rowlocks as Baxter nosed her towards a couple of vessels anchored a bit further out into the harbour. Duverger went up into the bows, stepping on the thwarts between the oarsmen with the ease of practice. Baxter had found himself wondering about the Frenchman, about whether he was what he presented himself as. One thing was for certain, though — he knew his way around boats, and knew the sea. 
 
    The boat creaked in breathless silence past a collier lying low in the water, waiting to offload her hateful cargo. “What boat?” a voice called suspiciously from the dark bulk of the ship. 
 
    Baxter held his tongue, casting a warning glance at everyone else as they continued on their way. “What boat?” came the plaintive cry again, but as they were past the collier, the surprisingly alert crewman rapidly lost interest in them. 
 
    “I see her,” Duverger whispered. Another more modern ship, taller in the water, came into view. “The Esmerelda, out of Cartagena.” 
 
    Baxter could see the name painted in tall, white letters on her black bows now, catching just enough reflected light from the nearby ships to be made out. 
 
    He slipped his watch out of his pocket, tilting it to that same faint light. Just about on time. The Esmerelda was more of a cargo ship with enough of a deckhouse to carry passengers as well. She’d been in harbour for at least three days before the Resadiye’s arrival, which made Baxter wonder how much the Turk was paying to stay aboard. The crew, from what he could see of the deck as the boat rocked a few score feet away, maintained some form of harbour watch. They were merchant men, though, so he doubted it was as rigorous as he’d expect aboard a warship. 
 
    “Give way, lads, quietly and gently now,” he said. Raffy passed the orders on, but enough of the crew had started to pick up sufficient English that they could understand basic commands. The boat crept closer to the merchant ship, coming up under her stern. Baxter was briefly reminded of the boarding action he and the Juneaus had had to undertake to save the Yaroslavich from revolutionary mutineers, but he pushed that aside. This was nothing like that hot, close night in Nosy Be — nowhere near as dangerous, for one — and if the Turk was at the agreed point, then neither he nor Duverger would need to sneak aboard the Esmerelda. 
 
    The boat slid alongside the merchantman, drawing up to the entry port where their passenger was supposed to be waiting. Raffy whispered an order and the crew shipped their oars before one of them used a boathook to grab onto the merchant ship’s side. While the motley collection of sailors that Feridun had found weren’t necessarily practiced in the operations of a large vessel, small boat handling was something most of them were experienced in. 
 
    They sat in the darkness, just the sound of the gentle waves lapping against the steel hull and the distant noises of the night-time city breaking the silence. Baxter tried not to fidget in the stern, reflecting on the absurdity of the situation. The Young Turk’s special organisation had peculiar ideas of security that bordered on the paranoid — they didn’t even know the name of the man they were here to collect. But at the same time, nothing by way of a recognition signal had been arranged. 
 
    Baxter glanced again at his watch, just about able to make out the time. They’d waited for what seemed like an eternity, but he saw now it had only been ten minutes. It was certainly past the agreed time of the rendezvous, and every moment they remained here increased the chance of the night watch spotting them. While they weren’t necessarily doing anything illicit, there would be justifiable questions as to why they had hooked on to the Esmerelda but not announced their presence. 
 
    “Five more minutes?” Duverger whispered as he came back down the boat. 
 
    “I’ve had enough of this nonsense,” Baxter said in response. “Take over the tiller, would you? Don’t go anywhere without me.” 
 
    “But where…” Duverger began, but Baxter had already covered the length of the boat in a few quick strides and climbed up the entry ladder onto the Esmerelda’s deck as though it was the most natural thing in the world. He didn’t quite know what he was going to do — for one, he didn’t even know which cabin their passenger was in. He was, however, very certain that he was tired of this utterly amateur approach, and about ready to be away from Alexandria. 
 
    He was expecting a sleepy night-time harbour watch, but was confronted by a surprised-looking Spaniard in a slightly stained steward’s uniform. The Esmerelda was as much cargo freighter as passenger line, if not primarily that, but it seemed her owners still wanted to look after their passengers. 
 
    “Sen͂or?” the Spaniard said, glancing nervously over Baxter’s shoulder. 
 
    Before he could say anything more, or perhaps call for an officer, Baxter gave him his best winning grin, threw an arm around his shoulder and turned him back towards the superstructure. The steward had a bucket of slops in his hands which he’d obviously been about to dispose of over the side, and didn’t quite know what to do with it or what to make of this large individual who’d come aboard as though he owned the barky. 
 
    “Glad I’ve bumped into you,” Baxter said loudly and in English. Never mind manoeuvres, go straight at ’em, Lord Nelson had said. Baxter had a bit of Spanish, in the way he had a smattering of a number of European languages, but that wasn’t what was required now. “I’m here to pick up a friend of mine, Turkish gentleman who’s been on board from Constantinople — wonder if you could show me to his cabin?” 
 
    Baxter didn’t give the bemused steward time to collect his thoughts, steering him along with just enough pressure around his narrow shoulders and keeping up a flow of good-natured chat. His first instinct had just been to lay the fellow out or otherwise subdue him with violence, but this wasn’t the time or place for it, and from the look of him the steward may not have survived the experience. 
 
    The Spaniard led him through an open hatch, remembering enough of his professional standards to put the slops down. “Sen͂or Rami, si?” he asked, also finding a semblance of courtesy in the face of this loud and unexpected visitor. He mumbled something further, almost too quietly for Baxter to catch — something about wondering when the foreign gentleman was going to go ashore. Baxter wasn’t entirely sure if the word the steward used was ‘gentleman’, however. 
 
    The steward led him along a corridor with a slightly worn carpet. The vessel’s interior matched the exterior in that both had seen better days, but appeared at least clean and functional. He raised a hand to knock on a wood-panelled door, but Baxter put his hand on his shoulder. “Don’t worry, old chap — I’ll roust him out myself,” he said, pressing a few coins into the steward’s hand and sending him on his way with a gentle shove. 
 
    Baxter rapped smartly on the door, but didn’t wait to be invited in. A tall, well-built man in shirt-sleeves looked up in surprise from the valise case he was still packing. He snapped something in Turkish that he guessed was along the lines of ‘how dare you?’ or ‘what do you mean by this?’ 
 
    “Good evening,” Baxter said, as formally as he could manage. “I’m here to convey you on the next stage of your journey.” 
 
    Rami, as the steward had named him, was clearly an officer. He wasn’t particularly tall but broad, with curly dark hair and a neat moustache. His dark eyes flared dangerously, and he gestured to the baggage still half-packed around him. “Wait,” was all he said — whether due to a lack of English or manners, it was hard to say. 
 
    Baxter’s fuse almost reached an end. It wasn’t so much the supercilious tone and the arrogance of the instruction — he was well used to that from officers who had thought themselves his better. What he couldn’t stomach was the almost continual disorganisation and cavalier approach to war-fighting that seemed evident in the Ottoman forces. 
 
    He crossed the small cabin, took the half-folded shirt from the Turk’s hands and shoved it into the case, stuffing it down to make room for the few other items — shaving kit and such — that were apparent. He put those in as well, snapped the case closed and buckled it. “You’re now packed — let’s go.” 
 
    The Turk was staring at him with an expression between horror and disbelief. He was clearly a man who expected things to happen on his terms, and certainly didn’t appreciate someone he considered his inferior dictating those terms. 
 
    Baxter met his stare. “We don’t have time for this,” he said. “You’re going into a war, old chap. Those rarely happen on your timetable.” 
 
    “Baggage,” Rami said frostily. He was determined to salvage some feeling of control over the situation, and Baxter wondered if he’d been deliberately late to make this point. Well, if he wanted this meaningless victory, he could have it. 
 
    Baxter bent down for the mahogany chest that Rami had indicated, lifting it with ease by the handle set in the top despite the weight. “After you,” he said amiably. 
 
    Rami stalked out ahead of him, either believing he had won an important victory or just keen to avoid any more wounds to his obviously fragile pride. Baxter glanced forward as he left the cabin, and saw the steward returning with a somewhat corpulent officer in tow. The latter was red in the face, either due to anger or just being winded. He had no intention of waiting around to find out. 
 
    “Come on then, chum,” Baxter said to Rami. The other man stiffened, started to turn, but found himself hurried along without any real option. 
 
    “Sir! Your outstanding bill!” the officer cried out as they ducked through the hatch onto the main deck. 
 
    The Turk didn’t show any inclination to stop and settle his account, and the Spaniard’s shout if anything made him more compliant with Baxter’s urging. 
 
    They reached the entry port with a few yards to spare. “Look alive!” Baxter shouted down to the waiting boat, and he dropped the Turk’s luggage without waiting to see if anyone was ready. “Down you go!” 
 
    Rami didn’t need further instructions, though he was clearly put out by the treatment of his luggage. He went down into the boat smartly enough, and Baxter turned to face the steward and shipping line officer as they came puffing up. He didn’t need to speak to make clear the threat of violence if they tried to restrain him. They both drew up short, and while they were still trying to decide what to do next, he dropped over the side and ran nimbly down into the boat. 
 
    “Shove off!” Duverger called out as soon as his boots hit the boat’s bow. Baxter almost lost his balance as the sailor with the boathook pushed them away from the merchantman’s side. He braced himself as Duverger gave more commands and the oars went back into the water. The boat shot away, sending the Turk sprawling in an undignified heap between the oarsmen. Baxter pulled him up and set him to rights in the stern. Rami was so incandescently furious at this turn of events that he appeared lost for words, a state he would hopefully stay in until they had made it back to the Resadiye. 
 
    “This is no bloody way to fight a war,” Duverger commented quietly as Baxter settled in the stern with him. 
 
    “Good job it’s not our war to fight.” 
 
    “Amen to that — I am thinking that it may soon be time to take my pay and be on my way, whether or not Monsieur Feridun has found suitable replacements from among his countrymen.” 
 
    Baxter took his cap off and rubbed at his hair. “You’re not wrong, François,” he said. “You’re really not wrong.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    Dawn found the blockade runner already well on her way, clear of Alexandria and steaming west by north to begin her risky journey back through waters busy with Italian warships. Baxter had managed to stretch out on his cot in relative peace, as Duverger was in the wheelhouse. 
 
    He found he couldn’t drop off, although he’d been on the go for more than a day at this point. Fatigue was like grit behind his eyeballs, but his mind kept turning over the conversation with Koenig. He’d not had a chance to tell Bogue or Connie about it, as the former was closeted with an irate Captain (as it turned out he was) Aibidin Rami, and there was still no sign of the latter. He didn’t know what he would do — he could confront them, demand to know what had happened, but that would jeopardise his own position. A subtle approach to wheedle out the truth might be more fruitful, but wasn’t his strong suit. 
 
    “And does it even matter to me?” he muttered. Baxter knew he was taking a lot on faith, believing Koenig without evidence, but both he and Ekaterina had proven themselves to be trustworthy one way or another. Even if the latter’s behaviour during the last days of their shared voyage to the straits of Tsushima and the cold shoulder she’d offered him afterwards in Vladivostok had been strange. Baxter had never quite been able to shake the feeling that she’d been responsible for his arrest there, even if she had then seemed to be something of a protector while he was in custody. 
 
    He rolled up into a sitting position, giving up on sleep, and reached under his cot for the old-fashioned ditty bag that contained most of his worldly possessions. Delving past some clean clothes and sundry odds and ends, he pulled out a more than somewhat tattered and dog-eared envelope. It was still sealed, despite having been given to him more than six years ago. The single word on the envelope — Marcus — was still legible, but barely. It was written in an elegant copperplate. He’d never been able to bring himself to open it, first because he’d assumed it was a Dear John from Ekaterina. Latterly, when the sting of those days had passed, it had become something of a good luck charm to him. 
 
    If he did ask them, he would have to explain how the idea had been put into his head. Bogue knew they were under surveillance, and giving even a hint that the people after him had made contact with Baxter would almost certainly see him turned off the ship without his pay at the very least. 
 
    No — better to let it lie, Baxter decided. Better he get his hard-earned pay and get away from this enterprise before it ran onto a lee shore. The right time to do that was difficult to call, of course. He, Duverger and the others hadn’t agreed a specific length of service with Feridun, just that they would be well compensated to remain with the Resadiye until replacements could be found. Their employer had given every impression of being an honest man who would honour that, and perhaps could be persuaded to pay up at least a proportion of it if they chose to leave before a new suite of officers arrived. 
 
    His mind made up, Baxter tucked the letter back into his bag and stepped out of his cabin, then along the corridor that ran down the centre of the deckhouse. There were still some signs of the opulence that had characterised the vessel in her earlier, peacetime role. There was deep red carpet underfoot, and the fittings were all polished brass. Some of the cabins had been knocked together to make more cargo space, though it was important, of course, that this wasn’t apparent from the exterior. They’d also altered the structure somewhat, shortening it to change the vessel’s profile. The carpenters in Preveza had done an outstanding job of finishing the work so it wasn’t too obvious, at least from a distance. 
 
    Baxter emerged into a blustery sort of day, wind from the north-west bringing a covering of cloud and the promise of rain. It made a welcome change from the sweltering heat. The sea was running long, the Resadiye riding comfortably over the swell. 
 
    “Filthy weather comes,” one of the Turkish sailors said. It was Bekir, the sharp-eyed Ottoman Navy veteran, and he gave Baxter a gap-toothed grin as he went by. 
 
    “Likely to be, Bekir, likely to be,” he replied. He looked along the length of the vessel from where he stood towards the stern. The freshening breeze whipped her plume of oily smoke away to the south and sung in the masts’ rigging. There was still enough sunshine that the polished brass that had yet to be disposed of gleamed. The bunker tanks were full and Bogue had them steaming at a little over cruising speed — they would make good time back towards Zanzur. 
 
    The crew were variously employed on deck, working on the finish of the deckhouse or preparing more facades for weapon crates intended to disguise them as considerably less marshal cargo under Duverger’s instruction. The helmsman had them on a steady course without need for supervision, and there was a man up in the crosstrees of the foremast, the highest point aboard, legs on either side of the spar to anchor him as he kept watch. A French flag snapped from the sternpost. 
 
    “They’re coming together nicely,” he said to Duverger as the Frenchman came across to greet him. 
 
    “Oui. I will almost feel sorry when we hand her over to her proper officers.” 
 
    Baxter shoved his hands into his pockets as he felt his mood sour with the greying of the light. “You don’t actually think that’s going to happen, do you?” 
 
    Duverger shrugged expressively, but before they could discuss the point further, the lookout raised his voice. “Smoke! Port!” 
 
    The two of them moved quickly to the port side. Duverger had his glasses handy and stared hard in the indicated direction, sweeping the sea. They hadn’t yet been able to teach the crew enough English to be any more precise in their warnings. “Raffy, ask him where exactly?” Baxter said, shading his eyes. A shouted exchange narrowed down the arc of sea. 
 
    “Got him!” Duverger said, shooting an arm out and passing the glasses to Baxter. “What do you make of it?” 
 
    Baxter raised the glasses to his eyes. They were close enough to the Tripolitanian coast that, with magnification, it went from being the impression of a dull smudge on the horizon to an almost featureless coastline in slightly more focus. He found the vessel that the lookout had spotted, small and lean below a plume of smoke. “She’s definitely closing in on us, and quickly,” he said after a moment. “Torpedo boat, I think, or an older destroyer.” 
 
    He didn’t need to specify which combatant nation the vessel belonged to. There were no Ottoman warships, as far as they knew, in this region of the Mediterranean. 
 
    “Can we outrun it?” Bogue asked, his voice tight with anger. Glancing at him, Baxter was sure the anger was directed at their passenger rather than any of them. 
 
    “Unlikely,” he said. “Even if we go to full revolutions now, it’ll still have at least five knots on us, more than enough time to overhaul us before nightfall. And, no, we can’t fight it.” 
 
    Bogue grunted. “Well, let’s hope our disguise works, then. Time to warm up your singing voice, Frenchy.” He smirked at that, then his expression darkened again. “I’d best get our friend locked down, though — things might get a bit hairy if they find a Turk aboard.” 
 
    “Maintain course and speed for now?” Duverger asked. 
 
    “Yeah, why not? After all, you’re a rich Frenchman out for a cruise. We’ve got nothing to run from, but we aren’t going to make their lives easier for them.” 
 
    The torpedo boat — as it turned out to be — caught up with them half an hour later. Baxter watched with professional interest as the helmsman brought it on the Resadiye’s port quarter and came alongside with a flourish rather than adopting a parallel course and then closing slowly. It looked like a relatively new boat, sleek and lean like all of its breed, with 3-inch guns fore and aft and two banks of torpedo tubes along the centreline on rotating mounts. A considerably more effective design than the last torpedo boat he’d had anything to do with. 
 
    An officer on the foredeck raised a loudhailer and shouted something in Italian. 
 
    Duverger sighed with genuine exasperation. “This again, busybodies wanting to know what my business is.” Raffy handed him a loudhailer and he switched to French to reply. “Italian ship, I am afraid I do not speak your language. This is the Guinee d’Argent, private vessel on course for Marseille.” 
 
    “Heave to and prepare to be boarded!” the officer shouted back in French. They were close enough that Baxter could make him out — he looked like an experienced and somewhat grizzled officer, surprisingly old to hold a relatively small command. His tone and stance brooked no dissent; Duverger picked up on that as well and agreed without demur. 
 
    “What the hell do you think you’re playing at?” Bogue demanded as he came back on deck. On Duverger’s orders, the way was coming off the Resadiye as the torpedo boat came close alongside, obviously intending to put the boarding party across directly rather than by using a boat. 
 
    “Trust me, mon capitaine, I have dealt with men like this my whole life. He would get his way eventually, and at least this way everyone is in an amicable mood. It would be best if anyone who looks particularly Turkish goes below, so as to avoid suspicion.” 
 
    The torpedo boat kissed the Resadiye’s side with a slight crunch not long after the word had been passed, sending Bekir and a handful of others scurrying below decks. Neither vessel had stopped their engines entirely, keeping enough revolutions that they didn’t drift in the currents, but were to all intents and purposes at a stop. A five-strong boarding party came up the side, armed with rifles, and spread out around the entry port. They weren’t being aggressive, but were being cautious. A younger officer, probably the second in command, followed them aboard. He had a large, ugly revolver but it remained holstered on his hip. 
 
    “Good day to you,” he greeted Duverger, speaking in French and cordially enough. He nodded to Baxter with a smile. “I am Teniente Saviola. May I see your papers, please?” 
 
    Duverger took his cue from the Italian’s amicable manner. “But of course,” he said, producing a fat manilla envelope stuffed with the necessary forged documents that listed him as the owner and the vessel as being a French pleasure boat, one of a range of disguises. “May I ask why you’re taking such an interest in us?” 
 
    The Italian officer shuffled through the papers quickly, running an appraising eye across them. Baxter made a show of leaning nonchalantly against the rail and looking down with only mild interest at the torpedo boat, when in fact he was observing it closely. Bogue was back in the wheelhouse, under his guise of being the ship’s quartermaster, and those members of the crew on deck were being obvious about going about their business. It looked, perhaps, slightly forced, but then the crew of a civilian vessel would not act naturally during a boarding and inspection. 
 
    “These all look in order,” their visitor said after what felt like an hour but was probably only a minute or two. “To answer your question, sir, we have orders to stop and check every vessel in these waters. We have been ordered, in particular, to keep a close watch for a vessel not dissimilar to yours in description, as the crew are wanted for the murder of Italian sailors.” 
 
    “Murder? That is most unfortunate to hear — I hope you catch them,” Duverger said, with every appearance of sincerity. “It is a sad day when it comes to this, though — innocent vessels stopped and searched by warships.” 
 
    Saviola gave him a strained smile. “You may be aware that there is a war ongoing only a short distance away, and it is important that we cut off the flow of reinforcements and arms.” 
 
    “I had an inkling of such a development,” Duverger said. “It has forced me to cut short my sojourn and return to France.” 
 
    “I apologise for the inconvenience,” the fellow said, with only a small amount of sarcasm in his voice. 
 
    “Do you wish to inspect downstairs?” Duverger asked. “Just to make sure we are not harbouring any dastardly Moors?” 
 
    Baxter tensed, very slightly. It was a bold gambit on Duverger’s part, but he seemed to have judged his mark well. Saviola looked grave as he thought, then shook his head. “No, no, I do not think that will be necessary. I should warn you, we are commencing immediate operations around Derna. While I cannot dictate your course to you, beyond instructing you to avoid Italian territorial waters, I would encourage you to head due north for a while.” 
 
    Baxter looked at the increasingly dark clouds racing overhead. Not an ideal day for launching naval operations, though he’d fought in worse. Even as the Italian officer spoke, though, he heard the distant thump of heavy guns. 
 
    “Well, I believe that is my signal to depart,” the commander of the boarding party said, gesturing at the men under his command to start making their way back to the entry port. 
 
    “Captain Bogue!” a new voice broke in, yelling in English, making the Italian pause with a quizzical expression on his face. The voice was furious, loud enough that they could hear it coming from within the deckhouse. A second later, Captain Rami stormed out onto the deck, apoplectic beyond sense and reason, his broken English even more mangled. “Captain Bogue, there is … a woman amongst your crew! Dressed as a man!” 
 
    Baxter straightened. Duverger opened his mouth, his expression pained. He might almost have managed to talk his way out of the situation, except for the fact that Rami had picked the worst possible moment to change into his tan Ottoman Army service uniform — complete with rank badges, and a holstered sidearm. 
 
    The Italian’s eyes widened in shock and he spun round. Before he could shout anything to his men or the torpedo boat, though, a heavy bullet snatched him from his feet. Bogue had fired his Colt automatic from the wheelhouse, and now strode out onto the deck, the heavy pistol held in one hand. He fired again into the stunned silence, taking one of the sailors in the head, and then all hell broke loose. 
 
    Baxter was unarmed. Even if he didn’t have an antipathy for small arms, it would have looked a mite suspicious if he’d been carrying a weapon. He drove forward before the nearest sailor could react, getting a grip on the barrel of his rifle and driving its butt into his midriff. The fellow went down, gasping for breath and releasing his grip, and Baxter swung the weapon like a club, smashing the stock down into a second sailor’s rifle as he pulled the trigger. The bullet ploughed up the deck, and Baxter caught him on the chin with a backhanded strike that laid the fellow out even as he was desperately working the bolt of his weapon. 
 
    Everyone was shooting now. Duverger had a small automatic in his hand and had ducked into cover; Bogue’s obvious contempt for Italians extended to their marksmanship and he stood upright, firing steadily at the sailors. Rami finally managed to clear his own weapon, and Baxter turned in time to see an Italian white jacket drop to his knees in front of the Turk, throwing his hands up in surrender. Rami coldly shot the man through the head, gore and bone fragments spraying up the deck. 
 
    The torpedo boat was responding now, a rattle of rifle fire coming from its deck. It didn’t pull away; the commander was obviously determined not to abandon his men. That was a mistake, as it meant he couldn’t employ any of his serious offensive armament. Baxter fired his appropriated rifle over the side, the brass-bound butt smacking into his shoulder, then ducked back as return fire raked the space he was in. The boarding party was down, dead or injured as far as he could see, and Bogue joined him at the gunwale, reloading his automatic as he crouched beside him. “This is more like it!” the American shouted with a fierce grin, before squeezing off three rounds at the torpedo boat. 
 
    “This is a mess,” Baxter snarled. “As soon as they realise their boarders are done for, they’re going to stand off and sink us.” 
 
    Bogue thought about that for a few seconds longer than Baxter was really comfortable with. “Try to keep them from doing that!” he said, then dashed off. 
 
    “Not sure how the bloody hell I’m supposed to do that,” he muttered to no one in particular. “Short of boarding them myself.” 
 
    Rami was at the railing, shooting down into the torpedo boat, and some of the sailors had taken up fallen Italians’ rifles and were happily popping away — not out of any great animosity for the enemy, he thought, but the sheer necessity of survival and perhaps that strange exhilaration that came from combat. Baxter joined in with the firing. “Aim for the bridge!” he shouted. “Raffy, pass the word!” 
 
    A round hit the side not far from his head, and a wooden splinter scored his cheek. He could hear someone screaming in pain, but couldn’t tell if it came from the Resadiye or the torpedo boat. 
 
    As he’d predicted, the Italian vessel was starting to pull away, but the bridge was open and exposed to fire from above and someone potted the helmsman, causing the boat to slew back round towards the Resadiye’s side before another man was brave enough to step out into the open. White-jacketed sailors were running for the stern 3-pounder Hotchkiss — the blast from that fired at this range would be lethal to them, but it would also blow a hole clean through the unarmoured yacht. 
 
    “Take them down!” Baxter roared, firing in the direction of the gun crew even as he admired their suicidal courage. One of them was hit in the leg and went down screaming; a second went over the side without a sound. Others were running for the weapon, though, enough to start it swinging round to fire point-blank into the Resadiye’s side barely above the waterline. 
 
    The torpedo boat was still under control and pulling away from them now, though she seemed to be a bit sluggish. Baxter tried to draw a bead on the sailor crouched at the helm, but it was next to impossible as both vessels were back in motion now. Even on a dead calm he wasn’t a great shot with a rifle, and the torpedo boat in particular was bobbing up and down on the swell. He didn’t see where that round went, or the next. 
 
    Bogue and Asko arrived with one of the machine guns, hurriedly brought up from below, and they got it set up with the ease of long practice. 
 
    “Start shooting at the helm and the forrard gun,” Baxter suggested. 
 
    “I don’t see you hitting much,” Bogue growled, before lining up the machine gun. “And didn’t I tell you to keep them close?” 
 
    Baxter could have shot him at that point, or at the very least punched hard enough to break bone. They had more important things to worry about, though. He vented his anger at the torpedo boat that was wallowing away from them, this time hitting one of the men around the wheel. Both vessels were pitching more and more violently as the sea got up. 
 
    The Italian commander was obviously trying to bring the bows round, either to get his forward gun or his torpedo tubes into action. Everyone on the Resadiye who could lay hands on a weapon was blazing away at the torpedo boat as it turned, raising little splashes around the vessel that were lost as the squall the clouds had been promising for some time broke over them. 
 
    The deluge was sudden and violent, rolling over the torpedo boat first and then the Resadiye. The rain — big, warm drops — hammered down on them, shattering on every surface with a deafening roar. Baxter wiped rain from his eyes and looked round just in time to see Rami standing over the wounded Lieutenant Saviola, his revolver still in his hand. Baxter lunged forward, feet sliding on the deck, but before he could get there Rami had stooped with a sudden cold purpose, put the muzzle of the pistol against the young man’s temple and pulled the trigger. 
 
    Baxter’s fist met his eye a moment after Saviola’s brains had been blown out. It wasn’t a good punch, his footing was all wrong, but there was a lot of anger behind it and it stretched the Ottoman officer out cold. 
 
    Bogue reached him, grabbing onto his arm. “We’ve got Italians to fight, leave this bastard for later!” he shouted in Baxter’s ear over the noise of the rain. 
 
    Baxter turned on him, his rage so manifestly evident that even Bogue, who was clearly a tough and experienced man, shrank away from him slightly. He took a deep breath. “There’s no fight to be had here, Bogue,” he ground out, gesturing out to sea. They’d already lost sight of the torpedo boat, the rain was coming on so hard. He was soaked to the skin, but didn’t care. “This is going to set in for a little while at least — we should use it to make good our escape. To run the blockade, not fight our way through it.” 
 
    That seemed to get through Bogue’s exultation in the battle. He nodded after a moment. “You’re right — seems a shame to let them run, but that’s not what we’re here for.” 
 
    Baxter stared after him through the sheeting rain as Bogue ran towards the wheelhouse. They’d been lucky — extremely lucky. They’d got some good hits in, but even if they brought the other MG up they wouldn’t have been able to outfight the torpedo boat, and somehow Baxter didn’t think the Italians were going to run. 
 
    “This is edging into lunacy,” Duverger said by his side. 
 
    Baxter looked down at the young man with the ugly little hole in the side of his head, surrounded by powder burns. The rain was already washing his blood from the polished deck. “It has gone beyond that, François,” he said, voice flinty as he looked to Rami. The Turk had come to and was being helped away by two of the crew. He cast a furious glance over his shoulder, but he was now so bedraggled he looked more comical than anything else. 
 
    “We should get out of this downpour before we drown,” Duverger said. 
 
    “Help me get him inside,” Baxter said in response, gesturing to the dead Italian. 
 
      
 
    Just as Baxter had predicted, the storm set in long enough that by the time it lifted they were well clear of the area. The Resadiye had steamed north and west, rolling and pitching in the heavy seas while wind and rain battered her. At some point, the crew knew, night had fallen, but heavy clouds had so darkened the sky already that it barely made a difference. Dawn found them steaming west on an otherwise empty sea, though wind and current had pulled them further north than Bogue had intended. 
 
    The slain Italians went over the side with a minimum of ceremony, though Duverger said a few words from a half-remembered funeral mass as they splashed into the sea with ballast tied around their ankles. The Resadiye’s crew had taken casualties as well, two of the Greek sailors following the Italians into the deeps and a Turk likely to follow if they didn’t get him ashore to proper treatment. 
 
    They didn’t heave-to for the brief funerals, the ship continuing to churn her way along towards Zanzur. Rami kept himself out of sight, wisely enough, and gave Baxter a wide berth in particular — as wide a berth as the blockade runner gave the Italian battlefleet still at anchor around the now-subdued Tripoli. 
 
    Zanzur, somehow, was still in Turkish hands when they arrived two days after the altercation with the torpedo boat. Not only had the Italians not tried to eject what passed for the Ottoman garrison, they had barely bombarded the area despite it being well within range of the battleship’s big guns. Turkish regulars and Arab militia were filtering into the area and digging in, though Baxter had no idea how well they would be able to hold against a determined assault by land or sea. 
 
    Bogue and Baxter went ashore to make arrangements for the offloading of their ‘supercargo’, which was how everyone had come to refer to the haughty Rami. Baxter was surprised that Montagu, the English officer in Ottoman service, was waiting on the docks along with a group of Turkish women and their associated baggage. 
 
    “Glad to see you’re still alive,” Baxter said as he shook hands with Montagu. 
 
    “I’m surprised, to be honest,” he replied with disarming honesty. “It seems modern warfare is bloody indeed, particularly the way we must wage it. How was the journey?” 
 
    “Spot of bother with a torpedo boat,” Bogue said as he came up to join them, mimicking Montagu’s clipped tones. “Nothing to worry about, though.” 
 
    The Englishman nodded towards the gangplank as Captain Rami came down it, to be greeted by Major Ethem. Their passenger was sporting a startling black eye, still very much in the swollen and deep purple phase. “Your passenger doesn’t look particularly happy — please tell me you didn’t get close enough for fisticuffs?” 
 
    “That was me,” Baxter said flatly. Porters were gathering up the ladies’ baggage, as well as wooden crates, and making for the gangplank. Bogue hurried away to intercept them, clearly as surprised as Baxter that they were apparently to continue as a passenger service. 
 
    Before Montagu could voice his surprise at Baxter’s statement, he was called away by Major Ethem. The Turks were all glaring angrily at Baxter, and he made a point of turning his back on them and surveying the small harbour. 
 
    He walked a little distance away, suddenly bone-tired and sick of this whole thing. Bogue was arguing, via Raffy, with the porters while the group of shawled and veiled women waited nervously. The only other vessels in the harbour were local fishing vessels, which was hardly surprising given the threatening Italian presence a scant ten miles or so away. Only a madman would be docking here. 
 
    Montagu walked back across. “Captain Rami reports that you struck him,” he said, managing to sound both apologetic and nervous. “And Major Ethem demands an accounting for this insult.” 
 
    “I’m sure the captain has already made an account,” Baxter said, looking up at Montagu. He couldn’t muster any anger. “In case he missed anything, though, you should know that he shot a man who was clearly trying to surrender, and then shot a wounded man.” 
 
    Baxter was convinced that at least one of the other Italians had been killed after surrendering, though with a knife across the throat. He couldn’t say whether that had been at Rami’s instigation. 
 
    “It is possible that he hadn’t realised the Italian was trying to surrender…” Montagu began. 
 
    “He knew,” Baxter said flatly, standing and looming over the smaller, slighter man. “And he certainly knew the lieutenant was injured. And if you try to say anything about putting him out of his misery, you will be going into the harbour.” 
 
    Montagu looked deeply unhappy, not at the insult but the situation. “You must understand, Mr Baxter. The Italian army has been behaving barbarously in Tripoli, after a rising by local Arabs during one of our assaults. Civilians — women and children — massacred out of hand, and others shipped away. Men publicly hanged on the barest evidence after brief trials. The people here are angry, and the news has surely reached Constantinople by now.” 
 
    Baxter closed his eyes, rubbed at his forehead, and cursed the day he had chosen to get involved in this. “That doesn’t justify the shooting of surrendering and wounded sailors,” he said at last, though he doubted there was much point in saying it. This war was always going to get bitter, he guessed, and he could only assume that any Italian soldiers unfortunate enough to be taken prisoner would not have died well. The Ottoman Army, like most imperial forces, did not have a salubrious reputation. 
 
    Montagu spread his hands wide. “I agree with you, Mr Baxter, but alas the enemy has chosen to behave in this manner, and evil begets evil.” He paused, looking downcast. “I wish this war had never started.” 
 
    Baxter looked away, across the sun-drenched and peaceful port. The whitewashed buildings glowed almost painfully to the eye, and looking down he caught the silver flash of fish turning in the shallow, crystal-clear water between the local boats. “I doubt many men who have seen war think otherwise,” he said after a moment. “Tell Major Ethem and Captain Rami that I am happy to meet with them, together or individually, if they wish to pursue this matter further.” 
 
    Montagu smiled with genuine amusement as he saw what Baxter was driving at. “I will perhaps pass that message on once the Resadiye is underway.” 
 
    “What’s all this, anyway?” he asked, gesturing to the little tableau developing around the gangplank. Major Ethem was involved now, which was probably just as well, and Rami had disappeared into the town. 
 
    “The major is insistent that members of his household — as well as some of the other officers’ households — who have been trapped here by the invasion should be taken to safety.” 
 
    “And the crates? That doesn’t look like baggage.” 
 
    “I’m told they are household possessions,” Montagu said, his tone apologetic and suggesting he no more believed that than Baxter did. 
 
    Ethem got his way, and the women and ‘household possessions’ were brought aboard. The American stalked across to them. “I don’t recall signing up to run a passenger and export service,” he said, voice sour. “Not at all what was agreed.” 
 
    “None of this is what we agreed,” Baxter pointed out. He was done with being polite about these things. 
 
    “You want done, mister, this is your port of call!” Bogue snapped, temper flaring. 
 
    Baxter was tempted, so very tempted, by that suggestion. The Resadiye would be running back across Italian sea lanes, unless the Turks could be prevailed upon to seek safe harbour in Tunis. Being stranded so close to the site of continuous battle wouldn’t be ideal, but he was reasonably confident he could get himself to neutral ground in the West overland. 
 
    Bogue mastered himself. “Though, obviously, your company and skills would be missed.” 
 
    Baxter actually smiled at that. He could almost imagine Connie whispering in Bogue’s ear, getting him to step back. He hadn’t yet worked out what tied her to Bogue, but it was clear the American valued her diplomatic skills. “Well, this wouldn’t be an ideal place to be stranded,” he said after a moment. “And we did agree to remain with the Resadiye until we’re replaced.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    The day when Feridun managed to replace the European and American crew of the Resadiye with Ottoman officers seemed to be forever just around the corner, however. 
 
    The journey back from Zanzur was as fraught as the voyage there, though in a different way. There was certainly still the danger of interception. Paradoxically, that sent them far further north and therefore closer to Italy than they would otherwise have gone, but Bogue and Baxter agreed that the Italians were far less likely to be patrolling their own coastline, convinced as they seemed to be of their naval superiority. Not unreasonably convinced — the naval engagements to date had been decidedly one-sided. They passed close enough to Sicily, then, that they would have been able to watch the island sliding past if they hadn’t timed the passage so that it was the dead of night when they came close. 
 
    That was safer, certainly, but still worked their nerves to the extent that they agreed it would be preferable to make the journey further south and therefore faster, if they had to come this way again. 
 
    The Turkish women were another source of concern, through no fault of their own. There were five of them, Major Ethem’s wife and his two teenage daughters with two maids. They kept to themselves, and remained in their assigned cabins in the deckhouse for the duration of the voyage, but that meant that Baxter and the others had to sleep where they could find space. Pratt, who’d barely emerged from the engine room since the altercation with the torpedo boat, slung his hammock there despite the noise. Bogue seemed as capable as anyone else of roughing it and mostly stretched out in the wheelhouse. Duverger, a man who liked his creature comforts, complained incessantly but ended up sleeping in a storeroom belowdecks. Thankfully it was still warm and dry enough, even at night, that Baxter could just stretch out on deck when he wasn’t on watch during the night. 
 
    All of them were glad when they finally raised Preveza. Bogue had put his foot down about taking the women all the way back to Constantinople. It was a short hop down the coast or overland through neutral countries for them to reach their final destination, and it was with some relief that the ladies and their maids were seen down the gangplank in the quiet little port. 
 
    It was noticeable that the crates of household possessions didn’t go with them. A Greek by the name of Aetos was waiting for them on the dock, with a letter of introduction from Feridun and instructions for both the Resadiye and the disposition of the crates. 
 
    “What now?” Baxter asked after Bogue had emerged from his conference with Feridun’s factor and had seen him over the side courteously enough. 
 
    “Now? Now you wait for my instructions, and I have a chat with Mr Constant.” 
 
    Baxter looked in the direction Bogue indicated, and was surprisingly pleased to see Connie striding purposefully along the quay towards the Resadiye. Her cheerful grin was visible yards away as she raised a hand in greeting. 
 
    “Boys,” she greeted them in her brash imitation of a man’s voice, almost bouncing up the gangplank. “Hear you’ve been having fun without me.” 
 
    That reminded Baxter of the fight and of Captain Rami, which dampened his pleasure at seeing her again. They hadn’t been able to find out who had let slip to Rami that there was a cross-dressing woman on the crew. Raffy had tearfully objected to any suggestion that it had been him. As far as Baxter had known, the lad was the only one who had sussed out ‘Mr Constant’s’ secret, but his denials had seemed genuine. Not that it really mattered at this point — the damage was done. 
 
    Bogue broke out one of his rare genuine smiles as he shook hands with his second. “We did, Mr Constant — nothing much to write home about. Mr Baxter, if you’ll excuse us.” 
 
    Baxter found himself at a loose end after that. The crew was already at work undoing the temporary changes that had been made to accommodate the Ottoman ladies and repairing damage from the battle. Baxter knew he would need to start thinking about how they could change the Resadiye’s profile again. It was frustrating, having the previous disguise barely last a mission, but that was the nature of warfare. 
 
    “Baxter, my friend!” Duverger called out. He had his best suit on, and Pratt in tow looking slightly less disreputable. “You look glum. Perhaps you should join us?” 
 
    “Aye — we’re going for a drink ashore,” Pratt said, looking and sounding more pallid and lugubrious than the last time Baxter had seen him. “We’ve earned it, think it’s fair to say.” 
 
    Baxter glanced at the deckhouse, into which Connie and Bogue had disappeared. Asko was on the forecastle keeping an eye on things, but there was never any point telling him anything. He never seemed to understand what was said to him but managed to get on with things without their input. “Yes, yes. I think we have earned it.” 
 
    They went back to a small bar not far from the waterfront that Duverger had found during their last sojourn here. It was still warm and light enough to sit outside, and Duverger ordered a bottle of chilled retsina and meze. 
 
    “About this time, back in Sunderland, we’d be indoors with the fires on,” Pratt commented as he took a large gulp of the white wine. “In Scotland you’d all be snowed in already, I imagine, Baxter?” 
 
    “Something like that,” he said, staring thoughtfully into the glass. The wine had a deep honey colour to it that came, he was told, from the addition of pine resin during the fermentation. He knocked the glass back. “I gather the people in the Highlands start hibernating around now.” 
 
    The conversation ran on like that for some little while, desultory and good-natured. They didn’t speak of important things, such as what had happened on the voyage just passed or the future of their employment. That was weighing on Baxter’s mind, and when last he’d spoken to Duverger he knew he was concerned as well. 
 
    “Well, here’s to the men we lost,” Duverger said, as the sun was dipping over the headland. He raised his glass. “I just wish I knew their names.” 
 
    “Stefanos and Elias,” Baxter provided, as he raised his own glass. They were on to their third bottle, and he was starting to feel the effects of the strong and slightly astringent wine. Pratt was definitely in his cups and getting more maudlin by the minute; Duverger, conversely, was even more cheerful than usual. 
 
    “Why are you here, Joe?” Baxter found himself asking the engineer, without really meaning to. 
 
    Pratt tugged at his somewhat scrappy beard. He’d finished his glass, and Duverger was refilling all three. “To earn a quid or two, mate, same as you.” 
 
    Baxter wasn’t sure if he was still there for the money, if he was completely honest with himself; he was also relatively certain there was more to Pratt’s story. He didn’t like being pressed on this sort of subject himself, though, and respected Pratt’s right to keep mum. 
 
    Duverger, however, was not the sort to let it lie. “Come now, Joseph, you are a skilled engineer and Britain is building ships for herself and the world — there must be gainful employment at home.” 
 
    Pratt managed to look both irritated and vaguely embarrassed. “As long as it doesn’t go any further,” he said. 
 
    “Of course not — I am the very soul of discretion,” Duverger exclaimed. They both knew that was a lie, but Pratt continued anyway. 
 
    “I was bored,” he mumbled into his drink. “Factory work is all very well, and I was making a decent living, but I wanted to get out. See the world. Maybe experience a bit more than building ships in Sunderland and then seeing the Geordies take them to finish them.” 
 
    Baxter blinked in surprise. Pratt had seemed so reticent that he’d been expecting something like fleeing debt or more serious criminal charges, or having knocked up someone he shouldn’t have. What he said had a ring of truth to it, though. 
 
    “What about you, Franky?” Pratt asked suddenly, looking up from his drink and directing a piercing blue stare at the Frenchman. 
 
    Duverger seemed slightly taken aback, if not affronted, that someone should ask such a personal question. Then he gave a particularly Gaelic shrug. “Fair is fair,” he said. “Let us say, without going into details, that I got into some trouble with the law — through no fault of my own, I hasten to add! It became important to flee la belle Français, in front of both the constables and some people who were also, ah, unhappy with me. I followed the accepted approach of fleeing to the colonies, and from there into this.” 
 
    “You were never in the French navy, were you?” Baxter asked, as various suspicions clicked into place with what Duverger had just said. 
 
    “Did I ever claim to be?” the Frenchman replied with an almost impish smile. “What of you, Baxter?” 
 
    “Me? I’m just as Joe said — trying to make a living.” 
 
    Connie had extracted more from him, but he wasn’t in the mood to share further than that, and he was fairly certain she hadn’t betrayed any confidences. Looking back, he wondered how on earth she had managed to get that much from him. Baxter wasn’t a man much given to sharing his private thoughts. 
 
    “That is all? It is a dangerous line of work to earn a living through,” Duverger protested. “You and I, we are at far more risk than Joseph here, safe with his engines.” 
 
    Baxter didn’t point out that Pratt was only safe as long as the ship stayed afloat. If she went down, particularly if she sank quickly, the engine crew was doomed. Very little scared Baxter, but the thought of being trapped below decks with no light and the sound of inrushing water was enough to give him pause. “I’m good at it,” he said. “And it pays far better than anything else I might be able to find.” 
 
    Both of them protested that there was surely more to his story than that, and he looked to change the subject. They’d managed to avoid talking about the war and their own part in it, but it needed to be addressed. 
 
    “This war is going to turn bad,” Baxter said, cutting across Duverger’s attempt to draw him out further. “You saw Rami’s behaviour during the engagement, and I understand from Montagu that the Italians are engaging in indiscriminate slaughter. I don’t know what our status is in all of this, but the Italian authorities may not worry about legal niceties if any of us are captured.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’re getting cold feet,” Pratt said. 
 
    Baxter just smiled at his somewhat clumsy attempt to rile him. “No, just acknowledging the dangers we face. And we have far exceeded what we all signed up for anyway, so walking away isn’t a matter of cold feet.” 
 
    “So what are you saying, my friend? Are you planning on giving notice to our illustrious leader that you are departing his employment?” 
 
    Baxter hadn’t been sure until now, that that was exactly what he was trying to say. His thoughts crystallised at that moment. “No. I’m sticking with this. I want to know that you understand what you’re getting into. This stopped being a fun lark a little while ago.” 
 
    His hard, flat tone made both Duverger and Pratt fall silent for a while. “It would be a shame to leave the lads to it without supervision,” the engineer said after a while. “One or two might be able to take over in a couple of months.” 
 
    “The pay is good,” Duverger said thoughtfully. 
 
    “The pay is very good,” Baxter agreed. “Assuming we ever get it.” 
 
    “I have no reason to doubt Monsieur Feridun. And Mademoiselle Connie is delightful company.” 
 
    “Who the bloody hell is this Connie everyone keeps talking about?” Pratt burst out. “She any relation to Mr Constant?” 
 
      
 
    Baxter had taken a room in one of the handful of boarding houses in the little town. While Duverger was pleasant enough company and they were rarely in their shared cabin at the same time, he valued a bit of time to himself occasionally. Baxter retired there, leaving Duverger trying to convince their engineer that Connie and Mr Constant were in fact one and the same. 
 
    He stretched out on the surprisingly comfortable bed. The wine had soured his stomach somewhat, but despite that sleep was not far away. Just as it arrived, though, the door crashed open and the subject of their discussions sauntered in. 
 
    Connie was wearing the same dress as the first time he’d met her, Baxter thought, but it was hard to make out in the half-light. Her expression was impossible to read as she pulled out the small table next to the bed and dropped a bottle of raki and two glasses onto it. Baxter watched her wordlessly, trying to determine her mood. 
 
    “No protests about you not being decent?” she asked as she poured two measures and handed one to him as he pulled into a sitting position, sheet across his legs. She sounded a bit tipsy, but there was a brittleness under it. 
 
    “We’re a bit beyond that, aren’t we?” he asked. “After the Tripoli incident.” 
 
    She squinted at him, obviously trying to work out how serious he was being. “Got any other scars?” she asked eventually. 
 
    “One or two.” 
 
    “I should show you mine,” she said suddenly, pulling her skirt’s hem up her thigh until he could just make out a small, puckered round of skin. “Thirty-two from a copper in Philly,” she confided. 
 
    “I imagine that hurt,” Baxter said, trying hard not to stare despite the fact she didn’t seem to have a problem with it. 
 
    Connie let herself flop back across the width of the bed and his legs and gave him a coquettish look. “Oh, hurt like a bastard.” She stared away, mood shifting suddenly, then glanced at him sidelong. “Hope you don’t think I’m here to roll you to get you to stay on.” 
 
    “Thought hadn’t crossed my mind,” Baxter said. He guessed she was considerably more drunk than she appeared. 
 
    “Good. Though I am here to make sure you’re still with us.” She bit her lip. “He’ll never admit it, but Hiram really values your experience. Even if he thinks you’re a stuck-up Limey who needs to learn the chain of command.” 
 
    Baxter grinned at that. He’d not been accused of being stuck-up before, but various commanding officers had used similar words about his capacity for obedience. “No fear, Connie,” he said gently, taking a sip of the raki even though he’d had more than enough for one day. “Looks like we’re in this for the duration.” 
 
    She hiccoughed. “Good.” 
 
    “Why are you really here?” he asked after they’d sat in silence for a few minutes. While she wasn’t slight, there still wasn’t that much to Connie, and her weight across his legs was a pleasant warmth. 
 
    She breathed out, hard and loud, through her nose. “’S’nothing,” she said, straightening as though she was going to get up and then subsiding. “It’s Hiram. This one’s got under his skin. He’s doesn’t like your Italians, y’know?” 
 
    “I’d noticed.” 
 
    “It’s making him rash,” she said, either not noticing or not caring about the edge of sarcasm in Baxter’s voice. “He wants to bring someone else in, ex-RN like you. Thinks we need more officers, not that you folks are going to jump ship on us. I told him, though, this guy gives me the willies. It’s going to be another mess, like Bucharest.” 
 
    She was silent again, perhaps realising she’d said too much. The mention of a previous job that, from the sounds of it, had gone wrong had caught his attention. He was glad of the darkness hiding his expression as he thought again about what Koenig had told him in Alexandria. 
 
    Baxter didn’t worry too much about the notion of another British sailor joining the Resadiye. The RN was a big service, and while the scandal of his dismissal had certainly got around it was entirely likely that it had been forgotten by now. By all except the establishment, which never forgot. 
 
    Connie squirmed round until she was half lying against him. It felt quite natural, and for a while he thought she’d passed out. “He’s never ignored my advice like that before,” she said. “And I didn’t think it would make me this angry. And now he’s sending me off to talk to the Russian’s people, get the guns he wants. And I do not trust the Russian.” 
 
    Baxter felt an obscure stab of disappointment that she was going off again. He didn’t quite know what to make of Connie, but as Duverger had commented she was pleasant company aboard. Far more so than Bogue. 
 
    She gestured expansively, slopping some of her half-full drink. Her other hand ended up somewhere vaguely unladylike. “You going to make room under the sheets for me, or what?” 
 
    “I thought…” Baxter stumbled over his words. The thought had crossed his mind. She was quite an attractive woman, after all. 
 
    “I’m not rolling you to get you to stay,” she said as she leant against him, breath warm on his neck. “I just need some horizontal refreshment.” 
 
    The last few words were more of a mumble, though, and a moment later she was actually asleep, snoring loudly against his chest. 
 
    Baxter laughed softly and tried as best he could to get comfortable again without disturbing her. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    Connie disappeared as suddenly as she’d reappeared, three days after they’d arrived in Preveza. As usual, Bogue was tight-lipped on the subject of her movements, beyond the fact she was going to arrange the acquisition of guns for the Resadiye from ‘the Russian’. 
 
    The occasional mention of this individual continued to make Baxter uneasy, given who had approached him in Alexandria. He’d done his best to steer clear of any association with the Russian Empire over the last five years, but he had to acknowledge that wasn’t possible in this part of the world. The fate of the Russian and Ottoman Empire, those old and bitter enemies, were intertwined in the Balkans. When tide and wind had washed Baxter up in this region, though, he’d never considered the possibility of his past in the area coming back to haunt him. 
 
    Koenig’s warning about Hiram Bogue and his associates remained in Baxter’s mind, as did Connie’s drunken mention of an incident in Bucharest. He hadn’t been able to pry into that any further, but he could only assume that it was the matter Koenig was looking into. 
 
    Pretty soon, though, the time to worry about such things was past. They were back at sea shortly after Connie had gone off on her mission. The Resadiye’s hold was full of crated rifles and machine guns, boxes of ammunition, and other war materiel. 
 
    “At least we know that the supplies are official,” Duverger said, after he and Baxter had finished stowing the last of them. He patted the unfinished, rough wood next to the stamp indicating that it was the property of the Ottoman Army. 
 
    It was hot down in the hold, despite the gradual onset of autumn in the Adriatic, and Baxter was slick with sweat. They were working with the rest of the crew to expedite the stowing and to help shore up morale that had been shaken by the casualties they had sustained. 
 
    Duverger grinned at him as he tried to ease his back without being able to straighten to his full height in the hold. “What?” Baxter demanded as he saw the expression. 
 
    “Oh, nothing,” the Frenchman said airily, as he pulled himself up to his relatively unimpressive full height and stretched. “This is hot work, and hard — thought I’d managed to leave this sort of thing behind.” 
 
    “You should try the feast of coal in equatorial temperatures,” Baxter replied. “At least one man died of heat exhaustion off the west coast of Africa.” 
 
    “One day you must tell me how you ended up with the Mad Dog’s fleet,” Duverger said as they both went up the companionway, then up again into the relatively fresh open air. 
 
    “No, no, I don’t think I will,” Baxter said reflectively. “That’s the past. Though I would say that Rozhestvensky wasn’t quite as mad as the British press made him out to be.” 
 
    “Despite the attack on the English trawlers?” Duverger exclaimed, his tone incredulous. “I know France tacitly supported the Pacific Squadron’s voyage, but even so most of us thought the whole enterprise quite lunatic.” 
 
    “Oh, it was.” Baxter didn’t add that his own involvement, as an unwitting dupe of a rogue intelligence officer, was beyond mad. “And the admiral was certainly an irascible and erratic individual. In all honesty, though, I don’t think anyone else could have got the squadron that far.” 
 
    “Did you meet the man?” Duverger asked, curiosity evident in this voice. While he had drunkenly admitted that, like Pratt, he’d never been a naval man, he still had an astute professional curiosity. 
 
    “I dined with him. Not the most pleasant of experiences.” 
 
    “If you two have finished jawing, we need to be getting underway,” Bogue growled from the wheelhouse before Duverger could press. “Those crates properly disguised yet, Frenchy?” 
 
    “Non, mon capitaine,” Duverger sighed. “I will attend to it directly.” 
 
    “Do so, if you’re not entirely too busy,” Bogue said acidly. “We could be stopped as soon as we leave harbour.” 
 
    Bogue was right that it was a risk, but it was common knowledge now that the Regia Marina was studiously avoiding the Adriatic after the Austrians — Italy’s nominal allies — had wrapped their knuckles over the actions at Preveza and Resadiye. The Balkans were such a melting pot in which Vienna had extensive interests that they did not want any damn fool setting off a wider conflict there. 
 
    The Resadiye steamed out under false colours nevertheless. While they’d done their best to alter her appearance, with a fresh coat of drab, green paint and more adjustments to the superstructure, Baxter knew the disguise would only go so far if the Italians ever got close enough. The Resadiye’s graceful lines would be well known by now, and there was little that could be done about the hull shape without compromising speed or seaworthiness. 
 
    They made the delivery in Zanzur without issue, though, running through Italian waters to land arms despite the blockade being enforced by Italian warships and the dangerous proximity of the little harbour to Italian-occupied Tripoli. As with the previous voyage, they returned loaded with unmarked crates that were taken off by civilian dockworkers almost as soon as they tied up back in Preveza. 
 
    “I do not, in any way, begrudge time spent at sea,” Duverger declared as he and Baxter watched what they could only assume were looted items being offloaded by a steady stream of local dockers. “But I am looking forward to a few days ashore, I must confess.” 
 
    “No such luck, Frenchy,” Bogue said with a certain grim amusement in his voice. “It seems the Turks’ special organisation is getting itself sorted properly. There’s already a shipment waiting to be loaded.” 
 
    “What are we moving?” Baxter asked as he straightened up. He’d also been looking forward to time ashore, and maintained a vague hope that Connie might be back in town. This was the seaman’s life, though. 
 
    “Why so curious?” Bogue demanded, suddenly defensive. The American’s mood seemed to be becoming more and more mercurial as the days and weeks of this vicious little war went on — Baxter suspected that he would much rather be actively involved in the fighting. 
 
    “It would help to know for the sake of safe stowage,” Duverger said patiently, forgoing pointing out that this had been discussed before. Repeatedly. “Not to mention various weights affecting our beau navire’s trim.” 
 
    Baxter had to admit that he admired Duverger’s seemingly endless patience with Bogue’s flighty nature. That and his obvious capability when it came to matters involving cargo made Baxter suspect that he’d once been a harbour master or in some similar profession. 
 
    “Rifles and ammunition,” Bogue said grudgingly, followed by a long pause while he eyed them both cautiously. “And artillery shells — seventy-five millimetre.” 
 
    Duverger puffed his cheeks out. “Mon Dieu, this will be dangerous.” 
 
    “Just get it done, and try not to blow up my ship,” Bogue snapped as he turned to go. 
 
    “At least they’re not asking us to move actual artillery — yet,” Baxter pointed out. The dockworkers who had offloaded the Resadiye were already returning with carts loaded with the familiar crates. 
 
    Duverger sighed and eyed the approaching cargo critically. “I am told that the Italian king has declared that Libya and Cyrenaica are now an indivisible part of Italy. And yet here we are, running weapons past a blockade they have established on their own coastline. Ironic, is it not?” 
 
    “It’s bloody idiocy,” Baxter said, then nodded to the crew who had mustered unhappily on the foredeck. Most of them would have been looking forward to a run ashore. Some of them, he knew, were local to the area and would be keen to see their families; others had the traditional sailors’ appetites. “Well, we’d best get to work.” 
 
      
 
    Their luck had to run out eventually. It was just unfortunate that it happened when their cargo had a higher proportion of explosives than usual. 
 
    It was still hot, this close to the North African coast, despite the lateness of the season. The seas ran long, the seaworthy Resadiye gamely shouldering the white-capped waves aside; there was an unpleasant roll as well as a pitch, which rendered some of the less experienced crew prostrate with sickness. 
 
    “These seas might do us a favour,” the American said cheerfully as Baxter ducked into the wheelhouse to take his turn on watch. “I doubt your Italians like being out and about in this weather.” 
 
    “Oh, I suspect the Regia Marina is perfectly at home in these conditions,” Baxter said mildly. “This is their pond, after all.” 
 
    Bogue gave him a sour look. “Some folks might think you like the enemy,” he said at last. 
 
    “It’s like I said before, Bogue — I’ve got nothing against Italians. And as far as I’m concerned, we don’t have an enemy. Just threats to us delivering our cargo.” 
 
    The Resadiye’s nominal commander barked a laugh. “That’s a good one, I’ll need to remember that — their pond. Ha.” 
 
    Baxter nodded south and east from their position. While Tripoli was now in Italian hands, at least some of the battlefleet was at sea. It was a clear, fresh day, but a low-lying pall of smoke on the horizon told him where the Italians were. “What do you have against them, anyway?” 
 
    He asked the question despite himself and the warning Connie had once given him. Bogue, though, seemed to be in something of an expansive mood and didn’t immediately lash out at Baxter. “It’s a long story, pal. Suffice to say, bit of the States I’m from, the Irish and the Italians don’t get on. Almost as much as the Irish and you English, really. There’s bad blood there, and that’s all there is to say about it.” 
 
    “I’m Scottish,” Baxter said absently, although that was only partly true. His mother, who he barely remembered, was from the north of England. His father, still alive but someone he’d dearly like to forget, was Edinburgh born and bred. Baxter had been raised there, as much as he’d been raised anywhere on land — he’d been at sea from his early teens. 
 
    He also didn’t much see the point of bearing a grudge in the way that Bogue seemed to. He didn’t have enemies of the blood, as he had far too many personal ones. He knew Bogue wouldn’t listen to anything like that; he’d just have to keep an eye on the American and make a judgement when it was time to jump ship. 
 
    “When do you anticipate making port?” he asked instead, bringing them back to business. 
 
    “Late evening, as discussed,” Bogue said. “We’ll make the final run after dark.” 
 
    “And just hope the Italians haven’t overrun the oasis since we left.” 
 
    That was a perpetual worry for all of them. Everyone knew that the Italians would get round to taking Zanzur eventually. That would become a problem if the town and nearby oasis fell while the Resadiye was at sea, as Feridun had yet to spring for a wireless telegraphy set and they would have no way of knowing if ownership had changed. The last intelligence they’d had was a telegram from Feridun to let them know the port was still secure, and that information had been at least a day old before they’d even left Preveza. 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” Bogue said. “Just keep us on this heading, maintain speed and keep your nerve. Call me when we’re close.” 
 
    Baxter watched the lanky American leave the wheelhouse. There were times, he reflected, when he almost liked Bogue; and others when he really just wanted to knock his block off. It wasn’t just the casually insulting attitude — his habitual imprecision in giving orders had reached a frustrating level. 
 
    Bekir was at the wheel. He gave Baxter one of his gap-toothed grins and then craned his neck to make sure Bogue was out of earshot. “Arse of a camel,” he said in his broken English. 
 
    If this was the RN, any navy really, Baxter would have been obliged to discipline the man. He’d seen Russian officers physically assault sailors for less, and RN bluejackets up on charges for even looking like they were about to say something. 
 
    This wasn’t a navy vessel, though, and Baxter wasn’t an officer. More to the point, he couldn’t help but agree with the Turkish sailor. 
 
    “Best not to let anyone else hear you say that, Bekir,” Baxter said, trying and mostly failing to make himself sound stern. 
 
    The blockade runner steamed placidly onwards. Her heading meant she was riding over the waves in a long but non-violent pitch, and Baxter saw Duverger by the leeward rail looking slightly less grey. He was going to stick his head out to greet his comrade, but Raffy burst into the wheelhouse. “Mr Baxter sir, the forward lookout reports a ship to the east.” 
 
    “There’s a whole bloody fleet to the east, lad,” Baxter said, before grabbing the set of glasses that hung on one bulkhead. The crew were experienced enough at this point that word wouldn’t have been passed if it was just the usual Italian warships on the horizon. “Keep us on this heading, Bekir.” 
 
    “Yes sir!” Bekir said smartly. 
 
    Baxter went up into the bows. “Where away?” he asked Berat, the lookout. He was one of the other old Ottoman Navy men who had shown themselves to be the most reliable when it came to such matters. 
 
    Berat didn’t even have the minimal English that Bekir had acquired, but the gist of the question was obvious and he pointed towards a plume of smoke that was closer to them than the body of the Italian fleet. 
 
    Baxter got his glasses on it, and the low, lean shape of a torpedo boat leapt into focus before his eyes. He lowered the glasses, wiped his eyes and looked again. He couldn’t be sure, but he thought it was the torpedo boat they had fought a fortnight previously; certainly one of the same class. It didn’t appear to be closing with them, however, but was on a slightly diverging course, coming from the north but steaming for Tripoli. Which meant little, of course, if the Italian crew recognised the Resadiye. 
 
    Baxter swept the sea in all directions. There was more funnel smoke to the west of them, in the direction of the French colony of Tunisia. That could mean nothing — the Mediterranean, after all, had been a busy sea for millennia. “I’m going aloft,” he said to Raffy. “You and Berat keep an eye on that boat, and if it changes course towards us, warn me and fetch the captain.” 
 
    Baxter went up the foremast’s ratlines to the mainyard. There was a lookout stationed there, who normally sat with his legs on either side of the mast but who now moved with the ease of long practice to make room for Baxter. 
 
    He spent a few minutes there, scouring the waters around them. Everything seemed quiet, the local waters empty except for the occasional white triangle of a fishing boat’s sail. That made sense, as civilian shipping would be avoiding these troubled waters. The Resadiye was still far enough offshore that they could reasonably claim not to be on course for Ottoman territory, though that would change shortly. From this vantage point, the coastline was clearly visible but still distant. 
 
    “Keep an eye all round,” Baxter ordered the lookout, making a wide gesture with his arm. Now that they’d spotted the torpedo boat, which did seem to be receding, the danger was that the lookouts would focus on that to the exclusion of other possible threats. 
 
    Baxter slid down a backstay, mind wrapped up with the situation. On the face of things, there didn’t appear to be anything to worry about. The torpedo boat wasn’t on course to intercept them and didn’t appear to have seen them. The smoke to the east was probably a freighter bound for Tunis. 
 
    Something niggled at him, though. It was probably nothing, probably just seeing a torpedo boat similar to one they’d already tangled with that had set his imagination off. His instincts told him something was afoot, though, that the plume of smoke to the west was somehow involved. It felt like they were sailing into the jaws of a trap on this otherwise placid evening. 
 
    “Probably nothing,” he told himself again. They weren’t far from Zanzur, not long from nightfall. Maybe Bogue was right and his nerves were stretched too thin. 
 
    He raised his glasses for a last look around. “What the devil is that?” he wondered aloud, catching sight of something in the sky. Raffy shaded his eyes, looking in the same direction, as did the lookout. “Some sort of kite?” 
 
    It took Baxter a moment to realise what he was looking at. The object wasn’t big enough or the right shape to be a balloon, nor was it tethered, which ruled it out as a kite. As he watched, it seemed to crawl across the darkening sky. Its profile changed as it altered course, giving him a look at its cruciform shape. 
 
    “Raffy, jump along to the captain’s cabin,” he said, without taking his eyes off the vehicle. “I think we may have a problem.” 
 
    Bogue joined him with admirable speed, though he didn’t look too happy about being disturbed. He was hooking his braces up over his shoulders as he came forward, and his shirt was half out of his habitual cavalry breeches. “I’d only just managed to drop off, Baxter,” he growled. “This better be good.” 
 
    “Oh, better than good,” Baxter said, handing his glasses to Bogue, who’d clearly forgotten his. The object diminished to a little dot without magnification, and would soon be lost to view in the gathering darkness. “I think we may have just made history.” 
 
    Bogue got the object in view. “Holy shit — is that an airplane?” 
 
    “Couldn’t really be anything else, could it?” Baxter asked. “We might just be the first ship ever to be reconnoitred from the air.” 
 
    Bogue grunted, somewhere between amused and resigned. “Assuming it spotted us,” he said. “I’d heard the Italians were using them for reconnaissance, but hadn’t really credited it.” 
 
    Raffy was looking between the two of them with a slightly quizzical expression. “Is this a person flying? Surely such things are not possible.” 
 
    “Until about eight years ago, it wasn’t,” Baxter said. “Not without a balloon.” 
 
    Bogue’s smile was genuine, and he suddenly looked a lot less jaded. “Well, there’s a thing. Seen a real live airplane.” The moment passed, though. “I doubt he’s out looking for us, and even if he sees us there’s only so much he can do — can’t see that thing having a wireless set aboard.” 
 
    Baxter could think of a few things that could be devastating, given their consignment of artillery ammunition. 
 
    “We’ve also spotted a torpedo boat in the area,” Baxter pointed out. As usual when dealing with Bogue, he found himself being careful with his tone. “And there’s smoke to the west. This could be a co-ordinated hunt for us — if we put in to Zanzur, we could be bottled up very easily.” 
 
    “I suspect the Italians have more important things on their mind,” Bogue said dismissively. “Keep us on course — nothing here to worry about. Raffy, go and tell the chef to whip up a pot of coffee. Looks like I’m not getting any sleep, seeing as Mr Baxter has the jitters.” 
 
    Baxter clenched his jaw and linked his hands behind his back. That wasn’t the sort of talk he’d take from anyone, certainly not outside of the strict discipline of the service. Now wasn’t the time to have it out with Bogue, however, even if the man himself didn’t worry Baxter overly. 
 
    Connie, however… She was another proposition. He didn’t doubt her resolve if he ever got on the wrong side of her. 
 
    “I’ll keep us on course, Bogue,” he said, and saw the American’s eyes narrow slightly at the lack of respect in his tone. “Zanzur is a reasonable enough harbour, for one, for those leaving the ship.” 
 
    The two men faced each other, Bogue’s colour rising as Baxter reminded him of his previous words about leaving the ship. It really would be straightforward for Baxter to make his way to Tunis, but perhaps not entirely safe. He knew he’d be walking away without his pay, but things were rapidly reaching the point where he would likely be dead before he ever got his money. 
 
    “Make sure and keep a close eye on both those ships,” Bogue said at last, tone grudging. “And the plane.” He yawned widely. “Maybe I will try and get some more shut-eye. Keep me informed if the situation changes.” 
 
    Baxter turned his attention back out to sea until the American had retired from the foredeck. Raffy watched him go. “I do not think he likes you, Mr Baxter sir,” he said gravely. 
 
    “I don’t much care what he thinks, lad,” Baxter said. He didn’t know what moved him to speak further. “But if you keep in this line of work, or join the real navy, mark officers like that. They’ll get you killed, one way or another.” 
 
    Baxter got his first proper look at an aircraft not long after that. Night was almost upon them, and he was starting to relax. The strange, short dusk before the sun peremptorily went below the horizon was just starting when a strange puttering noise became apparent over the wind and the thrum of the engines below his feet. 
 
    The men on deck were shouting and pointing. Stepping out of the wheelhouse, Baxter didn’t need the set of glasses to see what had alarmed them. 
 
    A collection of fabric, wire and wooden struts swam out of the grey dusk, the operator sitting quite proud of the machine’s chassis and clearly staring at the Resadiye. For a moment it barely seemed to be moving, then altered course and came in across their bows. 
 
    “Steady, lads,” Baxter said, watching as the somewhat absurd creation puttered overhead, its exhaust a darker line against the deep blue sky. 
 
    “Should I get a machine gun?” Duverger asked, a hopeful note in his voice as he arrived next to Baxter. “Connie would be most envious that she missed an opportunity to shoot at such a thing!” 
 
    The aeroplane was already turning away and heading for land. The Resadiye was flying a Spanish flag now, but Baxter had no way of knowing if the disguise would have fooled him. The pilot wasn’t attacking them, but that could be because of a lack of weapons. 
 
    “Yes, get ’em up, rifles and pistols as well!” he snapped, seeing the aeroplane turn away sharply and start climbing, heading back towards Tripoli. That could mean a number of things, including a sudden realisation that he was low on fuel. On the other hand, he could have realised the vessel he was flying over was their quarry. 
 
    Of course, if they opened fire now, they’d have to make damn sure they brought the thing down. 
 
    Bogue was obviously roused by the sudden thunder of running feet and the distinctive rattle of weapons being prepared. He appeared on deck with his breeches pulled over his long johns but brandishing his Colt. “What’s the alarm, Baxter?” 
 
    “We’ve been spotted!” he snapped back, as Duverger emerged with one of the heavy water-cooled machine guns over his shoulder, Berat behind him with a box of ammunition. 
 
    Bogue didn’t need any more explanation or encouragement to discharge his weapon at the hated Italians. He opened fire, the sharp snap of his pistol rapidly joined by a crackle of rifle fire. The Italian aeroplane started to jink and weave, slowing its escape somewhat. A moment later Duverger opened fire with the machine gun, but Baxter immediately saw the problem — the MG.09 was on a mount designed for firing either directly or indirectly on ground targets, and the little single-winged craft was already rising above the stream of fire. The rifles were doing better, but pistols were already out of range (which didn’t stop Bogue reloading and emptying his clip again). 
 
    The aeroplane was already a dim shadow in the darkness, the fact it was still in the air evidenced more by the sound of its engine than any visual contact. It was impossible to know where their fire was going either, as by definition there was no fall of shot to observe. 
 
    “Cease fire!” Baxter roared, his seagoing voice cutting through the chatter and rattle of weapons. “Save your ammunition!” 
 
    They were probably going to need it, after all. 
 
    “Well, that’s about torn it,” Bogue said, though to Baxter’s surprise he didn’t sound angry so much as exhilarated. “As soon as he reports in, they’re going to start assembling a force to trap us.” 
 
    Baxter forbore to point out that such a force was already at sea. Everything was slotting into place now — the torpedo boat, which was probably not alone; the smoke to the east; and the reconnaissance aeroplane. The Italians may or may not have taken Zanzur, but they certainly seemed determined to cut off the supplies into it. 
 
    He also couldn’t shake the feeling that the Italian vessels, both on the sea and in the sky, were specifically hunting for the Resadiye. 
 
      
 
    It took some time and all of both Baxter and Duverger’s efforts to convince Bogue that tying up in Zanzur would be suicidal. The harbour, while well sheltered, would also be easily blockaded by even a handful of vessels. They would be a sitting duck for bombardment from the sea, or the Italians would just wait for them to try to break out and then sink them at leisure. 
 
    “I see your point,” the American marine said after some discussion on the subject. “What do you propose? That we turn tail and run? Perhaps head for a neutral port?” 
 
    Baxter couldn’t decide whether he was being his usual acerbic self, or whether he was genuinely considering a withdrawal. Looking down at the chart spread out in Bogue’s cabin, with their position marked on it, he could see a glaring error in trying to slip away now. 
 
    “Even with darkness on our side, we’re quite close inshore now and the enemy has the advantage of being in the open sea,” he said. “We haven’t trapped ourselves as we would have if we’d gone into the harbour, but we’re heavily laden and probably don’t have the speed to run out — particularly as the Italians will have a good fix on our position.” 
 
    “I also do not like the feel of all those munitions without any armour between them and a four-inch shell,” Duverger said. 
 
    “Whaddya propose, then? We dump everything over the side and tuck tail?” 
 
    There it was. U.S. Marines weren’t famous for backing down in the face of a fight, even one in which they were at a significant disadvantage. “Frankly, yes,” Baxter said. “At least the shells — we’ll be running lighter and less likely to be obliterated even by a near miss that sends hot shell splinters through our sides. The whole cargo, if we have to.” 
 
    “I’m not doing that!” Bogue said indignantly. 
 
    “It’s less valuable than this ship!” Baxter said, his own voice rising. Not to mention our skins. He fought for calm. “While the Ottoman forces in Tripoli may need these supplies, longer term we’re going to be able to bring more in if we’re not taken or sunk.” 
 
    “We’ve got obligations, Mr Baxter,” Bogue said, obstinately. “I take your point about not wanting to be trapped in port, but there must be something we can do.” 
 
    Baxter exchanged glances with Duverger. That was something, at least. “The boats,” Duverger sighed. “If we get a little closer, I can take a load ashore and see if I can organise local vessels to help us offload at sea. If we do it at night and away from the main approaches to Zanzur, we may be able to deliver at least a proportion of the cargo and be away before we can be located again.” 
 
    Baxter didn’t like the plan — he had personal experience of loading and offloading heavy cargo at sea, and it was neither easy nor pleasant. “We’ll need to do it without lights and with the machine guns manned,” he said, seeing from Bogue’s expression that he was going to go for it. “Torpedo boats hunt at night.” 
 
    The Resadiye eventually dropped anchor not far from the North African coast and about half a nautical mile west of Zanzur. Duverger had overseen the loading of some of the heavy cases of artillery ammunition into one of the four whalers the Resadiye carried, and with five of the crew on the oars he had headed into the harbour to try to make contact with the local authorities. 
 
    After that, it was just a matter of waiting and hoping they didn’t get spotted by Italian forces. Baxter was confident that the enemy aviation would not be able to operate at night, not effectively, anyway. Given what he’d heard about the reliability of aeroplanes, he had to admit admiration for the pilot who’d chosen to fly out over the sea with little hope of rescue if something had gone wrong. He doubted the heavier Italian warships would stray this close to shore, but the torpedo boats would be another matter. 
 
    “We could switch on the searchlight, if you’re that concerned,” Bogue said from beside him. They were both staring out to sea, looking for any flicker of movement, any glint of light. Baxter felt his jaw tighten at Bogue’s tone and words. Even when they needed to be on their toes, he couldn’t help but get a dig in. Despite the fact that, as Connie had noted, without him and Duverger their whole operation was probably scuppered. 
 
    “That’s a great way to attract torpedo boats,” Baxter said, raising his glasses and sweeping the sea again. Was that…? No, just a night-flying seabird. 
 
    “That’s not the established wisdom,” Bogue said. “Most officers I’ve spoken to assume the TBs will find you, so it’s best to know if they’re there.” 
 
    “That’s the approach the Russians took,” Baxter said, voice flat as he remembered the mad, desperate scramble to stay alive during the night action at Tsushima — the torpedo boats and destroyers hurtling out of the darkness with suicidal courage. He’d already tried to explain this to Bogue, back on the second day of the war, but the lesson clearly hadn’t stuck. “Funny thing is, Nebagatov of the third squadron had trained his crews not to have the lights on, while the second squadron lit themselves up. Care to hazard a guess which formation got attacked more?” 
 
    Bogue kept his peace after that. Baxter wasn’t a man much given to bragging about his experiences and exploits, or holding them over other people. He was, however, one of the comparatively few men alive who had experience of a fleet action under his belt, and sometimes it was good to remind the likes of Bogue of that fact. 
 
    The ship lapsed into its tense silence. As silent as it could get, anyway, between the wind and waves, the occasional plaintive cry of a gull. The crew occasionally whispered to each other, perhaps taking Baxter’s caution about keeping dark and quiet a little too much to heart. 
 
    Bekir called something from the bows. He was tasked with watching for the return of Duverger, hopefully with a small armada of boats in tow. He spoke quietly, obviously not wanting to break the hush, and Baxter went forward without Bogue’s bidding. 
 
    The lookout pointed to a vague shape in the darkness. The moon was close to full and high in the sky, bathing everything in a silvery glow that made Baxter glad they’d painted the Resadiye in a drab colour and made some progress in taking the gleam off her brasswork. 
 
    The shape was a boat, and for a moment he got a sense of what it must have been like to be a sentry in the days of boarding actions and cutting out expeditions, trying to determine whether the approaching vessel was expected or was packed to the gunwales with bloodthirsty sailors and marines. 
 
    “C’est moi,” a familiar voice floated out of the darkness. They hadn’t bothered with any sort of password, given how amateurish the Italians had been so far. 
 
    “Come ahead,” Baxter said. The whaler came out of the darkness with a creak of rowlocks and a slight splash of the oars dipping into the water. Baxter was relieved to see that he hadn’t returned with the crates of shells that had been wedged uncomfortably between the oarsmen; it didn’t look like he had returned with any other boats, however. 
 
    “Captain Rami, who now has charge of some aspect of the operations in Zanzur, insists that we either bring our ‘little boat’ into harbour or, if we are to persist with our delusions, deliver the cargo by boat. He cannot spare anyone or risk any vessels in open water,” Duverger reported as soon as he was aboard. He looked tired and drawn, worn out no doubt by the experience of negotiating with the Ottoman officer. 
 
    “Or we can just sling everything overboard,” Bogue snapped, disgust evident in his voice. 
 
    “Captain Rami anticipated this, and indicated that it would reflect extremely badly both on us and our employer. The Ottoman and Arab forces opposing the Christian crusaders, in his words, are desperately short of ammunition.” 
 
    The three of them stood in a cluster, the silence growing uncomfortable, while Asko lurked nearby, waiting for orders. “Well, there’s nothing else for it, then,” Bogue said, voice resigned. “We’re just going to have to do this ourselves.” 
 
    There were one or two other options, Baxter thought, but the night was already drawing on and there wasn’t any more time to argue his point. “Asko, Raffy, we need crews detailed for the other boats,” he ordered. “Duverger, I assume you’ll be overseeing getting the cargo up and into the boats?” 
 
    Duverger nodded, a pained expression on his face. “You will take the boats?” 
 
    “I suspect I’m going to have to. Once we’ve got everything up on deck, we can start doubling up the boat crews.” Baxter glanced at Bogue, knowing things would go smoother with the American’s agreement. Asko was doggedly loyal to him, for one thing, and generally didn’t take orders from anyone else. “Assuming that’s all agreeable, Captain?” 
 
    Bogue looked only vaguely irritated that things were moving at pace without his input. He put his hands in his pockets and nodded. “Carry on, gen’lemen,” he said. “Asko, do as Mr Baxter asks.” 
 
    The one saving grace, Baxter thought some hours later, was that they were working in the relative coolness of the night. This wasn’t like the black fever, the loading of coal from boats or colliers under the blazing equatorial sun. That didn’t mean it wasn’t hard work. The Turks, Greeks and Armenians who made up the Resadiye’s crew worked like champions through the night, hauling the heavy crates and boxes up onto the deck and then into the waiting boats. Rather than travelling in convoy, Baxter decided early on that the launches should go as soon as they were loaded. He commanded one, Raffy another and Asko took the third. While it was dark, it was a comparatively short run to Zanzur and the lights of the town became apparent fairly quickly, making it hard for individual boats to get lost. 
 
    The sun was starting to touch the eastern horizon with a smidge of colour by the time each boat had completed its third run. They’d just piled everything unceremoniously at the end of the quay for the Turks to deal with and turned around, but despite their efforts and cutting every conceivable corner there were still a few more crates on the deck by the time they’d returned to the Resadiye. 
 
    The men were also lying exhausted over their oars. Baxter’s eyes felt gritty with fatigue, and he didn’t relish the prospect of taking a turn at rowing. 
 
    Duverger looked at least as tired as Baxter clambered up the ladder. “I think we’re out of time,” the Frenchman said, nodding towards the horizon. 
 
    “We should have been underway a little while ago,” Baxter agreed. He’d wanted to be back sooner, but the oarsmen had given everything they had. 
 
    Bogue seemed to have regained some of his vinegar, unfortunately. “Nonsense, Baxter!” he said with an acidic cheerfulness. “We’ve been sat here all night with not a sign of your Italians. I think we have time for one more round trip, don’t you?” 
 
    Baxter wasn’t sure what he meant by ‘we’, given that Bogue had spent the entire time strutting around the Resadiye encouraging people. “Bogue, the crews are exhausted. By the time they’ve gone there and back, the sun will be well up and we’ll risk being trapped against the land.” 
 
    “Where’s that ‘can do’ spirit you RN boys are supposed to be famous for?” Bogue asked with a grin, clapping his hands together to emphasise his point. Baxter straightened. He was tired, but not so tired that he couldn’t put this idiotic Yank over the side, and anyone else who might object to it. 
 
    “I think it is just one boatload,” Duverger broke in before things could turn ugly. “The men who have been unloading are probably less tired than the oarsmen. I will take it, and perhaps meet you when you are underway if you steam across the front of Zanzur.” 
 
    “There we are!” Bogue said. “The French seem to have inherited the spirit.” 
 
    With that, the American moved off, leaving just a slight trace of whisky on the air. Baxter looked across at Duverger. He’d come to respect and like the man, not least for his capacity to ensure others in the crew didn’t come to blows. “You don’t have to do this, François,” he said quietly. “I’m pretty sure we can talk some sense into Bogue.” 
 
    “It is alright,” Duverger said wearily, gesturing at the small pile of crates. “It’s a light load, just a few more shells and crates of ammunition. Just do not let him steam away without us.” 
 
    “I’ll work out a rendezvous while you get loaded. And he’ll keep it if I have to hold him at gunpoint.” 
 
    Duverger tutted. “And what would Mademoiselle Connie have to say about that, eh?” 
 
    “She’d learn to cope with it,” Baxter said, voice dark. 
 
    By the time the last few crates had been loaded into the boat that bobbed alongside the Resadiye, the hint of light on the horizon had become a relatively clear day. The morning air was crisp and relatively still — if they’d been relying on their sails, they’d be relying on the Italians being as incompetent as Bogue seemed to think they were. 
 
    “Captain Bogue sir, smoke to the north-west!” Raffy shouted excitedly. 
 
    Baxter knew it was an Italian ship, and that the enemy was not quite as incompetent as Bogue believed. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    Baxter looked towards the laden boat under Duverger’s command. It was well underway, the crew straining at the oars despite their fatigue. 
 
    “Asko, get the anchor up!” Bogue shouted from the wheelhouse. “Baxter…” 
 
    “Already going!” Baxter called back, racing up the ratlines. It took him a moment to spot the approaching ship, finding her more easily than he expected as she was considerably larger than a torpedo boat. 
 
    “She’s an armed merchantman,” he shouted down, having taken a few moments to examine the onrushing vessel. 
 
    “A what?” Bogue shouted up. His anger was apparent, even at this distance. Baxter spent another moment examining the vessel, marking her armament, then slid back down to the deck. 
 
    “Merchant ship with guns,” he told Bogue, who met him at the bottom of the backstay he’d come down. “Looks like a decent size merchantman onto which they’ve bolted artillery — six-inchers, three to a side, and possibly a ninth in the bows.” 
 
    “Considerably more powerful than we are,” Bogue said. The Resadiye was already underway, half ahead as the anchor was dragged up out of the silt. Pratt had been with his engines all night, keeping them turning over in case of just this sort of emergency. 
 
    “Indeed. There’s no fighting this one, Bogue, and I don’t think they’re just going to lay alongside to talk to us.” 
 
    “Shame,” Bogue said, staring out to sea. “I was enjoying that.” 
 
    “And one of these days you’re going to have to tell me why you love fighting Italians so much,” Baxter said. “Right now we need to work out what we’re doing — we’ve got time, but not a lot. We need to…” 
 
    Baxter stopped himself trying to give orders to Bogue, knowing as he did that it wouldn’t work and it would just set the obstinate American’s mind against what he was going to propose. 
 
    “We need to do what? Call Frenchy back?” Bogue’s tone was acidic. “We’ll cover him as he makes the final delivery.” 
 
    “There is no way we can provide cover,” Baxter burst out, his exasperation getting the better of him. “This is a sea fight, and those four-inch guns are going to start dropping shells on us from five miles away. I’d say she’s about seven miles away right now.” 
 
    “They won’t be able to hit shit at that range!” Bogue objected. 
 
    “I suspect that’s why they’re closing quickly,” Baxter said, with as much patience as he could muster. 
 
    All the while Bogue argued with him, the Resadiye was gathering speed but also sailing on a divergent course to Duverger’s boat, which was now several hundred yards away. 
 
    “What do you recommend?” Bogue asked after a long, strained pause. Baxter could see how much it had taken for him to ask the question, instead of just issuing rash orders. 
 
    “We close with Duverger and take them aboard. Abandon the boat. Then run like smoke and oakum for the open sea. That Italian is coming from the north-west and he’s going to try to drive us into the battlefleet. We’re going to have to steam as fast as we can to try to slip through.” 
 
    “He’ll still be on our tail,” Bogue pointed out. 
 
    “That’s a problem for as and when we get clear.” 
 
    “Very well. Carry on, Mr Baxter. I’ll see to getting the Maxims set up.” 
 
    Baxter stared after him, nonplussed. There wasn’t time to worry about the way he’d just devolved command onto him. “Raffy, get up into the bows with a loudhailer and get Duverger’s attention!” he shouted as he ran for the wheelhouse. “Get him to come round onto a course to meet us.” 
 
    He was pleased to see Bekir at the wheel — he needed a steady man for this. Baxter glanced at the compass and made a quick assessment of their course. “Three points to starboard,” he rapped out, then pushed the engine telegraph forward to full ahead. After the response had rung, indicating that Pratt had received the orders, Baxter bent over the brass speaking tube. “Engine room, d’you hear there?” 
 
    “Like you’re in my very presence,” Pratt’s tinny voice came back. 
 
    “I’m going to signal for slow ahead in about ten minutes, and then ahead full not long after that. Be ready.” 
 
    “Nice of you to let me know,” Pratt came back. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Baxter didn’t have time to explain anything to him, though he knew he’d catch hell for that later. If there was a later. 
 
    A waterspout rose ahead of the Resadiye, dousing the bows, and a moment later he heard the boom of the cruiser’s gun. “They must have a six-incher or something in the bows,” Baxter muttered to himself. “And that was good practice.” 
 
    Looking to landward, he could see that Raffy had finally caught the boat crew’s attention. That, or the shell fall had. Baxter couldn’t hear what Duverger was shouting, though it was clear he was exhorting the oarsmen to stretch out as he put the tiller over to bring them on a converging course with the Resadiye. 
 
    Duverger obviously caught sight of him looking, and raised a hand in greeting. And then he was gone. 
 
    Baxter didn’t see where the Italian shell landed. Probably a near miss, but the detonation was lost in the much larger explosion as the boat’s cargo was touched off, obliterating both boat and crew. The noise was titanic, the blast staggering the Resadiye in the water despite the distance that still lay between them. 
 
    Men were shouting in concern and fear, in grief at friends and comrades who were suddenly no longer there. Baxter froze, watching the frothing water settle. Bits of wood and people were pattering down on the yacht. 
 
    “Hard to starboard!” Baxter shouted to Bekir, forcing away the shock and grief for later. He then crossed back to the speaking tube. “Engine room, give me everything she’s got!” 
 
    “What in the name of all that’s holy was that?” Pratt sounded vaguely stunned. “Felt like Neptune himself just knocked on the hull.” 
 
    There wasn’t any time to explain. “Pratt, collect yourself!” he snapped. “We’re going to be running long and hard.” 
 
    Another shell burst on the sea’s surface, but the change in course had thrown off the obviously very capable or very lucky Italian gunners. The Resadiye, with her holds empty and the oil tanks partially drained by the journey here, fair leapt forward as Pratt got her up to full revolutions. The deck was vibrating under Baxter’s feet, starting to pitch and roll now they were moving. The Italian fired again, not just the forward gun but the three lighter weapons along the flank. The Resadiye’s deck was drenched with spray again, but the fall of shot was wider this time. 
 
    “Three points to starboard,” Baxter ordered calmly. “Let’s keep the bugger guessing.” 
 
    Bekir’s good humour had disappeared with the death of the boat crew, and had been replaced with a look of grim determination. His hands were firm on the wheel as the sea fought him, feet braced wide, looking more like a fighting sailor than Baxter had ever seen him. 
 
    Bogue stuck his head through the port door. “We not stopping for Duverger?” he asked. 
 
    Baxter stared at him, flabbergasted, wondering just how drunk the American must be to be oblivious to the destruction of the boat. “Duverger’s gone, Bogue. All we can do is run for it.” 
 
    “I was on the other side, got knocked down,” Bogue muttered almost apologetically, ducking back out. 
 
    “If that cruiser keeps closing, you’re going to be in range with the Maxims,” Baxter called after him. Not that it would do much good. The Italian auxiliary warship was considerably larger than they were, and while her hull would be similarly unarmoured, the machine guns’ 7.65mm bullets would do very little, particularly at long range. It would keep Bogue happy and out of his way, at least. 
 
    The Italians had clearly been taken aback by the Resadiye’s speed. She was without doubt the faster vessel of the two, but she was still in range of the cruiser’s guns. Baxter had her on a heading back into the open Mediterranean, steaming north-north-east to skim past the edge of the Italian battlefleet that lay at anchor in and around Tripoli. 
 
    The armed merchant cruiser was further north and steaming east on a closing course, trying to cut them off from the open sea before they could get past the cruisers and destroyers that formed a picket around Tripoli. She was still eight thousand yards away, Baxter guessed, properly visible only through field glasses. She was a handsome vessel, he thought, or would be in her civilian livery. Now she was a dull battleship grey, and clean lines had been marred by the guns that continued to hurl shells towards the Resadiye. 
 
    After the initial shots, the Italian gun crews’ aim seemed to have fallen away. Baxter guessed they’d been lucky, or Duverger had been unlucky. They were also rushing their fire now, the shell splashes rising fast and furious around them in the increasingly heavy seas. 
 
    “Where’s that bloody torpedo boat?” he wondered aloud, sweeping the sea again with his glasses then stepping out of the wheelhouse to look astern. Bogue had the machine guns set up on the port side amidships, aimed at the cruiser, and was now calmly smoking a cigar. As seemed to be the case when ammunition started flying, he seemed perfectly calm and collected, which helped steady the crew. He also seemed quite content to leave the manoeuvring to Baxter. 
 
    The American sketched a salute with the cigar. 
 
    “Any sign of the torpedo boat?” Baxter asked, and received a shrug in response. 
 
    “Sea’s maybe getting a bit heavy for them?” Bogue suggested. 
 
    “Maybe.” Baxter took another look around. Another salvo from the cruiser came howling in, and everyone on deck flinched slightly as they hit the water fifty yards to starboard. “Decent grouping,” Baxter said nonchalantly. He felt perfectly calm, and it hadn’t been an effort not to duck slightly along with everyone else. “I was wrong earlier — those are four-point-sevens, not four-inchers.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad we’ve got that clarity,” Bogue said, looking through his glasses. “Still too far for the machine guns.” 
 
    “We really need to sort some proper guns,” Baxter replied, and caught a few concerned glances from the crew around them at the calm, almost disinterested way they were carrying on the conversation. 
 
    He went forward to get a better look at the situation. The cruiser, still lying several miles to the north-west, looked little more than a child’s toy, her side occasionally disappearing behind harmless-looking puffs of smoke. They were starting to get the range now, as the courses converged. 
 
    What really worried Baxter wasn’t the torpedo boat. Bogue may have been right and the seas were too rough for the fragile little vessels to operate, and he certainly wouldn’t like to try a torpedo launch in these conditions. 
 
    They were edging ever closer to the main Italian fleet, though, which was barely five miles away. Even if the main units were either in Tripoli’s harbour or deployed to bombard Ottoman positions ashore, it still represented a huge danger to the Resadiye. It was only a matter of time before the auxiliary cruiser’s captain signalled for support to close the trap. Even if he didn’t, surely some of the pickets would investigate the continuous gunfire. 
 
    Baxter raised his glasses again and stared hard to the east. At her current speed, the Resadiye was already starting to draw level with the northernmost extent of Tripoli harbour’s long mole. This was as close as they’d come to the occupied city and its surrounding waters. Uncomfortably close, in fact. Baxter was able to make out the shape of destroyers and cruisers, all of them appearing to lie at anchor. That was sloppy, he thought, even if the Ottoman Navy had shown itself to be no threat. 
 
    It worked in the Resadiye’s favour, of course. She might very well clear the bay by the time any of those vessels had gone to quarters and raised their anchors. That didn’t mean that they would be free and clear, even with a head start and the edge of speed over anything bigger than a destroyer. It would give him more room to manoeuvre, however. 
 
    He turned, about to deliver a comment along those lines to Duverger, then remembered that he was gone. It was a shock to Baxter how much he’d come to rely on the cheerful little Frenchman, as a sounding board if nothing else; the knowledge came only with the awareness of his absence. 
 
    “Cutting it a bit fine,” Bogue drawled as he came forward. 
 
    “Well, short of this fellow having a disaster in the engine room, I don’t think we have any other course,” Baxter said sourly. 
 
    Bogue threw the well-chewed stub of his cigar overboard. “Well, we’d better start praying for a miracle. Unless you’d rather we strike our colours?” 
 
    There was only the slight hint of a barb in that comment, but it was there. “No shame in that, under normal circumstances,” Baxter said. Few captains and admirals had relished fighting to the last against overwhelming odds. Nebagatov had chosen to save the lives of his men over the pride of the Imperial Russian fleet on the second day at Tsushima. 
 
    “But?” Bogue asked, actual curiosity in his tone. 
 
    Baxter struggled to put into words the thoughts that had started coalescing. “This feels … personal,” he said after a moment. “Any tactician worth his salt would have ships closing from the east as well, would have alerted the squadron at Tripoli. We wouldn’t be a major capture, but it would cut off some supply of ammunition, and I suspect the Regia Marina is desperate for even minor victories.” 
 
    “Could just be incompetence,” Bogue pointed out. 
 
    “Can’t ignore that possibility, but we also can’t rely on the enemy being less competent than we are,” Baxter said, forcing himself to sound reasonable while also cutting his supposed captain off from his favourite rant. “The other possibility is that whoever’s commanding that cruiser wants to take or sink us personally — in which case we may not want to be taken prisoner by him.” 
 
    Bogue was uncharacteristically silent for a little while. “You’re thinking of what the destroyer captain said — that the man you killed was the son of someone important?” 
 
    Baxter gritted his teeth. They’d all had a part in that death, and the death had been one in action. “That’s what I’m thinking of,” he said. “We’re all someone’s son, but the rich and powerful feel like they have extra rights to recompense.” 
 
    Bogue clapped him on the shoulder. “Well, do your best not to get us caught,” he said, before going to tend to his guns. 
 
    Baxter glared after him. There’d come a time, he knew, when things were going to get ugly between him and Bogue. The only regret of that would be the rift with Connie. He had other things to worry about now, though. 
 
    A tense silence had fallen over the Resadiye. All the crew could do was endure the bombardment, the shells falling closer and closer as the range closed. 
 
    “We must alter course?” Raffy whispered to Baxter as he went back to the wheelhouse. “We must put more distance between us and them.” 
 
    The main reason Baxter had gone back was to make sure that Bekir kept them steady. He needn’t have worried — the Turk was as stolid as ever, hands firm and sure on the spokes of the wheel. “We go east, lad. We’re going to run right through the middle of the Italian fleet. I don’t think any of us want that, do we?” 
 
    “The Italians are butchers,” Raffy said with some vehemence. “I do not think we should be captured by them.” 
 
    Baxter patted him on the shoulder. “Well, we’re in agreement, then,” he said. 
 
    The most dangerous point came not longer after he’d gone back to the wheelhouse. The auxiliary cruiser was closing with them, seemingly faster and faster, and her fire had become if anything more intense. Baxter had to wonder what sort of magazines they’d managed to stuff into the ship, to maintain that rate of fire for going on half an hour. 
 
    “If only we had something that could get through the sides,” he murmured, watching the ship as she ploughed through the sea towards them. She was much bigger, probably taking a crew of at least a hundred compared to the Resadiye’s complement of forty. Her sides were tall, too tall for a warship, and two funnels pumped smoke into the sky. 
 
    She was also too slow to cut them off, he realised with a surge of adrenalin, even if she was going to be able to subject them to close-range fire as she crossed their stern. All it would take would be one or two good hits from a 4.7-inch gun to send them to the bottom, or at least leave them dead in the water. 
 
    Well, at least we don’t have that cargo of shells anymore, Baxter mused, then stepped out to talk to Bogue. “We’re going to pass about a mile in front of his bows — may as well give him a good peppering and then move the machine guns to the stern and keep firing at him.” 
 
    “You think that will do the slightest amount of good?” Bogue asked. His cheerfulness was entirely gone now, and it looked like he was soaked to the skin from spray. 
 
    “It’s worth a shot, particularly if we can suppress the crew of the bow gun. Unless you’ve got anything else hidden away in your baggage.” 
 
    Bogue gave him a dark look. “Nothing that will help with this situation.” 
 
    “Well, then.” Baxter left it at that and went back to watching the steady progress of the enemy ship. He could see people moving around the unarmoured guns on her flanks. Her bridge was enclosed, but through the glass he could just make out a figure staring at the Resadiye. He shivered, for the briefest moment entertaining the notion that the fellow was staring at him personally, with just as much intensity as Baxter was watching the cruiser. 
 
    Not long after that, the machine guns started firing in short bursts. Connie had drilled the weapons’ crews relentlessly when she was aboard, trying to break their habit and basic instinct to depress the trigger and hold it, spraying wild fire at the enemy. Each weapon had a small group crouched around it — the actual gunner sitting behind the weapon, a man with glasses to observe the fall of the bullets as best he could; a third man to feed the belts of ammunition and a fourth to replenish the water in the jacket that kept the barrel cool. They were all operating like well-trained veterans. 
 
    It was a pitiful showing, Baxter knew, but if nothing else it helped with morale on board — even if they were throwing a tiny weight of metal back at the Italian ship, at least they were firing back. He doubted many rounds were even hitting it, given the more and more pronounced pitching of the firing platform. 
 
    Baxter had been right, more or less, about the range. At slightly more than a mile’s distance, with the Italian gunners firing on a flat trajectory over open sights, the Resadiye crossed the T, sailing directly across the cruiser’s course. Through his glasses, Baxter was able to make out the name — San Giacomo — painted in tall, white letters on her hull just abaft the bows. It would have been a lethal manoeuvre for the enemy if the blockade runner had any kind of armament. 
 
    “Steady, lads,” Baxter called out as the crew realised the significance of the moment and started cheering. The clear waters of the Mediterranean opened in front of them, without any sign of an enemy vessel in front. “We’re not out of danger yet.” 
 
    As if to underscore his point, a shell went overhead with a terrific howl. It actually hit them, a glancing blow to the aft mast that slashed taut cables. Baxter saw the shell as it flew another twenty feet off to port and then detonated. The shockwave slammed into the blockade runner’s side, knocking everyone flat while vicious shrapnel whickered overhead, slashing more cables free and, from the sound of the screaming, hitting at least one person. 
 
    Baxter was staggered by the blast but, partially sheltered by the ship’s structure, retained his feet. His ears were ringing. He could feel the wind, but it took his addled senses a moment to catch up with the fact that the windows had been blown in again. 
 
    What was worse was the Resadiye’s head coming round in a languorous turn to starboard. Baxter lunged for the wheel just as Bekir pulled himself back to his feet. Between the two of them, they forced the wheel back over to port and corrected the course. 
 
    The thunder of guns was stunning in its absence. The Resadiye was still surging through the water, coming back round on her original course. Baxter could hear groans of pain and whimpers, the slap of cables that should be anchored and taut. Those were his first priority, but when he looked out of the wheelhouse ready to issue the necessary orders, he saw Asko was already on the job, pushing dazed sailors towards the masts and tackling a heavy line before it could continue to lash dangerously around the deck. 
 
    Baxter looked south, towards the pursuing cruiser. He was expecting to see her continue on her course and deliver her broadside fire into her quarry’s stern, but instead the captain was bringing her round in a broad arc to come after them. 
 
    “And that is your first mistake,” Baxter said to his unseen and unknown opponent. The turn meant that he could only bring his bow chaser to bear, when his 4.7-inch guns would have been more than sufficient as well as offering a higher volume of fire. It confirmed Baxter’s suspicion that this was personal to his Italian counterpart. He’d let anger get the better of him and wanted to close his target down and destroy it at close range, or force a surrender. 
 
    That meant the crew of the Resadiye still had a chance, despite the grievous injury that been inflicted. 
 
    “Keep us broadly on this course,” Baxter ordered Bekir. “One or two points port and starboard at intervals, trying to throw off his aim.” 
 
    He wished to hell Duverger was here, or that he’d used the time to pick up more Turkish. Bekir nodded, his expression tight with pain, and Baxter just had to hope that he got the idea. “I’ll send Raffy back to help,” he added on his way out of the door. 
 
    The Resadiye’s deck wasn’t the scene of chaos that he’d been expecting, nor was it neat and orderly. He saw at least one man down, dead or unconscious, although there was no blood around him, and another bleeding profusely from a wound across the abdomen while a crewmate tried to staunch the flow. Asko roamed everywhere, managing to communicate what needed to be done, and the sailors were pulling themselves together — imminent danger had a way of concentrating the mind. 
 
    Bogue was pulling himself up as Baxter approached. “Close one,” he said, raising his voice over the howl of another shell going overhead, missing the masts this time and landing fifty yards ahead of them. For once, the American was all business. He didn’t seem hurt, or even particularly rattled. 
 
    “We need to keep fire on the cruiser,” Baxter said. “Anything to try to put off that gun crew.” 
 
    Bogue nodded. “That, I can do,” he said, with a slightly feral grin. “What next?” 
 
    They were heading north, pulling away from the Italian cruiser and running at least five or six knots faster than she was. Bekir seemed to have got the idea about adding in course deviations to throw off the gunners, but that would be slowing them down by a few knots. 
 
    Baxter scratched his head. “I honestly don’t know — keep running until nightfall and hope either we hit him or he runs out of ammunition.” 
 
    Bogue didn’t look happy about that, but he didn’t have any better suggestions. Baxter left him to supervise what little return fire they could muster against the steady bombardment of the 6-incher. Everyone seemed to have become oddly inured to the bombardment now, adopting a fatalistic acceptance that there was nothing they could do about it, and it was only a single gun anyway. Their machine guns spat back an ineffectual fire in short bursts, but there was already a gap of a mile and a half between them, and the bullets would do little harm even if they found their mark. 
 
    Baxter went forward, checking the wounded as he went. It was Berat who’d been opened across the midriff, but while the wound bled horrendously it looked as though it was only skin-deep. “Allah was with me this day,” he told Baxter with a pained smile, the bandage around his midriff already red. 
 
    “That he was, my friend,” he said, patting Berat on the shoulder then going to check the man who appeared unconscious but unwounded. As it turned out, he was dead, with just a bruise on his forehead. 
 
    The crew were handling themselves well, despite the double shock of seeing a boatload of their shipmates killed in an instant and then the near miss. Asko had working parties knotting and splicing, while others were tending to the wounded. Baxter found Raffy in the wheelhouse, looking pale and drawn but otherwise unharmed. 
 
    “Mr Pratt is trying to speak to you,” he said as Baxter ducked into the space, his voice quavering slightly despite his attempt to sound unworried. 
 
    “What the bloody hell does he want now?” Baxter grumbled as he stepped across to the speaking tube. 
 
    “To tell you that the engines have been damaged,” Joe Pratt said from behind him, sounding too tired to be angry. The situation was obviously pressing enough that he had emerged, pale and oil-stained, from the engine room. “And to find out what the bloody hell is happening up here.” 
 
    “As you can see, Joe, we’re in a bit of a pickle.” Baxter’s statement was punctuated by another fall of shot. Surely he would run out of ammunition soon? Auxiliary cruisers weren’t generally supplied for extended engagements. “Tell me about the engines.” 
 
    “It’s the leathering we’ve taken,” the engineer said, trying to sound as matter-of-fact as Baxter. “Nothing’s badly damaged, but enough has been knocked out of whack that if we keep going like this for any length of time, well, I can’t guarantee that the shafts won’t burn out.” 
 
    That wasn’t quite as bad as Baxter had feared. Pratt hadn’t told him they needed to reduce revolutions immediately, at least. “How long can you give me? Will the engines last until nightfall?” 
 
    Pratt spread his hands. “Maybe? If we reduce revolutions sooner, they’ll last longer and will need less repair work.” 
 
    “If we reduce speed now, Joe, we’re done for,” Baxter said bleakly. 
 
    He stepped back out of the wheelhouse, glancing back at the cruiser they were leaving behind and assessing the state of the rigging. He’d ordered it tended to in order to stop loose lines getting in the way or injuring people, but unless Pratt was being overly pessimistic then they might need it soon. The wind was in almost entirely the wrong direction, however, blowing from the north and into their teeth. If they did have to resort to the sailing rig, they would either need to run south again, towards the enemy shore, or tack in front of a hostile vessel that could ignore wind and tide. 
 
    “Keep them going as long as you can,” Baxter said. “If we can maintain this speed even for a few more hours, and don’t get hit again, we might get out of this alive.” 
 
    He almost added ‘most of us, anyway’, but Pratt wasn’t a military man and may not take that sort of comment well. Baxter was just glad he hadn’t asked after Duverger. 
 
    “I’ll keep you informed if the situation changes.” Pratt turned to go, then looked back. “What was that explosion, anyway? It couldn’t have been a shell landing nearby, surely?” 
 
    Baxter sighed and contemplated lying to him. The engineer deserved better than that, though, and he was sick of the web of lies that was starting to form around this work. “That was Duverger’s boat,” he said bluntly. “It took a hit while loaded with artillery shells. I’m afraid they’re all dead.” 
 
    Pratt was slightly staggered by that, but to his credit kept his composure. “Well, shit,” was all he said before he disappeared below to his charges. 
 
    “I’ll take the wheel,” Baxter told Bekir. The Italians’ futile anger still followed them, and they would be in range for quite some time to come. Baxter had to make sure their changes in course didn’t become predictable, while at the same time not losing speed or distance on their pursuer. At some point, the cruiser’s captain must realise that his single gun, no matter how well laid, wasn’t going to stop them and would yaw to bring his 4.7s to bear. He’d lose speed doing that but would have considerably more chance of scoring a disabling hit. 
 
    The Resadiye didn’t feel sluggish, at least, as he tested her to port and then starboard. That suggested the rudder hadn’t been damaged, and she certainly liked not being weighed down in the water by cargo. 
 
    He was about to comment that they might almost get out of this, but held his tongue. Ekaterina Juneau had mocked him, along with all sailors, for being superstitious; he’d denied it at the time, even though he knew it was true. 
 
    They ran on like that for another hour, the Resadiye ploughing through the waves, Baxter alert to everything that was going on around him. The vibration of the engines under his feet, the pitch and roll of the deck. Wind in his face, and the occasional splash of a shell. The voices of the men around him; a sailor moaning in pain for ten or twenty minutes before finally subsiding. He kept an ear on the brass tube that connected him with the engine room, but Pratt’s domain remained resolutely silent. 
 
    An odd sense of calm came over him as the two ships raced across the Mediterranean, locked in their private struggle. He started to imagine that they were entirely alone on this sea, that every other ship’s captain was doing them the courtesy of allowing the drama to play out. The gap opened between them and the auxiliary cruiser, but the Italian was faster than he’d expected and was obviously coaxing as much as he could from her more powerful engines. He’d hoped to have outrun the pursuit entirely by nightfall, but as it was he was sure they would be out of range but still in sight by that point. 
 
    “Smoke! Dead ahead!” 
 
    The shout from the foremast lookout threatened to shatter his calm. “Steady as she goes, Bekir,” he said. Bekir was back on the wheel, having had his superficial wounds dressed. Baxter’s voice was calmer than he felt. The Mediterranean was a busy sea, and they’d steamed sufficiently far north that the smoke could very well be civilian traffic that was avoiding the area around the Tripolitanian coast but still plying its trade. If the San Giacomo had been trying to drive them into an ambush, it would have been sprung long before this point. 
 
    When he got up into the bows with his glasses, though, he saw immediately that the ships ahead — and there were at least three — were warships. “Any idea who they are?” Bogue asked as he arrived. 
 
    Baxter didn’t reply for a long time. One part of his mind was working through distances and speeds, the likely distance at which the warships would spot their much lower silhouette. At the same time he was scrutinising the vessels, hunting for any sign of an ensign or a clue as to their identity. 
 
    “Tell Pratt to reduce speed,” he said at last, and almost felt Bogue’s simmering anger by his side. Having abdicated command during the crisis, the American now seemed determined to re-establish it. “Bogue, we need to slow and give ourselves some time to think. It will help the engines as well, and we’re still at long range for the cruiser.” 
 
    “What’re you going to do?” 
 
    “Go up to the masthead,” Baxter replied thoughtfully. He had an inkling of what those ships were, but he didn’t want to say anything or start formulating plans until he was sure — or start Bogue’s mind running either. 
 
    He didn’t wait for a response, just went up the ratlines for what felt like the hundredth time that day. He was bone-tired and his head was throbbing; he hadn’t eaten for a while or even had time for water. 
 
    Baxter watched the ships — armoured cruisers, in fact, big powerful vessels — until he was certain of their nationality; more importantly, he wanted to make sure of the big banner that flew from the liner they were escorting. It was a gaudy affair, even at this distance, and a flag that he had only seen a handful of times before. 
 
    The shellfire from the enemy ship astern was petering off, at least, he guessed because they were low on 6-inch ammunition and were trying to shoot accurately. 
 
    He climbed back down and walked stiffly back to the wheelhouse. “Bekir, I’ll take the helm,” he said. He turned the wheel a few points, bringing them almost due north. 
 
    Bogue glanced at him. “That’s taking us directly towards those warships!” he snapped. 
 
    “It is indeed,” Baxter said. “And any minute now, our friend back there is going to realise what they are and, unless he has gone completely insane, will cease his firing.” 
 
    He rung for full ahead again, as there was no point tempting fate by continuing to dawdle along. Bogue was staring at him, hand on the grip of his pistol. “Mind explaining that a bit more, mister?” 
 
    “Those are British warships, Bogue. Four cruisers, escorting a liner carrying someone very important. And as soon as the San Giacomo realises that, she’s going to stop shooting — the Regia Marina almost certainly has standing orders to suspend combat within sight of those ships.” 
 
    “And if they keep up the bombardment?” 
 
    “I imagine the RN will take an extremely dim view of it, and British gunnery is considerably better than the Italians’.” 
 
    “They’d really risk a war over some Italian shooting at a Turkish vessel?” 
 
    “Most certainly. Not because they’re shooting at us, but because they’re shooting near people who actually count. But in the meantime, I think we ought to strike the Maxims down into the hold and break out a neutral flag.” 
 
    He glanced at the engine telegraph, realising that the confirmation of full ahead still hadn’t rung and they were still cruising along at half speed. The San Giacomo was starting to close as a result. Baxter passed control of the wheel back to Bekir and went to the speaking tube. 
 
    “I can’t do it, Baxter,” Pratt reported mournfully in response to his interrogation. “If we try to throttle back up, I fear the whole engine will shake itself apart.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure we can’t render you any assistance?” the fresh-faced RN lieutenant called up from the pinnace that motored alongside the Resadiye. “I’m afraid our orders preclude offering a tow, but we can send across an engineer, in case there’s anything a … naval engineer can do that your chap hasn’t seen?” 
 
    The small crew of bluejackets in the boat stared curiously at the battered yacht. Their hat bands read HMS Defence, confirming what Baxter had suspected about the small squadrons’ identity. He’d served on one of her sister ships, briefly, and thought he’d recognised the silhouette. 
 
    “That’s kind of you,” Baxter replied, adding a bit more of a Scots burr than was usual. Best to appear a bluff, professional merchantman, he thought. “We don’t want to detain you, and as you can see we’re making good time under sail.” 
 
    “Well, I have to say the whole situation is quite shocking!” the fellow shouted back, looking along the Resadiye’s length. She was certainly an oddity and Baxter couldn’t blame the RN sailors for staring. Her hull was scarred with shell splinters, her woodwork was torn, and her rigging had clearly recently been repaired. It was also quite unusual to see a vessel of her type under sail, carrying everything she could on her pole masts now that the breeze had favoured them. They were heading back to the west and the Swedish flag they wore snapped in the wind, obvious to anyone who cared to look. 
 
    “Infuriating is what it is,” Baxter agreed. “Rest assured we will be making a formal complaint as soon as we’ve made port.” 
 
    “Well, if you need a witness, my name is Chartwell,” the officer said with a grin, which faultered only slightly when Baxter didn’t provide his own. He didn’t know this Chartwell, and there was no reason to suspect that he would have heard of Baxter, but there was no sense taking risks. “Well, I must be getting back — good luck with your repairs!” 
 
    The dapper officer had made the whole exchange seem like a casual chat, as though he was a visitor just dropping in. He hadn’t been fazed when Baxter asked him cordially enough not to come aboard, due to the damage rendering the vessel not entirely safe. They’d both studiously ignored the sullen bulk of the Italian warship lying a mile away, her signal lamp flashing furiously. 
 
    “Do you think it worked?” Bogue asked. 
 
    Baxter watched the boat chug back towards the squadron, which was still steaming along steadily on its appointed course. The Resadiye was a decent enough sailor, keeping close to the wind, and they were able to match the leisurely pace of the obviously well-appointed liner. The San Giacomo was as close to them as she’d been so far, but rendered impotent by the vastly superior force under which the blockade runner now sailed. 
 
    “Honestly, I have no idea,” Baxter said. “As far as I’ve been able to tell, there’s not a lot of sympathy for the Italian cause outside of Italy, particularly as she’s aligned with Germany and Austria-Hungary. It’s entirely possible Mr Chartwell there smoked us but also didn’t particularly care.” 
 
    “You Europeans and your alliances. Better to be like the U.S. — friendly to everyone, tied to no one.” 
 
    Baxter shrugged, and decided against asking exactly how friendly the U.S. had been with Mexico. No point picking a fight when Bogue seemed to be in something of a good mood. “I’d best go down to the engine room and give Pratt a hand,” he said. “That Italian bugger’s going to shadow the convoy, and if the wind drops we’re going to want to be able to increase revolutions again.” 
 
    “Who d’you think’s on that liner?” Bogue asked as Baxter turned to go. 
 
    Baxter turned to the flag he’d noted earlier. “That’s the Royal Standard, and that only flies when the monarch is aboard.” 
 
    Bogue looked back at the liner, spat over the side, and lit another cigar. “I will never get you people,” he said, before ambling off. 
 
    The wind held, in the end, and Pratt was able to nurse a little more power out of the engines. The Italian auxiliary cruiser lurked close by for a while, but when HMS Cochrane turned to challenge her she steamed south and wasn’t seen again. 
 
    “I don’t think we’ve heard the end of that bugger,” Pratt said as he and Baxter watched the enemy depart. 
 
    “No, no, we have not,” Baxter agreed, watching the cruiser with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “You almost sound like you want to run into her again.” 
 
    Baxter looked down at the engineer, surprised at his insight. “Maybe I do, just on terms we dictate. I can’t escape the feeling that he’s going to keep coming after us, and I prefer to meet that sort of problem head-on.” 
 
    Pratt puffed his cheeks out, then fished a pipe from his pocket and took his time stuffing and lighting it. “That’s better,” he muttered after a few puffs, then returned to the subject at hand. “I’ve always preferred avoiding my problems, personally, and there’s a sure-fire way to get away from this Italian.” 
 
    “There is at that.” Baxter thought about that, or perhaps more accurately brooded on it. “We’ll miss you, of course.” 
 
    Pratt grinned. His teeth were yellowed with tobacco. “I’m not gone quite yet, but I think it’s time. With François…” 
 
    His voice trailed off. Pratt wasn’t a man much given to displays of emotion, in Baxter’s experience, but he seemed genuinely upset by Duverger’s death. Baxter himself felt the loss keenly, now that they were away from danger. 
 
    “Well, it brings it home, you see? I don’t think this enterprise has much life left in it, and I’m a fan of quitting while I’m ahead. You should think about it as well, laddie. You shouldn’t let it get personal.” 
 
    Baxter nodded. He’d come to like and respect the dour Wearsider, and his opinion did carry some weight. While he hadn’t been around in quite the same way Baxter had, he had a fair bit more life under his belt. “The problem is, he’s decided it’s personal,” he said, gesturing in the direction the cruiser had gone in. She was lost to sight already, but Baxter knew that was only temporary. 
 
    “Aye, he has. Probably a young chap trying to make a name for himself, bringing down the evil crew of an infamous blockade runner.” 
 
    Baxter stared south. What Pratt said made a lot of sense — in most navies, promotion and honours came more easily to those who’d won a famous victory, and now that the Ottoman battle fleet was safely holed up in Constantinople, there would be precious few opportunities for Regia Marina officers to excel. His gut told him that this was something else, though. 
 
    “Well, we’ve got work to do,” Baxter said, looking back at the sails. “I think I can tweak the set to get another half knot out of her.” 
 
    They made it back to Preveza without any further interference from the Italians. The RN squadron tolerated the Resadiye’s presence for another day, as long as she stayed more than a mile from the liner. By the time the squadron’s commodore started dropping increasingly unsubtle hints through signals and manoeuvres that he wasn’t comfortable with the situation, they were well clear of Italian-controlled waters and were able to limp into harbour. 
 
    Baxter had expected Pratt to take his leave then, his pockets filled with Feridun’s money, but the engineer had stayed on. “Lot of work to be done downstairs,” he said as he and Baxter took their ease and a drink at the usual bar. It didn’t feel quite the same without Duverger, and had become something of an informal wake for their lost comrade. “And I hate to leave work half done.” 
 
    Baxter looked along the sleepy street. There were a few civilians here and there, working on hurrying about errands, and a fair number of men in the sultan’s service. If it wasn’t for the mix of olive and dark blue uniforms, he might almost have thought there wasn’t a war on. The harbour hadn’t been menaced further by the Italian Navy, at least — the government in Rome seemed to have taken Vienna’s warning to heart. 
 
    There were other threats that might lurk here, though. He hadn’t seen or heard anything further from Koenig or anyone else in Ekaterina’s employ, nor was there any hint that they were under observation from afar. But then, the war would complicate that — even if their interest in the Resadiye’s crew wasn’t related to the war, it was unlikely the Ottoman authorities would see it that way. 
 
    “That’s good to hear,” Baxter said, and meant it. “I always prefer it when there’s someone reliable in the engine room.” 
 
    Pratt raised his glass of beer, acknowledging what he hadn’t said as much as what he had. “I imagine they’ll need to bring in someone new to fill Duverger’s shoes,” he said after a pause. 
 
    They hadn’t really spoken of their dead colleague — friend, in reality — since the terse communications on the day. There wasn’t really anything to be said. 
 
    Baxter nodded. “Lot of new faces needed,” he said, thinking of the boat crew who had died with the Frenchman and the man killed aboard the Resadiye. They’d lost two men severely wounded as well, and three had chosen to take their back pay and leave Feridun’s service on their return to land. “Hopefully Bogue has enough sense to work the crew up again before we try another run.” 
 
    “Well, the engines will take weeks,” Pratt said. “And replacing Duverger is going to be a problem.” 
 
    “I gather from Connie that they already have a prospect — Bogue was wanting to hire another officer anyway.” He was careful not to add what she’d said about the possible new crewmember. It wasn’t his place to sow distrust, and he hadn’t met the man. 
 
    “Connie in the way of sharing with you, is she?” Pratt asked with a sly grin, darting a surreptitious look over Baxter’s shoulder as he spoke. 
 
    “That’s a good question,” he said, wondering what Pratt was playing at. 
 
    “What’s a good question?” a familiar voice drawled behind him. Baxter felt a flush of pleasure as Connie pulled up a chair and sat, only slightly diminished by the fact she had a newcomer with her. 
 
    Pratt’s eyes were twinkling at the mischief he had almost caused. “We’re just speculating on what Bogue will do next,” Baxter said blandly, then nodded to the newcomer. 
 
    Unless he missed his guess entirely, the man was ex-RN like himself. It wasn’t anything he could put into words, just something about his mannerisms, the way he moved, the way he sat. Baxter was relieved that it wasn’t anyone he knew, although the fellow looked to be a contemporary of his. 
 
    “Next he’ll hire someone new,” Connie said, a note of brittle cheerfulness in her voice as she very carefully avoided saying ‘replace Duverger’. While she’d been a bit dismissive of the Frenchman at times, Baxter guessed she’d come to like him in the end. “This is Andrew Cleary, the guy I mentioned to you before.” 
 
    This was said with a significant but veiled look at Baxter, and he remembered her fury at Bogue wanting to take this man on. There was also a warning in her look that told him to keep his mouth shut. 
 
    “These fine specimens of sailors are Baxter and Pratt,” Connie went on, gesturing vaguely at the two men. 
 
    Cleary gave them both a wan smile. “Gentlemen,” he said, with the slightest inclination of his head and a tone that clearly expressed he thought they were nothing of the sort. “A pleasure.” 
 
    “Mr Cleary,” Pratt said, perhaps playing up his northern tones slightly and giving Baxter the slightest hint of a wink. Baxter just looked impassively at the new recruit. 
 
    “I am, ah, told that you’re also formerly of His Majesty’s service, Baxter?” Cleary asked after a pause that was uncomfortable for everyone but him. “The infamous Fisher not to your taste either?” 
 
    It was said with the self-assurance of someone who couldn’t imagine he was wrong or that other people wouldn’t agree with him; that the imposition of Jackie Fisher and his radical, reforming notions that were dragging the service into the 20th century were merely aberrations that would be corrected since Fisher had been forced from the Admiralty early. 
 
    Baxter wasn’t about to get drawn on that, and in those few sentences he’d also learned everything he needed to know about Cleary; that Connie had been right to advise Bogue not to take him on. “I left in oh-four,” was all he said by way of a response. He couldn’t resist needling Cleary somewhat. “I assume you’ll be going back, now Fisher’s out?” 
 
    There was a flash of anger in pale eyes. “While the, ah, Oriental gentleman has been disposed of, I think it will do me good to see some action before I go back,” he said smoothly, trying to cover his confusion at Baxter’s failure to be impressed by him. “Of course, I’d prefer it if Charlie B held the reins, but unfortunately that bastard kept him out too long. A much more suitable man for the role.” 
 
    Baxter scowled at Cleary’s use of the unpleasant phrase Fisher’s great nemesis, Charles Beresford, had coined to describe him. Pratt tugged at his beard and spoke before he could interject, though. “Beresford cuts a fine figure of a man, to be sure,” he said. “And he was certainly full of fire when it came to those Russian barbarians after they shot up the Hull trawlers. You were there, Baxter. What would you have made of his chances, if he had been unleashed?” 
 
    “Now, boys,” Connie broke in as a waiter brought out fresh drinks. “Let’s not get into a squabble, and more to the point bore a gal who doesn’t know a battleship from her elbow.” 
 
    Baxter threw a grateful look her way, and hoped Joe Pratt would take the hint. He’d spoken of these matters to both of them, and Duverger, once he’d got to know them. He didn’t know this Cleary, though he knew the man’s type. 
 
    “I was sorry, truly, to hear about Duverger,” Connie went on, after a large swallow of her beer. “To go out like that, as well.” 
 
    “There’s no good way to die in a war,” Baxter said, deliberately looking away from Cleary’s challenging stare and giving his attention entirely to Connie. She looked tired, heavy with the dust of long travel, and nodded gravely at his words. 
 
    “He went out doing his duty, at least,” Pratt said. 
 
    “Surprising, for a French chap,” Cleary said offhandedly. 
 
    Baxter’s gaze snapped back to him, and he had the satisfaction of seeing the other man flinch slightly. Cleary had just confirmed everything Baxter had suspected in the man, and he felt the old simmering rage threatening to boil over. 
 
    “Well, I’d best be about my work,” Pratt said into the strained silence, draining most of a glass of beer in one long pull and rising. “Baxter, Connie, I’ll see you back on board.” 
 
    “Cheerio old chap,” Cleary called after him, with no apparent sign that he’d just been ignored. “Curious sort of fellow.” 
 
    Baxter finished his own drink but caught a look from Connie that implored him not to leave her alone with this oafish newcomer. Instead of leaving, he raised his hand to attract the waiter’s attention. 
 
    Later, much later, they finally managed to pack Cleary off. His luggage was apparently aboard already, and he was determined to ‘get settled in and get a feel for the old barky’, rather than staying ashore. 
 
    Baxter watched him go. “I’m not sharing a cabin with that man,” he said. 
 
    “You didn’t have to travel here by train with him,” Connie said sourly. “If we’d been somewhere a bit quieter, I’d have put a knife in him and told Bogue he’d got cold feet.” 
 
    “I can see why you advised against him.” 
 
    Connie gave him a curious look. “I would ask what all of that talk earlier was, but I’m not sure I care and I’m too tired anyway. Walk a girl back to her hotel?” 
 
    They strolled through the gathering darkness in companionable silence. Connie pulled a shawl around her shoulders, then put her hand through Baxter’s arm as she had done that first day in Constantinople. They were staying in the same establishment, and Baxter saw her to her room. 
 
    Connie went in, not bothering to light the lamp or close the door after her, and drifted across to the window. The gas lamps on the street cast her features into a warm relief. 
 
    “You going to stand out there all night?” she asked, not looking round. Baxter entered and closed the door after himself, and he heard the smile in her voice. “Well, that’s one way to interpret the question.” 
 
    He leant with his back to the wall, watching her. There was a quietness to her now, and he wondered what she’d seen and done in the last few weeks. What her life had involved before this unpleasant little war and their part in it. 
 
    “What happened in Bucharest?” he asked, though he knew the question would probably get him thrown out. Andrew Cleary’s appearance had brought her drunken mutterings from the last time they were in a hotel together into sharp relief. 
 
    She sighed. “Don’t suppose taking my clothes off is going to distract you from this?” she said. She undid the first few buttons on the front of her dress, slipping it off one shoulder as she stared challengingly at him. 
 
    He swallowed. “Probably not, but don’t let that stop you,” he said, for once astonished at his own temerity. 
 
    To his relief, she laughed, then leant forward and put her head against the windowpane. Her voice was quiet but distinct. “Bucharest was a mess,” she said. “Should have been a simple job, but Bogue thought we needed another man. I was clear we’d be fine, just the four of us, and advised against him bringing in an old friend from his marine days without me vetting him first. Hiram said it would be fine, the fifth man would make light work, and that he knew the fella personally so I didn’t need to look at him.” 
 
    Baxter didn’t move from his post by the door. “I take it Bogue was wrong?” 
 
    He didn’t add that he’d got the impression, over the last few weeks, that Bogue was wrong more than he was right. Connie had never given any hint that she was anything but loyal to their leader. 
 
    “It went well to begin with, and having the fifth gun … fifth person did make life a lot easier. But it turned out Mack wasn’t quite as reliable as Hiram thought he was, or at least he wasn’t as steady as he’d been in the old days. He made a mistake, and things spiralled, and some people ended up dead who really shouldn’t have, and more to the point we lost the person we were there to protect.” She turned to face him, eyes bright in the half-light. “That satisfy you?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, it does,” he said. “And I’m sorry I pressed. I’m the sort of chap who likes to know what kind of situation he’s in, and that’s a piece of information that’s been missing.” 
 
    She turned away again, without speaking, and he straightened, turning to the door. 
 
    “Where d’ya think you’re going?” she asked, voice husky. When he looked back, the dress was a puddle on the floor, her shift lying between it and the bed. 
 
    Baxter smiled at her. “Nowhere in particular, it seems.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    It was three weeks before they were back at sea. Joe Pratt and his people worked hard to put the engines back into full working condition, drawing on local expertise and any naval personnel who could be enticed. 
 
    “We’re just lucky the shafts weren’t warped,” Joe said as he made his final report to Bogue and the rest of the officers. “Should keep going for a while yet, but they’ll probably need an overhaul in a proper dockyard in a few months, and I can’t guarantee the work if you do anything stupid like get shot at or run at full speed for days on end.” 
 
    The war had dragged into December and even here, in the south-east Mediterranean, it was a bit cooler. Not so cold that they were in winter clothes, although a number of the locals were already complaining at the chill in the air. Feridun had joined them in Preveza, full of praise for the work they had done so far — vital, vital to the war effort, he had told them over dinner on the day he had arrived. He was wrapped up in furs already. 
 
    “Well, we’ll do our best with your engines, Mr Pratt,” Bogue said laconically. 
 
    Pratt gave Bogue a level stare. “Not my engines anymore, Mr Bogue,” he said, his tone neutral and flat. “This has been a profitable enterprise, not only for Mr Feridun but also for us. It’s time for me to take my leave.” 
 
    “Well, that’s no sort of talk for an Englishman,” Cleary drawled. “Things always get more challenging when a point of decision is approaching.” 
 
    Baxter suspected, watching the former RN officer, that he was one of the reasons Pratt had decided that enough was enough. He couldn’t blame the engineer. Cleary was, as Bekir had notably described Bogue, a camel’s arse, combining all of the worst traits that had infuriated Baxter in his former colleagues while also lacking any of the scattered virtues they’d had between them. He’d alienated the crew and the other officers. Connie clearly despised him, a fact that was entirely lost on him, and as far as Baxter could tell only Bogue had any time for the man. 
 
    “Well, chum, I’m from Sunderland,” Pratt said. “And Mother Pratt raised her sons to have more sense than to keep riding a dying horse.” 
 
    “We’ll miss you, Joe,” Connie — once again firmly established as Mr Constant — said quickly, before Cleary could provoke the sort of frosty arguments that these conferences had tended to devolve into. Pratt shot her a grateful look and Baxter gave her a slight smile. 
 
    Baxter ended up seeing Pratt over the side, early the next morning. The engineer had obviously decided he was going to slip away without any fuss while everyone beyond the harbour watch was still in their bunk. As it happened, Baxter had slept aboard the Resadiye rather than in the room he kept ashore. He’d worked into the night with the men he’d already earmarked for gun crews, now that Connie had confirmed that they would indeed be getting something to shoot back with. 
 
    They were, apparently, getting Hotchkiss 3-pounders of a type that Baxter was very familiar with. While the yacht had been designed to take a light defensive armament, she had been disarmed before being discarded from the Ottoman Navy. That meant she had the necessary structure to take the guns, but they had to refabricate mountings, one each fore and aft. Not only that, but the magazine spaces had been repurposed as cargo holds so she could carry out her new function. 
 
    Baxter had slept on deck. The cooler night air didn’t bother him — his early life and RN training had been in chillier conditions, and the cabin-sharing arrangement had carried over with the new man, which he found deeply uncomfortable. 
 
    Pratt stole across to the gangplank in the early pre-dawn greyness, suitcase in one hand and a canvas bag over his shoulder. Baxter pulled himself up, stretched massively and managed to cut the engineer off at the entry port. “Leaving without saying goodbye?” he asked quietly. 
 
    Pratt almost jumped out of his skin. Baxter was barefoot, and moved quietly at the best of times. “Assuming I don’t die of a heart attack first,” Pratt said. “Being English, I’ve never liked major displays of … anything, really.” 
 
    They stood awkwardly, both of them looking over the sleepy little town as it began to stir itself for another day. “If you’re sensible, you’ll pack your belongings and leave as well,” Pratt said, his voice deadly earnest. “I can’t help the feeling that things are going to go belly-up on this ship. Duverger and the others dying, and this new chap’s just the start of it.” 
 
    Baxter shrugged. “We’re in a war, Joe, which we all knew when we agreed to stay on after it started.” 
 
    “Perhaps. I don’t think many of us, aside from you, really knew what that meant.” 
 
    Baxter cocked his head as he looked at Pratt. “Have you been approached by … anyone?” he asked. They’d been talking in low tones so as not to disturb the sleeping crew or distract the harbour watch, but now he dropped his voice to a murmur. “To warn you against staying on.” 
 
    Pratt gave him an odd look that he couldn’t quite interpret. “I make my own decisions, Baxter. You’ve known me long enough to get that.” 
 
    “That I have, Joe — forget I said anything.” Baxter stuck his hand out, and Pratt put down his case to shake it. He adopted an exaggeratedly formal tone. “It’s been a pleasure, Mr Pratt. I hope to work with you again someday.” 
 
    “You’ll excuse me, Mr Baxter, if I don’t share that hope — it’s been an interesting experience, but I think my seafaring days are behind me.” 
 
    Baxter watched the engineer walk briskly down the gangplank and away. He didn’t look round and walked straight until he was out of sight. Baxter remained at the entry port, arms crossed over his chest and feeling oddly bereft. The three of them, the men who had started with Bogue’s crew at the beginning of this project, had become fast friends. He felt strangely bereft now that it was just him. 
 
    “What did you mean, when you asked Joe if he’d been approached?” Connie asked behind him. 
 
    Baxter turned, cocking an eyebrow. “It’s not ladylike to eavesdrop,” he said, hoping to divert her from the subject. 
 
    He didn’t quite know where he stood with this odd little woman — that seemed to be the story of his life, when it came to any sort of romantic entanglement. There hadn’t been any more ‘horizontal refreshment’ as she insisted on calling it, but at the same time he felt like they’d been getting closer since that night in the hotel. 
 
    She gestured at her get-up and deliberately lowered her voice into Mr Constant’s tone. “Good job I’m not a lady,” she said. “And I wasn’t eavesdropping anyway, just happened to be up on deck.” 
 
    He stared hard at her. Her expression, as always, was unreadable, and she reminded him of Ekaterina in that moment. Not physically, of course — Connie was short and stocky, where Ekaterina had been tall and statuesque — but there was something in her manner, the sense that she always knew more than anyone else about what was going on. Or wanted people to think that, anyway. 
 
    “I was truthful with you, Mr Baxter,” she said, with a slight smile. “Up to a point.” 
 
    She had him there. “I was approached, in Alexandria,” he said at last, without breaking eye contact. “A private firm coming after you, or rather Bogue. I was warned to stay clear.” 
 
    Connie didn’t seem surprised by that. Some instinct had warned Baxter that she already knew a bit about what was going on, or had guessed anyway. “You didn’t think to mention that before?” 
 
    “Bogue already knew he was under observation, and I assumed he knew why.” Baxter considered whether to continue, given Connie’s fierce and unwavering loyalty to the irascible American. “He was being … erratic, shall we say? Despite the fact that I came back, I thought it wouldn’t go down well.” 
 
    “You thought right, but you should have told me,” Connie said, voice hard. Her hands had gone behind her back, and he guessed she’d drawn the small knife she kept in a sheath on the back of her belt. “You sure it was just a warning, and they weren’t trying to recruit you?” 
 
    “I’m sure,” he said, keeping his gaze on her and his tone level. He was, though, regretting not taking Pratt’s advice. “I dislike intelligencing and anything that even smells like it.” 
 
    The smile that broke her stony expression was genuine, and her hands came out empty. “I believe you, though I’m not sure why — you’ve just got an honest face, I guess.” She glanced left and right to make sure no one was watching, then grabbed the front of his shirt and pulled his face forward until she could kiss him. “It’s not such a bad face, either,” she murmured, then released him in a hurry and turned away as some of the crew started filtering onto the deck, ready to start the day. 
 
      
 
    They put to sea the next day, all of the damage either made right or sufficiently disguised that they would not raise suspicion on the next leg of their journey. 
 
    Baxter had the helm as they steamed out of the port on the vague ‘due south’ heading that Bogue had provided. There were available crewmen, but a lot of them were new and those Baxter might have trusted with the task were still recovering from their injuries. 
 
    Beyond that, though, there was a simple pleasure to be had in such a direct connection with the ship and the sea she sailed on. The polished teak of the wheel wasn’t passive under his hands, but moved as the water tried to interfere with the intruding rudder. Baxter’s military career had focused on gunnery, lessons hammered into him at the ‘stone frigate’ HMS Excellent. Like every other prospective officer his initial training had been far wider, though, and his father had often entrusted the wheel to him during his early teenage years. 
 
    For a while, he was able to enjoy the peace and quiet, but it was never going to last. Bogue and Feridun came into the wheelhouse, Cleary in tow. “I didn’t think you’d still be with us, Karalaya bey,” Baxter said, not taking his eyes off the horizon beyond the bow except to glance occasionally at the brass-mounted compass. 
 
    “I have business in the Persian Gulf,” the enterprise’s owner said. His voice still had the warm friendliness that Baxter had come to know during their time together, but he also looked somewhat careworn. “And I generally travel south to avoid the inclement weather during winter.” 
 
    The three men from more northerly climes exchanged glances at that, a rare moment of camaraderie for them. Cleary clearly didn’t know what to make of Feridun, in general and of his presence aboard, and had responded in the traditional upper-class fashion of behaving as though everything was exactly as he expected it to be and that everyone, including Bogue, was his inferior. 
 
    “So I assume I’m setting course for the Suez Canal, Bogue?” Baxter asked. 
 
    The American swivelled a hard stare from Feridun to him. He’d become increasingly paranoid and irascible over the last few weeks and had been tight-lipped about their next movements. Even Connie seemed to be out of his confidence. 
 
    For Baxter’s part, he could no longer bring himself to show Bogue much respect, and certainly couldn’t give him the title of ‘captain’. While death in war was a given, the loss of Duverger and the boat crew had been entirely avoidable, and that was something he could not easily forgive. 
 
    “The canal, yeah,” Bogue drawled. 
 
    “And after we’ve navigated that?” 
 
    “After the canal, I will provide the next destination!” The drawl had gone, replaced with a snappish tone that caused Cleary to smirk. 
 
    Baxter just shrugged. “I’ll plot us a course to Port Said,” he said, without giving either man the impression they’d got to him. “Bekir, take over.” 
 
    Feridun found him poring over charts in the adjoining compartment of the deckhouse. “Kunfuda is our final destination,” the Turk told him, keeping his voice low as Bogue was a thin wooden partition away. “This is where you will get the necessary armament to defend yourselves.” 
 
    Baxter traced the coast of Arabia until his finger reached the little speck of the map that was Kunfuda, far to the south. “That’s a long haul through contested waters,” he said. 
 
    “I am told the individual we are buying from does not want to risk his shipment any further north — the Italians are stopping many ships, and anything with arms is being impounded.” 
 
    Baxter had been wondering why on earth the Ottomans hadn’t armed the blockade runner themselves, particularly as Feridun seemed to think they were having a genuine if small impact. Difficulties in supply would explain it, though — their efforts were going on supporting the Ottoman Army and Arab irregulars actually facing the Italian positions. 
 
    “How is the war going?” Baxter asked, and Feridun’s eyebrows went up. “I know, it seems like an odd question given we’re actually in it. It’s hard for us to see the broader picture when we’re just slipping in and out of harbours.” 
 
    Feridun gave him a smile tinged with sadness. “It is a stalemate, that costs both us and the Italians terribly. I am told they have fortified their coastal footholds — Tripoli, Derna, Benghazi and Tobruk — but we resist them fiercely if they try to venture beyond the range of their battleships’ guns. Our brave mujahadeen attack their enclaves, but can make no progress in the face of those same guns. Now we must wait until we can come to the negotiating table, or someone devises a new approach.” 
 
    From what Feridun had just said, and from what he had heard from other sources, Baxter guessed that there wouldn’t be negotiations any time soon. The war on land had become bitter and brutal, and it was hard for men to come to peace talks when both sides thought they might, as Feridun put it, devise a different way to achieve victory. 
 
    “I’d best get this course to Bogue,” he said. 
 
      
 
    They ran south along the coast of Greece, careful to fly neutral flags in that relatively new kingdom’s waters and obey every law and courtesy, and from there north around Crete before the final leg to Port Said, the gateway to the Suez Canal. They steamed at an easy pace, mindful of Pratt’s parting warning, and Feridun’s mood and demeanour improved as he was able to shed his winter clothes. 
 
    From Port Said they transited into the peculiar, artificial waterway of the canal. 
 
    “This just feels … wrong,” Connie said on their second day moving through the canal, just north of the Great Bitter Lake. She gestured at the rolling sand dunes that came up to the waterway on either side, sometimes barely higher than the water level. The canal was busy as usual, everything from large merchant steamers and liners flagged to a dozen countries to the local dhows and feluccas. There was an Italian merchantman a mile or so ahead, which was making all of them nervous. She didn’t look dissimilar to the auxiliary cruiser that had tried her hardest to kill them all. 
 
    “It’s a funny feeling,” he agreed. 
 
    “Almost like we’re steaming through the desert itself,” she said, before going back to her work. She’d set up a small workbench on deck, under an awning to provide both shade and protection from the gaze of passing ships, and was busy maintaining a fairly impressive arsenal of weapons. She had an automatic pistol disassembled for cleaning in front of her, with a range of other sidearms and longarms waiting their turn. 
 
    “I would have thought this would make you happy,” he said mildly. “You prefer being on land, don’t you? This isn’t far from it.” 
 
    Connie snorted and looked up from vigorously scrubbing the barrel interior with a wire brush. “This isn’t one or the other,” she said. “I’d have thought an old seadog like you would prefer the long way round?” 
 
    “I’ve done both,” Baxter said. He knew the long, grinding slog down the coast of Africa and then around the dangerous waters off the Cape of Good Hope with the Russian 2nd Pacific Squadron would stay with him for the rest of his life. “I prefer this way, all told. Out of interest, just how many guns do you need?” 
 
    Connie laughed at his blatant changing of the subject, and set to oiling the pistol before slotting it back together with practised ease. He’d never known a woman so comfortable with firearms, even Ekaterina Juneau. “Bogue, y’see, the gun is part of his personality — he wouldn’t go anywhere without Sam Colt on his hip. To me, they’re tools, and different jobs require different tools. Same with blades.” She looked up at him again. “You really should learn how to shoot a pistol and hit your target. Yeah, yeah, I know, you prefer artillery. But in this life you’ve chosen, sometimes a pistol is more appropriate.” 
 
    “I could argue with that, but I’m not going to try,” he said, thinking of the close scrapes he’d had. The one time he’d actually shot at someone, the vicious Okhrana officer he’d known as Ratface, he’d hit, but that had been pure luck. “Why don’t you teach me? Once we’re clear of the canal.” 
 
    Connie laughed. “Yeah, I imagine us popping away into the desert might raise a few eyebrows. But I’ll certainly give it a go.” 
 
    The war had felt a thousand miles away during the Resadiye’s peaceful transit of the Suez Canal at a steady six knots. The Red Sea was a different matter. The Italian province of Eritrea lay to the west, and Arabia had long been a restive part of the Ottoman Empire. As far as Baxter knew the enemy had naval superiority here, just as he did north of the canal. 
 
    “We should steam as close as possible to the Arabian coast, of course,” Cleary said as the officers breakfasted before they set off from the port of Suez. “That would allow us to run for a friendly port, and perhaps receive support from local naval forces and shore batteries if we do encounter an Italian patrol.” 
 
    Bogue sipped from his tin mug of coffee, and looked between the men, and one woman, at the table. “Everyone else agree with Andy’s assessment? It seems pretty clear-cut to me.” 
 
    “What naval forces, and what shore batteries?” Baxter asked bluntly. He wasn’t going to point out to Bogue that a man in his position should be making decisions, not asking for advice. Left to his own devices, it was clear that he had a habit of making bad decisions. “The Arabian shore is exactly where the Italians will be focusing, particularly on the various ports. I’d suggest we stick as close to Eritrea as we can. After all, we’re a Spanish merchantman.” 
 
    Cleary’s eyes narrowed, but Bogue nodded thoughtfully. “Last thing they’ll be expecting.” 
 
    “Assuming they’re even looking for us,” Connie pointed out. “Yeah, that auxiliary in the Med seemed to be pretty keen, but we’re out of his beat.” 
 
    “Best to be on the safe side,” Bogue said. “We’ll do it Baxter’s way.” 
 
    Along the Eritrean coast it was, then, roughly south by south-west. It was as dull and featureless as Baxter remembered Africa’s western coast, but sandier. Just as swelteringly hot as well. They passed the occasional local boat, and sighted smoke from distant ships’ funnels, but the five days passed in a dull, lazy haze. Connie threw empty whisky bottles — of which there was a plentiful supply — into the Red Sea and Baxter took potshots at them with a .38 Smith and Wesson revolver. Occasionally he even managed a hit, though more often the bullets raised little splashes around the targets. 
 
    “It’s a bit of a false idea,” Connie said one warm, humid evening as he got increasingly frustrated by his failure to hit. “Accurate target-shooting with a pistol, particularly against a target like that. Chances are, if you do have to shoot someone with that thirty-eight, they’ll be as close as you and I, and all you need to do is point the muzzle at their chest.” 
 
    Baxter finished reloading the revolver, but the sun had touched the horizon in the time it had taken him to slot the cartridges into place, and a few moments later it was too dark for practice. He turned the weapon in his hand and offered it, walnut grip first, to Connie. 
 
    “Never try to give someone a loaded gun,” she reproved him. “You don’t know when they might pull the trigger. And you keep that — call it a gift.” 
 
    “You’re too kind,” he said, reversing his grip and unloading the weapon anyway. 
 
    “Oh, I’ve got at least two more of those somewhere,” she said airily, then looked down the dark and shadowed landscape a half mile off their starboard side. “How much more of this?” 
 
    “I’ll need to check our position, but it should be about time to make our turn east. That’s when it gets dangerous.” 
 
    They did, in fact, turn almost due east to run across the Red Sea to Kunfuda a little after midnight, steaming at a higher speed as they were passing into an area that might be patrolled by enemy warships. Baxter had the watch, but as they approached the Arabian coast almost everyone was on deck and straining their eyes to keep a lookout for Italians. 
 
    The Resadiye steamed into Kunfuda harbour without any difficulty early the next morning. They found a small Ottoman squadron — a collection of six fairly modern gunboats supported by an armed tug and an armed yacht that Feridun identified as the Ipka. “I had thought to buy her,” he told them as the blockade runner steamed in and found her moorings. He laid a proprietorial hand on the railing. “But then I saw this beauty, and knew she was the one.” 
 
    “It’s just a shame what we’ve had to do to her,” Baxter said. 
 
    “It is,” Feridun replied with a sigh. “And what I fear will happen to her.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    If Baxter had thought Zanzur was something of a scrappy little harbour, he found it hard to credit Kunfuda with the name ‘harbour’ at all. A small collection of whitewashed buildings clustered around an oasis and the most basic port facilities, it clung on to existence on the edge of the Red Sea. They could not refuel here, which would become a problem for the journey north unless they could put in somewhere along the way; indeed, Feridun had found out that the Ottoman squadron was essentially stranded here due to a lack of coal. They were supposed to have received a resupply, but it was long overdue and suspected intercepted. 
 
    “Still no word?” Baxter asked Connie as she came back aboard. The town, at least, did have a telegraph station, to which she was a regular visitor. Whereas in other ports she would drop her guise as Mr Constant when going ashore, here she found it much easier to keep it up. 
 
    “Still nothing,” she said sourly, wiping sweat and dust from her face. “I told Bogue he shouldn’t have anything to do with these folks.” 
 
    “Well, if they’re coming directly from Russia to here, that means Vladivostok — that’s a long way.” 
 
    “I know where Vladivostok is, Baxter,” she said sourly, then sighed. “Sorry — I really don’t like this part of the world. Nobody knows much about the Russian, one of the reasons why I don’t trust him, but the consensus is he’s not actually in Russia. Shown the traditional affection for the motherland by getting out of it somewhere warmer. I’m going to get out of this sun.” 
 
    The heat, even in the early afternoon, was enervating. The sun was bright and high in the unbroken blue of the sky, and there wasn’t a breeze either to cool them or move what felt like the wet blanket that lay over everything. The crew was working in a desultory fashion — further repair work or preparing the sites for the weapons. A few were actually enthusiastic about their assigned task, which was to scrape weed from the copper bottom. While the work itself wasn’t pleasant, the water was at least cooler, and there were a few experienced swimmers on board who had volunteered for it. 
 
    Baxter knew he should try and stir some life into the men. Bogue and Cleary were nowhere to be seen, probably getting drunk in the shade of his cabin, which had become their standard pastime. Feridun no longer partook of such pleasantries, and Baxter didn’t have the stomach for either of them right now. He also didn’t have the will to kick some life into the crew. 
 
    They’d been a week in the harbour here, slowly consuming fuel and supplies, trapped in a baking limbo while they waited on what they needed to continue their war. Christmas Day had come and gone barely noticed — Baxter had never really taken much notice of such things, and the others had just got more drunk than usual. They had to be careful to keep that sort of thing onboard, however — Feridun had been very firm about that. This vilayet was considerably more conservative than Constantinople and the other cosmopolitan parts of the empire. It was also a troubled land, with a long-running insurrection that had drawn Ottoman troops from Tripolitania; as far as he could tell, there wasn’t any part of this old and creaking empire that didn’t have some sort of trouble in it. 
 
    A ship’s horn sounded from the harbour mouth, shattering the heavy silence that held sway here and Baxter’s reverie. Looking round, he saw a somewhat battered-looking tramp freighter come chugging slowly in. The crews of the gunboats had turned out, obviously thinking this was their long-promised coal. After a few minutes, though, the vessel made its slow and painful way across the placid water to pick up moorings next to the Resadiye. 
 
    Connie had emerged on deck, shortly followed by Bogue and Cleary. 
 
    “Sorry we’re late, mate,” someone shouted in a strong Australian accent. “Spot of bother along the way.” 
 
    “About bloody time,” Bogue shouted back, but without too much rancour in his voice. “Shall I come aboard, and we can close this deal?” 
 
    The Australian — tall, weather-beaten and rangy — put his hands on his hips. “Give a fellow a chance to get moored, would ya?” 
 
      
 
    The guns were in crates in the freighter’s deck cargo, packed with straw. Baxter went across with Connie and Bogue, Cleary as usual inviting himself along. 
 
    Connie was ill at ease, despite the fact that she’d brokered the deal, and both she and Bogue had their sidearms on. “Do me a favour and put that revolver in your pocket, would you? If it comes to it, the more guns the better.” 
 
    Baxter had been able convince himself, subconsciously, that most of the work aboard the Resadiye was not so far removed from being in a formal navy. Moments like this, though, reminded him of the strange criminal world they hovered on the edge of. 
 
    Everything seemed to go smoothly. A lot of the freighter’s crew were on deck but not doing much. They were a mixed crew from all around the world, which wasn’t unusual for a merchant ship. 
 
    “They may be crated, but they’re not factory new,” Baxter said, running his hand across the breach block of one of the 3-pounders. “Any idea how many shells have gone through this?” 
 
    The Australian, who’d been introduced solely as Steve, shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine, mate,” he said. “I just get paid to ship them.” 
 
    “I assume the ‘Russian’ isn’t aboard to ask?” he said. That earned him a steely stare. 
 
    “The boss doesn’t like to travel, and he also doesn’t like to be called that.” 
 
    “Good job he’s not here, then.” Baxter looked to some of the freighter’s deck hands. “You four, bear a hand here.” The note of command was so ingrained in his voice that the four men stepped forward without even looking to their captain. “Lift the muzzle,” Baxter snapped. “Angle it towards the sun, smartly now.” 
 
    With the light behind him, the sailors sweating to hold the heavy weapon at an angle, Baxter was able to look down the rifled bore of the gun. “Pretty worn, but still serviceable if we’re not planning to throw a lot of metal,” he said after a long pause. 
 
    “You don’t seem happy,” Connie said. 
 
    Baxter looked at the two artillery pieces that looked so innocuous in their crates. He couldn’t put his finger on what was disturbing him about the weapons, or about the crew of reprobates who were delivering them. Realistically, he knew the weapons would only do them so much good, no matter how much Bogue had set his heart on them. That wasn’t what was worrying him, though. 
 
    It could just be that they bore the crest of the Imperial Russian Navy on the breechblocks, along with Cyrillic lettering. Reminding him of … another time. He couldn’t say whether it had been a happier one or not. 
 
    “No, no — happy enough,” he said. “I’ll need to take a look at the ammunition as well.” 
 
    Steve clapped his hands together. “So glad they meet with your approval, mate, and we’ll get to the ammunition. The boss did send something else that recently came into his possession that may be of interest.” 
 
    He led them to a much bigger crate that a few of his crew were clearing a tarpaulin from. Steve took a crowbar with a flourish and popped the lid off with the sound of nails being torn out of wood. Bogue emitted a low whistle. 
 
    “Six-pounder Hotchkiss,” Baxter said. “Definitely has a bit more punch than a three-pounder gun, but I’d need to look hard at whether the Resadiye can sustain it.” 
 
    “If you do want it, we can throw in a couple of revolving guns as well,” Steve said. 
 
    “That’s because you can’t shift them otherwise,” Baxter said thoughtfully. “They have doubtful utility.” 
 
    “Utter rot,” Cleary broke in suddenly. He was very slightly slurring his words, and sweating profusely. “The more guns we have the better, and I’m quite certain the old girl can take the weight.” 
 
    Baxter had to resist the urge to dunk the idiot toff in the water just to sober him up. “It’s not just the weight, though we should be mindful of that given we’re a blockade runner, not a warship,” he said acidly. “The kick could very well tear the ship apart, though.” 
 
    “Well, I suggest you do your bloody job and make sure it doesn’t happen.” 
 
    Baxter’s violent urges boiled close to the surface. 
 
    “If we can have a punch like this on board, I’d certainly feel a lot happier,” Bogue said. “I’m sure you gentlemen can make this work — I’ll talk to Mr Feridun about the money.” 
 
    Baxter massaged the bridge of his nose. The oppressive humidity, the heat and the stupidity were starting to give him a headache. He turned away without a word. 
 
    “Where d’ya think you’re going, mister?” Bogue demanded. “There’s still the ammunition to inspect.” 
 
    “I’m going ashore, need to stretch my legs,” he said. “I’m sure the ammunition will be fine, but if you have any doubts, have Cleary look at it.” 
 
    It was childish, he knew. While he’d always found Bogue to be irritating, the American had at least occasionally listened to him, and he found it galling that Cleary’s word seemed to carry as much weight even on issues of gunnery. Baxter had proved himself — the new man had not, and clearly wouldn’t. 
 
    He heard Connie shush Bogue from any further comment as he went back down the gangplank. They’d been at sea long enough — remaining aboard the gently rocking ship even when in port — that the ground felt slightly peculiar under his feet. Too hard, too stable. It deepened his black mood and he strode awkwardly towards the oasis at the centre of town. A few locals cast him suspicious glances, or hurried their children out of sight. While Kunfuda was a port town, it didn’t seem to get a lot of visitors beyond some local coastal trade, and the influx of military and quasi-military vessels must have been disconcerting. 
 
    Baxter walked until the heat he felt was purely that of the day rather than his own anger, then stopped in the shade of a palm tree and took several deep breaths. The air was oven-hot and soggy, so that exercise didn’t help. He dreaded the thought of working on the gun emplacements in these conditions. 
 
    There was a coffee house on the other side of the oasis, and he walked around the inviting water and took a seat. The proprietor didn’t have a language in common with Baxter, but as he only seemed to serve coffee that was hardly a problem, and the handful of Ottoman coins Baxter placed on the table seemed to be more than sufficient, even alleviating the man’s sullen mood slightly. 
 
    He sat there in the shade for an hour or more, wondering if anyone would come and summon him to his duty or whether when he got back to the harbour the Resadiye would have steamed away. That wouldn’t necessarily be a bad thing, he thought, except that Kunfuda was not the sort of place he wanted to be beached. 
 
    “Well, I’d best go and see whether they’ve come to their senses,” he said to himself, after his second cup of strong, sweet coffee. As he was about to rise, though, trouble hove into view in the shape of Yuriy Koenig. 
 
    He had the common decency not to try to sneak up on or surprise Baxter. Decency, and a strong sense of self-preservation. He approached with a tall, slim man with dark hair and a small moustache who could only be an Italian. He wore a light civilian suit, but everything about him suggested that he was a military man. 
 
    Baxter settled back into his seat. The revolver, which had been an uncomfortable weight dragging on his waistband, was suddenly very welcome. “May we join you, Marcus Alexandrovich?” Koenig called out in French when they were still a few paces away. 
 
    “That depends a lot on whether you’re going to claim that this is a chance encounter.” 
 
    Koenig smiled and spread his hands. “Of course it is not. We have been doing our best to track the Resadiye’s movements, though it took us some time to find you here.” 
 
    Baxter pointed him to the other wicker chair at the table. As he settled, the Italian looked around with a vaguely disapproving expression, before dragging another chair across. The noise was loud in the otherwise peaceful little plaza. 
 
    “I see you’re working for the Regia Marina now,” Baxter said, with an incline of his head towards the third man. 
 
    “Co-operating, in as much as they’re after the same quarry.” Koenig paused, watching him carefully. “This is Primo Teniente Fiorucci, of the cruiser San Giacomo.” 
 
    Baxter didn’t let himself react to that, though he did sit back and cast a wide glance around the palm-lined area. “Bold of you to come ashore in enemy territory like this,” he said. “And I gather being out of uniform is frowned upon in time of war. I believe they call it spying, and the Ottomans shoot people for that.” 
 
    Fiorucci snorted. “This is barely Ottoman territory,” he said in French, giving him a look filled with distrust and dislike. Baxter was struck by a sudden sense of familiarity about the man. He was certain he hadn’t met the Italian, though — perhaps a family member? 
 
    “There’s a squadron of their gunboats not five hundred yards from here,” Baxter pointed out, keeping his own tone friendly as he continued to look for infiltrating Italians. 
 
    “That will be dealt with shortly.” 
 
    Koenig saw Baxter’s assessing look. “We have come here alone, my friend, as a gesture of goodwill.” 
 
    “Why have you come here? You must know how insanely dangerous this is.” 
 
    “We’re aware,” Koenig said. “The matter concerning Hiram Bogue and his followers has become quite pressing, however. Before, I warned you to leave your post here, but I’ve come now to ask you to bring this situation to a peaceful conclusion.” 
 
    Baxter couldn’t help but laugh at that. “There’s a war on, if you hadn’t noticed,” he said. “You’ve come here with a member of the enemy’s armed forces, after all.” 
 
    “I am uninterested in a peaceful solution, but wish to bring this murderous crew to heel,” the Italian spat. “If we cannot achieve this here, we will continue to hunt you down on the high seas.” 
 
    Baxter narrowed his eyes as he looked at Fiorucci, his heat- and anger-addled brain finally slotting his features into place. “Not his father — brother?” 
 
    The naval officer’s eyes blazed. “Yes, the man your crew murdered in Resadiye was my young brother, Giacomo.” 
 
    Baxter rubbed his face with both hands, starting to get a grip on what the Italian was doing here. “Look, Teniente. I am sorry for your loss, truly. But your brother chose a dangerous profession — people tend to get hurt and killed in a war.” 
 
    It was, of course, an absurdity for this man to have come chasing personal revenge, particularly as it was his country that had started this obscene little war. There was little point saying that, though. 
 
    “But to be killed it that way, discarded into the sea and chewed to pieces by the screw…” Fiorucci sputtered. “We could not even give him an open casket.” 
 
    Baxter didn’t know what this man had been told about the incident. It was clear that he’d never been in a close fight, with all the chaos and unpredictability, if he thought the means of the young officer’s death was deliberate. “He was a sailor,” he said. “He deserved to be buried at sea. For what it’s worth, he died doing his duty and doing it bravely.” 
 
    He’d almost said the younger Fiorucci had died well, but that would have been a lie. He’d thrown himself aboard a vessel without any kind of support, and then hadn’t had a clue how to proceed. That didn’t mean he deserved to die, and Baxter had sought to disarm him and put him back ashore. Fights rarely went the way anyone expected. 
 
    “I did not come here to hear your lies and excuses,” Fiorucci said, voice rising, which earned him a reproving look and a restraining hand from Koenig. 
 
    “Why did you come here?” Baxter asked, voice flat. He spoke directly to Koenig and ignored the Italian. 
 
    Koenig’s own gaze was calm and assessing. He’d come a long way from the diffident young Imperial Russian Navy officer Baxter had known half a decade ago. “As I said, we want to resolve this situation without further bloodshed,” he said. “If you are able to help us take…” 
 
    His voice trailed off as he saw Baxter’s expression, and he switched from French to English. “I did not think this was a good approach,” he said at last, sitting back and laying his hands flat on the table. Fiorucci glanced between them suspiciously, and Baxter saw why Koenig had changed languages. “Anyone who knows you would know that, but Teniente Fiorucci here and his father insisted mercenaries can be bought.” 
 
    “You were going to offer me a way out in return for sabotaging the Resadiye?” Baxter said. He was angry about that, but not as angry as he might have been if Koenig had actually made the offer. 
 
    “Something along those lines, yes. Ekaterina would certainly have advised against it, were she here.” 
 
    “Still looking after another matter?” Baxter asked, masking his disappointment. “At some point, someone is going to have to tell me exactly what’s going on with Bogue.” 
 
    “It is … complicated, and we had hoped not to involve you more than you are. You are, what’s that charming expression? Something of a bull in a porcelain shop.” 
 
    Baxter could have taken offence at that, but it wasn’t wrong. “China shop,” he corrected Koenig. 
 
    “At least tell me who it was who actually did the deed!” Fiorucci broke in, becoming increasingly angered as he lost control of the conversation. Or at least what modicum of control he thought he’d had. 
 
    Baxter stared hard at the man. “It’s a war, and people die in wars,” he said in French, voice hard. “I suggest you drop this absurd notion of personal revenge before it’s too late.” 
 
    “It was you, wasn’t it?” Fiorucci hissed. He put a hand inside his jacket and started to draw a small revolver secreted there. “I’ll take you in now.” 
 
    Koenig leant close, speaking urgently. “As I told you before we came ashore, Mr Baxter disdains to carry a gun as a matter of habit, and drawing yours will draw altogether too much attention. We should return to the boat before you go too far…” 
 
    His voice trailed off as he heard the distinctive sound of a pistol’s well-oiled hammer being drawn back. Baxter didn’t raise the Smith and Wesson above the level of the table. “Things change, Yuriy,” he said. “And I thought you said you came alone, as a gesture of goodwill.” 
 
    He nodded to the men starting to infiltrate the shaded oasis, taking cover behind the low drystone walls that surrounded most of the houses. Koenig turned a furious stare on Fiorucci, who merely gave Baxter a cold smile before turning a disdainful look on Koenig. “I did not truly think you would be able to persuade him to support us, and now I know I would not want his aid. We will take him here, and then storm the blockade runner and bring the others to swift justice.” 
 
    Koenig looked irritated more than anything else. His blow, when it came, took everyone including Baxter by surprise. It was a quick jab to the face that knocked the unprepared Italian onto his back. “I think that concludes our relationship,” Koenig told the furious but prostrate Fiorucci, then looked to Baxter. “Perhaps we should flee?” 
 
    The Italian sailors — for so they turned out to be — broke cover as Baxter and Koenig ran towards the harbour. They were armed with pistol and rifles, but none of them opened fire, instead running to their fallen officer. 
 
    It didn’t take Fiorucci long to recover, though. He shouted something in Italian that sounded a lot like ‘open fire’, and then the first rounds cracked overhead. 
 
    Baxter and Koenig had made it to a low wall surrounding a small patch of stunted fruit trees. The bullets sent up puffs of dust and clouds of stone shards around them as they dived over the wall. “You didn’t have to do that, you know, old chap,” Baxter said, as he stuck his head up and fired back at the Italians. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Koenig said with a smile, before discharging his own revolver in their general direction. The Italian sailors were shouting now, encouraging each other, and Baxter could hear concerned or startled cries coming from the surrounding houses. “And I cannot abide perfidy on the part of people I work with.” 
 
    “You’re perhaps in the wrong line of work, then,” Baxter said, turning his back to the hot stone of the wall and ignoring the clatter of high velocity rounds against it, as they wouldn’t penetrate. “I have to say, I don’t think our couple of revolvers are going to hold them off for long, particularly as I don’t have a reload.” 
 
    Koenig crouched below the level of their cover as well. “Got as far as carrying a weapon, but no ammunition for it? Somehow, this does not surprise me. On the plus side, this shooting will almost certainly bring your crew and the Ottoman sailors up here double time.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t bank on it, in either case,” Baxter said sourly, then something Fiorucci had said struck him. “How did you get here, Yuriy?” he asked. 
 
    “By boat, of course. The San Giacomo is standing off out of sight of land.” 
 
    Baxter’s brain was working fast. One part of it was keeping an eye on the surrounding area, as it was only a matter of time before their attackers realised blazing away into a stone wall was futile and they would try to flank their quarry. “They’re confident — overconfident, you might say, but I can’t imagine a single auxiliary is going to sail in and try to take on the entire force here. There must be more Italian ships on the way, if Fiorucci is so confident of the Ottoman squadron being dealt with.” 
 
    “I didn’t see anything, but I think Captain Fiorucci was in contact with the local ships.” 
 
    “You mean to say there are more of them?” Baxter demanded. 
 
    “Father and son,” Koenig said, unhappily. “And from an influential family, which is why they have been left to this detached service.” 
 
    “We need to move,” Baxter said, realising they didn’t have time to worry about this now. He shifted his position, moving in an awkward crouch along the wall to the corner. “If I’m right, we may be scuppered already.” 
 
    He didn’t need to explain himself to Koenig, who was enough of a naval man to understand the implications. Still keeping low, they moved along the other side of the stone square, more exposed to enemy fire but not having any other options. At the far end they went over the wall again, one after the other. “Thank God sailors generally can’t shoot,” Koenig commented drily once they were safely on the other side, with a wall once again between them and the Italians. 
 
    Baxter risked a quick glance over their cover. The white-uniformed men were coming forward now, moving up to the far side of the orchard. He couldn’t see Fiorucci, but could hear him exhorting his men on. He ducked back as someone saw him and snapped off a shot. 
 
    He caught a flicker of movement to his right, and turned in time to see four sailors who had worked their way round the buildings to try to flank them. Smarter than the others. He shot one, the revolver kicking in his hand, and Koenig hit another before the other two ducked back, dragging one of their wounded colleagues with them. 
 
    “What in the hell are you doing, Baxter?” he heard Bogue shout. Looking round again, he saw his ostensible commander in the shelter of a cart. Connie was nearby, a pump-action shotgun cradled confidently in her hands, and Asko was there as well. He wasn’t surprised that there wasn’t any sign of Cleary. 
 
    “Spot of bother with some Italians, Bogue,” he called back. 
 
    “Stay put — coming to you,” Connie said. She left cover and moved forward, shotgun to her shoulder and holding the trigger down as she worked the pump, spraying pellets across the Italians, keeping their heads down even if she was unlikely to wound any of them. 
 
    “We need to get back to the harbour,” Baxter said as she arrived next to them, breathing hard and feeding cartridges into the hungry weapon. “Did you finish transferring the guns?” 
 
    Connie nodded, wincing only slightly as a rifle round drove splinters from the stone next to her head. “Cleary’s just finishing up,” she said, then glanced at Koenig. “Oh, hi, Yuriy.” 
 
    As she spoke, she swung the shotgun down to bear on the Russian. Baxter, despite his surprise at the fact she recognised him and was apparently on first-name terms, managed to get his forearm in the way. 
 
    “I think we have real opponents to worry about right now,” he snapped. 
 
    Connie shrugged. “I probably wasn’t going to shoot him anyway.” 
 
    “You can explain all this when we get back to the Resadiye,” he said. “All of it.” 
 
    “Agreed — including what you’re doing talking to this snake. We go on three — just blaze away at them and run, don’t hold back and try not to get shot.” 
 
    Bogue and Asko had moved forward, the former with his Colt in hand and the latter cradling a Nagant rifle of a kind Baxter was very familiar with. 
 
    “One, two, three!” Connie said quickly, bouncing up from cover and emptying the shotgun at the Italians again. Baxter and Koenig both fired, and then they pounded back down the street while Bogue and Asko opened fire to cover them. 
 
    Baxter thought his heart was going to burst and he dragged in great breaths of the furnace-like air. He was a strong, fit man but long-distance running on land wasn’t really his strength. Connie just kept going, though, with a powerful short stride that Koenig matched easily. Bogue was actually whooping as he ran after them, turning occasionally to discourage further pursuit with a wild shot. 
 
    It took what felt like an eternity to get back to the quayside. They didn’t stop until they got there, but Fiorucci had clearly decided that discretion was the better part of valour, despite his claims that he was unconcerned about the Ottoman forces there. 
 
    The crates, astonishingly, had been transferred to the Resadiye, and the freighter that had delivered them was already chugging out of harbour. One of the Maxim guns was set up at the side, aimed up the street.  
 
    “Now, where were we?” Connie said, drawing her sidearm smoothly and aiming it at Koenig. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    Koenig held his hands up placatingly. “Miss Fuentes, I assure you…” he began, before Baxter stepped between the two of them. 
 
    “Mr Constant, Yuriy is a good friend of mine and an old comrade,” he said firmly. He’d considered trying to brazen it out, claiming that he’d never met Koenig before, but given that Connie obviously knew the Russian he didn’t want to stumble into any obvious lies. “And he helped me out of a sticky situation there. More to the point, we don’t have time for this now — I think there’s an Italian squadron on its way here and we need to get underway now.” 
 
    “We’ll deal with how you know that later,” Bogue growled. He hadn’t holstered his Colt, but he at least didn’t have it aimed at anyone. “Everyone, back aboard!” 
 
    There was no point arguing with that tone. Baxter didn’t quite know what his status was, whether his association with Koenig made him a prisoner. There seemed to be some doubt about that among the others. Koenig was hustled away to a cabin, but Connie had put her pistol away. 
 
    Baxter went straight to the wheelhouse, reasoning that carrying on with his duties was the best way to ensure they didn’t turn on him. He’d be damned if anyone ever took him prisoner again, after his experiences in Russia. He flipped open the lid of the engine room speaking tube. 
 
    “Engine room, d’you hear?” he shouted into it, then waited for the slightly uncertain response from Jakab, the Hungarian who’d been Pratt’s second and now ran the machinery. “Raise steam, quick as you can.” 
 
    There was a flurry of activity on deck, men running here and there, some preparing to cast off mooring lines while others struggled to lash down the crates that hadn’t already been put below decks. 
 
    The crews of the Ottoman warships, most of which were anchored further out in the bay, obviously knew something was afoot. They would have been more than lax if the rattle of gunfire from the town hadn’t stirred some interest. A few boats were in the water, either making for the Resadiye directly or the shore. 
 
    “Should we try to warn them?” Connie asked as she came into the wheelhouse. 
 
    Baxter shrugged, watching everything with a sharp eye as he waited on a response from the engine room to indicate they could get underway. “There’s no point — they don’t have coal to raise steam, and unless I miss my guess they’ll fight anyway and lose.” He looked across at Connie, who actually seemed excited by the whole thing, almost glowing with cheerfulness. “Yuriy?” 
 
    “Has been made comfortable,” she said, voice slightly defensive. “I don’t think he’d want to be stranded here anyway, and he’s rather burned his bridges with the Italians. You going to tell me how you know him and what you were doing talking to him?” 
 
    “Little busy right now,” Baxter said. He was starting to feel the urge to go down to the engine room himself and put a rocket up Jakab and the other engineers, but he knew that wouldn’t help. He glanced back at her, and found her dark eyes unreadable. “No, I wasn’t selling you out, though the Italian wanted me to. Satisfied?” 
 
    “For now — like I said, you’ve got an honest face. Out of interest, would you have shot me, just then?” 
 
    Baxter was slightly nonplussed by the sudden change of tack, and the open honesty of the question. In truth, he’d forgotten he’d had the revolver in his hand during the confrontation. “Of course not. I don’t shoot my friends. Pretty sure the damn thing was empty anyway.” 
 
    Connie laughed briefly. “You understand that I wouldn’t have hesitated?” 
 
    “As you have told me, several times,” he said. 
 
    “Let’s just hope it doesn’t come to that, eh?” 
 
    Baxter didn’t respond. His attention was back on the horizon beyond the harbour, and what looked like plumes of smoke that could only be the Italian squadron approaching. “Where’s Bogue?” he asked. 
 
    “Making a nuisance of himself on deck and therefore staying out of our way.” 
 
    Baxter tried to work out whether Connie was mocking him, or Bogue, or both. She seemed earnest, though, which made him wonder again what bond of loyalty she had with the man or what hold he had on her. Particularly as she was clearly more capable than him. 
 
    “Would you mind running down to the engine room and finding out what the problem is?” he asked, being careful to couch it as a request rather than an order. 
 
    Before she could step out, though, Jakab indicated they had enough steam to get underway. Baxter leant out of the door. “Bogue, we have steam!” he shouted to the American. He was trying to establish some sort of order on deck, but as far as Baxter could tell he was only adding to the chaos. Until their last visit to Zanzur, the crew had been functioning like a well-oiled machine, but with the influx of new people that had yet to be re-established. 
 
    “Well, get us underway, then!” Bogue roared back. 
 
    Baxter heard Connie make an exasperated sound behind him. “I’ll look after Bekir,” she said. “You’d best go do the casting off thing you sailors are always shouting about.” 
 
    He didn’t waste time arguing. Connie had been around ships long enough that she would know enough, and Bekir was more than competent. He’d had his own fishing boat, after all, before the war began. 
 
    Somehow, despite Bogue’s efforts, they managed to get unmoored and underway while the Italian squadron was still over the horizon. Cleary, for all that he was a drunk and a braggard who drove the crew to distraction, was at least a competent seaman and managed his part of casting off without too much hassle. 
 
    By that point, the Ottoman sailors had lost all interest in the Resadiye, as they had woken up to the approaching Italian warships. There was a lot of shouting and the sounding of bugles as they prepared themselves to offer what resistance they could. 
 
    “Course, Bogue?” Baxter asked as the blockade runner approached the broad entrance to the harbour. 
 
    “What do you make of them?” Bogue asked instead of providing an answer. Everyone — including Feridun, who it seemed would not be able to winter in warmer climes after all — was on the foredeck, staring towards the Italian ships. Their hulls were now visible, and Baxter examined them carefully. 
 
    “Small cruiser, and a couple of destroyers,” he said. “If not our friends from Resadiye, then the same class. And no, Bogue, we can’t fight them.” 
 
    “I’m getting tired of running,” he grumbled. 
 
    “The fact that this is a blockade runner should provide a clue as to what we do,” Baxter said, earning a reproving look from Bogue and an elbow in the ribs from Connie. “I don’t see the San Giacomo, but she may be slightly slower.” 
 
    “Or she’s lying in wait elsewhere,” Bogue said thoughtfully. “In which case, she’s probably to the north, given that’s the direction we’re likely to run.” 
 
    Baxter couldn’t fault his logic. In many ways, the American was indeed a camel’s arse, but he understood tactics. “We could run south, at least for a bit.” 
 
    “Or all the way and back round the Cape?” Connie said, surprisingly for someone who had expressed no great love for sailing. “Putting those of us who aren’t salty seadogs ashore before then, of course,” she added thoughtfully. 
 
    “The war would be over by the time we go back, and I for one want to earn my money,” Bogue said. “Give me options, people — running south will just give the Italians more time to find us.” 
 
    Baxter scratched his chin. While Bogue was, without doubt, in a belligerent mood, he was also in the right of it. “We sail right past them,” he said at last. “Due west, flying neutral colours. There isn’t a blockade on this coast, not formally, and while the Italians are stopping neutral vessels I think the squadron commander will have other things on his mind.” 
 
    “Are you quite mad, Mr Baxter?” Feridun demanded. “This ship is known to the Italians, and surely the San Giacomo’s captain will have informed his compatriots of her presence in the area.” 
 
    Baxter had considered that, turning over his conversation with Fiorucci in his mind. The notions he’d expressed, on behalf of his captain, about wanting to sink or capture the blockade runner themselves had rung true. “I’m not sure he has,” he said at last. “I think this is personal, and they’ve let that get in the way of military sense, not to mention discipline.” 
 
    Bogue grinned broadly. “I like it. Mr Baxter, break out the star-spangled banner, if you please. That’s the American flag, to you Limeys.” 
 
    The Resadiye ran on in silence, everyone aboard tense as the distance closed between them and the Italian warships. They weren’t sailing directly towards the enemy squadron, as no one in their right mind would, but they also gave every impression they were not trying to avoid her. At some point the Italians must have seen the American flag, which had been made larger than their other false colours on Bogue’s insistence and now snapped from the flagstaff. 
 
    “Come on, you buggers, just keep sailing,” Bogue muttered. Once the Italians had closed the range, the gathering on the foredeck had broken up. Feridun was below, and everyone else was doing their very best to appear as though they were just a merchantman. One with a heavy deck cargo that would be extremely suspicious if examined at close quarters. 
 
    For once, Baxter found himself agreeing with Bogue’s sentiments. The Italian ships were cleared for action, the decks empty aside from the gun crews clustered behind the minimal protection of their weapons. The cruiser, as he’d guessed, was a protected cruiser, a type rapidly becoming obsolete; she was cracking along at a fine pace for a vessel her size. 
 
    “The Piemonte,” he said finally, recognising the design influence of the Armstrong shipyard. 
 
    “I don’t rightly care, as long as she keeps right on going,” Bogue said. 
 
    The Italian squadron was indeed giving the impression of steaming headlong towards Kunfuda, with every intention of devastating the Ottoman vessels there, and seemed content to ignore the American freighter. They were steaming line astern, a destroyer fore and aft of the bigger vessel, and were soon sliding past them. Baxter was reminded uncannily of the engagement they’d had with the Italian torpedo boat, and how it had felt like they were going to get away with it until the last possible moment. 
 
    “If anyone messes this up,” Baxter said, to no one in particular, “I will likely shoot them myself. And I have reloaded.” 
 
    The small squadron was almost past, a little over two miles away, when the stern destroyer peeled off and came tearing across the sea towards them. 
 
    “Everyone stay fucking calm,” Bogue growled. “Mr Constant?” 
 
    “Yeah, boss?” 
 
    “You do the talking.” 
 
    That was probably wise, Baxter reflected, given Bogue’s antipathy to Italians. Duverger had usually taken on this role, when they were masquerading as a French yacht, and he felt a brief stab of sadness at the memory. 
 
    The destroyer didn’t come alongside or slow down. Her guns were trained fore and aft, at least, rather than on the Resadiye. “American ship — who are you?” someone shouted from the destroyer’s bridge, using a loudhailer. 
 
    “John Buchanan, freighter out of San Francisco!” Connie shouted back. “Machine parts consigned to Athens.” 
 
    “What business do you have in Turkish waters?” 
 
    “Emergency repairs, nothing more!” she called back. “Not looking for any trouble.” 
 
    The Italian officer fell silent. The destroyer slid through the water, two hundred yards away. Baxter fought the urge to raise his field glasses for a better look — military men were generally ill-disposed to being observed closely. He could see the officers conferring on the open bridge, and an outstretched arm that might have been pointing to the dark cargo or to the canvas stretched taut on the bows with the assumed named painted on it. 
 
    “Come on,” Bogue whispered, almost vibrating with tension, though as always it wasn’t clear whether he wanted a fight or wanted them to keep moving. 
 
    The Piemonte threw out a signal, emphasising it with a blank charge from a signalling gun. 
 
    “Good voyage, John Buchanan!” the officer who had hailed them called, and the sleek vessel picked up speed to rejoin her compatriots. 
 
    “You look hungry,” Connie commented to Baxter as she came into the wheelhouse. 
 
    “It’s been a while since breakfast,” he said, then grinned at her stern look, feeling the tension wash out of him. “But yes, I did harbour a desire to command a destroyer, when I was in the RN.” 
 
    He could have taken Juneau’s offer of a commission into the Imperial Russian Navy, of course, made while they steamed to the Far East and the fateful clash at Tsushima, and he might have earned a command. That service was particularly short of capable officers. He’d never regretted not taking the offer up, however. 
 
    “That’s a good point about food,” Bogue said. “I could definitely eat.” 
 
    They weren’t clear of danger, by any stretch of the imagination. The San Giacomo was still out there somewhere, but Baxter’s instinct for such things told him the Italian would be keeping close inshore to the north of Kunfuda, expecting them to make a run for it that way. At some point they might get intelligence, from the Piemonte, that she had been seen heading west, but if Baxter’s supposition was right then lines of communication between the auxiliary cruiser and the wider Italian fleet were not strong. 
 
    By the time Captain Fiorucci realised he’d been duped, his quarry would be well to the north and on her way back towards the Suez Canal. And only a madman would try anything in that busy waterway. 
 
    That just left the problem of their guest, and what Bogue and Connie made of the fact Baxter had been in company with him. As with most things in life, Baxter thought it would be best to tackle that head-on. 
 
    “Bite of lunch, and I’ll tell you all about Yuriy Koenig and how I know him,” he said to Connie, who had been watching him impassively for some minutes — a fact that had not escaped his attention. “And you can tell me how you came to be acquainted with him.” 
 
      
 
    They raised Suez three days later, steaming at a slightly higher speed than they’d made the journey there, despite the heavier loading. Jakab was convinced the engines were in good condition, that Joe Pratt had been overly cautious. 
 
    “We’ll touch here, but only long enough to put you ashore,” Baxter told Koenig as they drank beer under the awning that remained rigged over the after deck. “I gather Feridun is going ashore here as well. Kunfuda may not have been safe, but he still seems determined to remain somewhere warm.” 
 
    “Warm?” Koenig asked. “It is infernally hot — almost as bad as Nossibeisk.” 
 
    Baxter smiled at the use of the Russian nickname for Nosy Be harbour on Madagascar where the Russian ships had languished for weeks on end in the baking heat. 
 
    Koenig still looked remarkably tense, which was understandable despite the new understanding with Bogue and the others. He knew his position was precarious, and he was a good enough friend to be concerned that he’d put Baxter’s status in doubt. 
 
    “Where next for you, then? Somewhere a bit cooler?” They were speaking French, a language Baxter was certain only the two of them and perhaps Feridun spoke. “Back to Russia?” 
 
    Koenig gave him a wan smile. “Sadly not. Miss … I mean, Mr Constant was most persuasive in his account that Hiram Bogue is not the party we should be after. She has been most helpful in pointing us in the right direction, and your employer seems interested in providing us with further assistance.” 
 
    That didn’t surprise Baxter. Feridun was, without doubt, a good man who loved his sultan and his country. He was also deeply interested in his own prosperity, and a Russian countess who solved rich people’s problems would be a good person to know. 
 
    “I’ve still not had a decent account of how Connie knows you,” Baxter said. She’d been tight-lipped on the subject, and it seemed that the days of openness between them were at least paused. 
 
    Koenig looked slightly embarrassed. “I had thought to infiltrate Bogue’s operation, when we heard he was recruiting again. Connie, what is the word, rumbled me almost immediately — it seems they were perfectly aware of our interest.” 
 
    “Yuriy, my friend, you really should have stuck to ships. You’re about as good at this cloak-and-dagger stuff as I am.” 
 
    Koenig acknowledged that with a bow. “We both had much to learn from Ekaterina,” he conceded. “Tomaska is, it seems, a natural.” 
 
    Baxter wasn’t sure he liked the sound of that, but the time for conversation was drawing to a close. Feridun, still looking happy in his warm weather clothing, was bustling around while his baggage was brought up, and the word had been passed that Bogue wanted a conference with his officers. 
 
    “Well, Yuriy, as always, it’s been interesting,” Baxter said, extending his hand. “Let’s try not to bump into each other again like this.” 
 
    “Perhaps a more formal and properly arranged rendezvous next time?” 
 
    “Perhaps.” Baxter saw him to the gangplank. “And tell Ekaterina that if she wants something from me again, she can come and ask in person.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    As 1912 got going in earnest, so did the war. Baxter and the rest of the crew got bits and pieces, from newspapers and letters, and talking to the sailors in Preveza and the soldiers — usually Ottoman officers — they ran in to the Tripolitanian vilayet. Depending on what they read or who they listened to, the war was either going splendidly for the Ottomans, or it was only a matter of time before they were forced to the negotiating table. 
 
    Passenger transport seemed to have become their stock in trade. Bogue grumbled about that, as it meant they had to be careful what they said and make sure none of them found out about Mr Constant. She often stayed ashore while they were on that kind of voyage, but on Bogue’s orders she stayed in Preveza. Things were starting to look bad, and he didn’t want her straying far. People-smuggling, Baxter and the others agreed, was a lot more straightforward than moving large quantities of arms and ammunition, as passengers tended to offload themselves with only minimal input. 
 
    Zanzur was closed to them, although no one knew if the harbour town had fallen or was now under such continual assault that it wouldn’t be possible to land anything. The other main ports — Derna, Tobruk and Benghazi — were in the Italians’ hands and the Regia Marina patrolled the coast with increasingly relentless energy. 
 
    The Resadiye and other blockade runners were reduced to slipping in and out of small harbours and what passed for sheltered coves on the long, desolate coast east of Tripoli. They were always horribly exposed to both the elements and the possibility of being spotted, anchoring in little scrapes in the coastline Baxter would hardly call bays, offloading via their own boats and occasionally with the assistance of local men with feluccas and dhows. They worked mostly at night, when it was cooler and they were less likely to be spotted. 
 
    Cleary remained a thorn in Baxter’s side. They’d ostensibly worked together to mount the Resadiye’s new complement of guns — one of the 3-pounders in the bows and the 6-pounder on the after deck. Cleary did very little except meddle and confuse the crew. 
 
    “I’m telling you, Baxter, we can mount both three-pounders forward, one to either side,” he said, his voice that usual combination of condescending and slightly wheedling. “She’s certainly sturdy enough, and the more firepower the better. We’ll start to look like a proper warship.” 
 
    Baxter straightened slowly from where he’d been crouched, watching as the stern gun was lowered into her new mount and instructing the sweating crew who had almost half a tonne of weapon suspended by a dockyard hoist. If something went wrong now and the weapon was let go, it would plunge straight through the deck and probably all the way through. 
 
    “For absolutely the last time, Cleary, we are not a warship,” he said, voice dangerously soft. “Our job is to run a blockade, not fight. That’s why we’re putting the main gun aft, as we should be stern-on to anyone we’re shooting at.” 
 
    Cleary just blinked stupidly for a moment, and Baxter caught a whiff of whisky on his breath. Most men would have taken the hint at this point, but the ex-RN officer seemed pretty impenetrable to even the most unsubtle of pointers. “You fishpond people are all the same,” he muttered. “Strange notions of fighting a war.” 
 
    Baxter took several deep breaths as Cleary started to wander off in search of someone else to harass. He really should let it go, he thought. For one thing, he couldn’t shake the feeling that Cleary was trying to provoke a confrontation. It was absurd behaviour, given that there was no formal discipline in this rag-tag crew and it wasn’t like Baxter would be up on charges if he did knock the idiot’s block off. That sort of backstabbing only really worked under military rules. 
 
    The other former navy officer clearly also had a chip on his shoulder about Fisher and his followers — the so-called ‘fishpond’. As it happened, Baxter agreed with the reforms that had been introduced, though he couldn’t claim to have been an acolyte. 
 
    “Mr Baxter?” one of the men on the hoist called out. 
 
    His attention snapped back to the hanging gun that was now starting to turn very gently. He stilled the turn, made one last check. “Lower away, smartly now,” he said, voice tight with anger, both at Cleary for distracting him, and at himself for becoming distracted. 
 
    With a satisfying clunk the long gun dropped into position on its mounting. Baxter secured it in place with swift, confident movements, then turned and filled his lungs. “Cleary!” he roared. 
 
    The shout stilled everyone on deck, and more than a few people on the docks. The object of Baxter’s wrath turned with a slightly smug expression, an acidic remark forming on his lips. The look on his face dissolved into something like fear as Baxter stormed him down, grabbing a handful of his shirt front and lifting him clean off his feet and towards the harbour side of the ship. 
 
    “Let’s get something straight, you and I,” Baxter said in a low tone, cutting through Cleary’s spluttering objections. He pushed him back until he was on the brink of going into the waters. 
 
    “I’m waiting,” Cleary managed to get out, mustering some of his usual superiority. 
 
    The truth of it was, Baxter didn’t have much to say to this odious little prat. He certainly didn’t have anything to prove, and any suggestion of cowardice was preposterous. Instead, he let Cleary go. 
 
    The almost comical look of horror on his face was worth it. He hit the water flat on his back, disappeared briefly under it, and then came up spluttering and coughing, trying to hurl imprecations between catching his breath. 
 
    “What the devil is going on here?” Bogue demanded as he emerged from his cabin. 
 
    “Mr Cleary is drunk,” Baxter said crisply, “and needed a dunk to sober up, if he’s going to be of even limited use to me.” 
 
    Bogue glared at Baxter. “Very well. Carry on, gen’lemen — I’ve just had word from Mr Feridun, and we’re to put to sea this evening. I want those guns shipped and operational by then.” 
 
    “For all the good they’ll do us,” Baxter breathed as he watched their ostensible commander disappear back into his cabin, and to his bottle. 
 
      
 
    Bogue had Baxter working the gun crews continuously when they weren’t actively engaged in loading and offloading. They couldn’t practise firing, as their ammunition supply was extremely limited — particularly for the 6-pounder Hotchkiss — and gunfire at sea had a bad habit of attracting nearby warships. As there were no friendly warships in these waters, that would of course be a bad thing. 
 
    “They won’t be able to hit anything more than a couple of hundred yards away, not without me laying the gun anyway,” Baxter reported after another set of ‘dry firing’ evolutions with the main gun, going through the motions of loading and pointing the weapon without getting to the point of discharging a round. “But they’re getting faster with the loading. It might be enough to see off any pursuit.” 
 
    “And if we do find ourselves in a pitched battle, I’ll be here in the wheelhouse and you and Cleary can be out there pointing the guns anyway,” Bogue said with some relish. 
 
    Baxter was tired, coated in grime and sweat, and in no mood for Bogue’s attitude. “If we do find ourselves in a pitched battle, Bogue, something has gone terribly wrong.” 
 
    He didn’t add that he wouldn’t trust Cleary to point a blank-firing signal gun to save his or anyone else’s life. He was doing his best to maintain a tense truce with the other former RN officer, particularly as Bogue still seemed to think the other man was worth listening to. 
 
    The American dismissed Baxter’s concerns with a casual wave of his hand. “Oh, I doubt it’ll come to it,” he said. “Though if we do run into that auxiliary again, I’d like to be able to press my case, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    Baxter nodded. They hadn’t seen the San Giacomo again, and as far as any of them knew Kunfuda was the closest brush they’d had. There were now four converted mailships enforcing a blockade on the Tripolitanian coastline, and they were having increasing success in cutting off the flow of supplies — even going so far as stopping a French ship with a disassembled aircraft and its pilot on their way to support the Ottomans. That had caused enough of a diplomatic incident that the ripples had been felt in Preveza, and for a few weeks afterwards it had felt like the Italians had been put off their stride. It didn’t last, of course, but they made two relatively easy voyages in that time. 
 
    Reports persisted, though, of a fifth auxiliary vessel, often working in close company with a detached torpedo boat, on a special duty. The crew of the Resadiye knew exactly what that special duty was, and how many strings the San Giacomo’s captain must have pulled in order to run what was in effect a private war. 
 
    “I’m tired of running from that as well, but even with our new battery we’re not a match for the San Giacomo,” Baxter said patiently. 
 
    “We’ll just have to shoot straighter than they do,” Bogue said. “Trust me, when family is involved, your Italian does not give up.” 
 
    Baxter knew that Bogue was spoiling for a fight, so didn’t bother to argue any further. Cleary was also champing at the bit, secure in his own sense of superiority and certain that it would extend to the rest of the crew. 
 
    “Five more minutes, then we go again,” Baxter told his chosen men, receiving groans of dismay in response. He ignored those and headed into the deckhouse for a drink of water — barking orders at sailors was thirsty work. 
 
    It wasn’t any cooler in there — the Resadiye steamed under a cloudless sky and with no breeze to speak of — but he was at least able to slake his thirst and duck his head into a bowl of tepid water to clean some of the sweat off. 
 
    When he came up from the basin, Connie was standing in the doorway. “You know he’s just jealous of you?” she said, coming in and closing the door. 
 
    “Who — Cleary or Bogue?” The notion was preposterous either way. 
 
    She reflected on that for a moment. “Both of them. I mean, yeah, Hiram’s been in some skirmishes, but neither of them have seen the elephant in the way you have. That gets to them more than you’d think, because men have big, fragile egos.” 
 
    “Rot,” he said, then dried his face and squinted at her. “Seen the elephant?” 
 
    Connie smiled slightly wistfully. “Something my grandpappy used to say, about men who’d fought in the Civil War. Point stands, though — there’s not many who can say they’ve fought a fleet action and taken part in a mutiny.” 
 
    “How do you know about that, anyway?” Baxter asked. “Not something I go around talking about.” 
 
    She actually grinned then, the expression lighting up her face. She was clearly delighted to have one over on him. “Asko — he remembered seeing you aboard. He was one of the crew, though he says he never met you directly.” 
 
    “Asko talks?” he asked, to cover his surprise. He didn’t remember seeing the tall, dour Finn anywhere during his time aboard, but the Potemkin had had a crew in the hundreds and he hadn’t exactly had time to memorise all of them. 
 
    “Oh, not often — he can be quite garrulous when he wants to be, though next to impossible to understand. He’s why we got Petros to recruit you, though.” 
 
    Baxter stared at her, feeling something approaching paranoia rise up within him. “That little snake tried to warn me away from you,” he said indignantly. 
 
    “What can I say? I’m good at my job. Figured a bit of pressure against coming aboard would just encourage you, as you’re an ornery cuss.” 
 
    Baxter couldn’t help but laugh. It was that, or get angry, and he was too drained for the latter. Connie laughed along, and then they were both collapsed on his cot, breathless, her lying sprawled on top of him. They could at least be sure of privacy here, as Cleary had positively demanded his own accommodation. 
 
    “Why are you telling me this now?” he asked, once he’d recovered his breath. 
 
    Connie rolled over, and he was very conscious of her body against his even through the strapping she wore. She rested her elbows on his chest and looked at him over steepled fingers. “Bogue’s just told me what our next job is likely to be, and you’re not going to like it. I also get the feeling you’re getting restless, which no one can blame you for.” 
 
    “So you thought, ‘bit of honesty, tell old Baxter exactly how you snared him and hope that keeps him still’?” 
 
    She chuckled softly. “Something like that. Like I said, you’re a difficult soul.” Her tone because serious. “One more job, Baxter. That’s all we’re staying for. Reckon this war’s just about run its course anyway, and word is they’re already negotiating. A last delivery, then it’s payday and adios to the nautical life for us.” 
 
    Baxter put his head back, thinking about it. If he had any sense, he’d do exactly what Connie was trying to prevent and bail out. Take his back pay, and be done with it. After a while, though, as she lay silently watching him, he realised her disarming honesty had done exactly what she’d intended. 
 
    “One more voyage,” he said, and she patted his cheek before rolling to her feet. “Just try and keep Cleary out from under my feet, would you?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t think that’s going to be a problem,” she said. “There are going to be too many Turks aboard for him to be in your way.” 
 
    Baxter groaned and covered his eyes. “You know what, Mr Constant? You are good at your job.” 
 
    She gave him a mocking bow from the doorway. “Well, thankee, Mr Baxter,” she said. “And it’s been more than five minutes — the gun crew will be wondering what’s happened to you.” 
 
    “Tell them I’ve been shanghaied,” he said, before wearily pulling himself up. 
 
    For most of the months Baxter had been aboard the Resadiye, the ship’s role had been running supplies into the contested provinces, and sometimes officers in ones or small groups. They’d occasionally brought out people, the wounded or civilian dependents for the most part, and slightly less occasionally chests, cases or bags that had been received by Feridun’s factor. 
 
    For this, what Connie had claimed was their last voyage, they were doing the complete opposite of their normal practice. Baxter leant on the rail on the aft deck, watching tired Ottoman infantry climbing up the gangplank. They were in Qasr Ahmad, a port that served Misrata, a small town to the east of Tobruk that remained in Ottoman hands. Every time they’d put in here, everyone had thought it would be their last visit, as the Italians would surely not leave a key supply line open for their enemies; but each time they had been able to run back in. 
 
    Raffy, Bekir and others were busy trying to find space to stow their equipment and for the men to bed down, overseen by Asko’s critical eye. Bogue was in conference with the Turkish officers, who had of course arrived first. 
 
    “You don’t think they’re evacuating, do you?” Connie asked by his side. 
 
    Watching the men arrive, it was clear they were combat veterans. They all had hard, watchful eyes and their equipment had the patina of wear and dirt that came from field use. Baxter saw Montagu among them, which was a pleasant surprise — the officer raised a hand in greeting but didn’t have time for further pleasantries. “No. They wouldn’t be bringing rations and ammunition, or even their arms. We’re taking part in a redeployment.” 
 
    “How many men do you think they’re shifting?” 
 
    He bit down on suggesting she ask Bogue. Everyone was tense, as this operation was going on in daylight and their luck would hold for only so long. “We must be only one ship of many, if they want to move a force sufficient to do anything effective. We’ve got, what, a hundred men coming aboard?” 
 
    “And I think some of them must be gunners or similar,” Connie said, nodding to the end of the file that waited patiently on the wharf. The men there had different insignia. “Maybe you can press a few of them?” 
 
    “Don’t tempt me.” 
 
    Connie’s expression suggested she was about to say something risqué, but Bogue’s appearance on deck cut that short. A gaggle of Turkish officers had appeared behind him, and Baxter felt his eyes narrow as he spotted Captain Rami among them. He’d not seen or heard of the uptight, murderous Ottoman Army officer since they’d got him ashore. That had been last year, barely five months, but it felt like a much longer time. 
 
    “Mr Cleary, d’you know the Dodecanese?” Bogue called out as he spotted the newest member of his crew. 
 
    “The islands, Captain?” 
 
    “Yes, Cleary, the Dodecanese Islands,” Bogue growled, casting a quick glance over his shoulder. “Plot us a course, would you? I’ll give you details once we’re away from shore.” 
 
    “Those are Turkish islands,” Baxter said in response to Connie’s enquiring look. “Though the Greeks claim them. I wonder if the Italians are opening up a new front?” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Bogue kept their final destination from everyone as they steamed away from the African coast towards the chain of islands in the southern Aegean. He seemed even more closed than usual, no doubt determined to ensure their final job was a success and he walked away with a fat bonus. 
 
    Conditions on board, at least for the common sailors and soldiers, were cramped and miserable. All the ship’s officers also had to give up their quarters, aside from Bogue and Connie, to house the Ottoman officers. Everyone else was packed in wherever there was space, mostly below decks, along with their food and ammunition. The lucky ones were billeted on deck, sleeping and sitting under awnings. 
 
    And, as generally happened, the soldiers gossiped. They seemed delighted to talk to the Resadiye’s sailors and hear something of the world beyond the grinding, brutal war they had been trapped in. They didn’t have much more of an idea of where they were going or why they were being shipped there, but the consensus seemed to be they were going to take an island back from the Italians or defend one against them. As far as any of them knew, they were the only soldiers being moved in this way. 
 
    “Well, I hope they’re going to reinforce a garrison,” Baxter commented after Connie had relayed this information. “I can’t see less than a hundred men holding out for long.” 
 
    Connie actually grinned at him. The thought of being done with this job seemed to please her inordinately. “Remember, it won’t be our problem in a few days.” 
 
    The crossing was going to feel like a lot more than a few days. Depending on where in the chain they were going, Baxter reckoned they had about 800 nautical miles to cross. While Pratt had put the engines back into good nick, Jakab still insisted they shouldn’t run them at high revolutions for too long and they maintained a steady 10 knots. Captain Rami was, apparently, not happy when he was told on the morning of the first day that the crossing would take more than three days. Baxter guessed that was to do with his own comfort rather than military necessity or care for the men under his command. 
 
    The captain was also deeply unhappy about the fact that there was nobody of sufficient station on board to act as his liaison and translator, and barely tolerated Raffy’s presence when he spoke with — or more accurately, berated — Bogue. The latter became, if anything, more irascible as a result. 
 
    “Definitely time to be done with this work,” Connie muttered, watching her boss as he stalked around the Resadiye. 
 
    “Does this happen a lot?” Baxter asked, looking up from showing Bekir some of the finer workings of the 6-pounder’s sighting mechanism. The old sailor was a quick study, though Baxter was sure the ships he’d served on would have been driven by sails and armed with smoothbore cannon. 
 
    “Not always, but I can see the warning signs when it does. Hiram really doesn’t like dealing with people like that,” she said, nodding to the captain as he moved among his men with a paternalistic but cold smile. 
 
    “Camel’s arse,” Bekir said, with his usual toothless grin. 
 
    Connie looked hard at Bekir, as though she suspected the sailor wasn’t just referring to Rami. Baxter kept a carefully straight face. 
 
    He looked away, as he was starting to struggle, and caught a flicker of something on the horizon. Africa was already lost to view on the deck, except perhaps as the slightest smudge on the horizon. 
 
    “Connie, jump forward and tell Bogue we’ve got smoke to the south. One, maybe two ships.” He took his glasses from where they hung by their strap from the gunsight. 
 
    “Is it…?” 
 
    “Can’t tell — might just be more blockade runners.” Baxter straightened and rolled his shoulders as tension roiled through his guts. 
 
    “But you think it is them.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes, wiped sweat out of them. The vessels to the south were hull down, only their smoke showing in the clear, still air, so it was impossible to tell. “Maybe. We’ve been too lucky for too long, and they’re certainly on a pursuing course. The important thing right now is to avoid panic amongst the soldiers.” He looked around, then strolled as casually as he could to the ratlines. “Too many bloody mudslingers on this deck. I’m going up the mast for some peace and quiet.” 
 
    He didn’t know if any of the men had any English at all, but it was worth a shot. He went up the rope ladder fast. The Resadiye’s masts were made from a single trunk rather than several stepped one atop the other that made the towering masts of the old square-riggers. The aft mast still gave him thirty feet of elevation. He wedged himself awkwardly into the angle of the single spar that pointed astern and stared hard at the following ships. 
 
    Not following — pursuing. From this elevation they were both hull up. The closer of the two, the vessel he’d actually spotted, was small and coming on fast but not recklessly, he guessed about five miles astern. Another three or four miles behind it was a bigger vessel, and Baxter was pretty sure of what she was. The torpedo boat, to his mind, had reduced speed slightly once she was lying out of gun range, and was now pacing them. 
 
    Connie whistled from below, and he saw Bogue on his way down the ship. Baxter slid down a backstay to join them. Their commander nodded a greeting, taking his lead from Connie, no hurry or panic. Only someone who knew the man and the dynamics aboard would realise he was being overly cheerful and friendly with Baxter. 
 
    “What have we got?” Bogue asked quietly, raising his own glasses. 
 
    “Torpedo boat shadowing us about two points off the stern, and a cruiser coming up as fast as she can manage.” 
 
    “So it’s Fiorucci and his pet torpedo boat,” Bogue said, voice dark. “Surprised the TB is just shadowing us and not running in for a go. That’s how they operate, ain’t it?” 
 
    “He may not want to get shot up,” Connie pointed out. 
 
    “In my experience, they don’t worry about that sort of thing — getting the kill is the only thing that counts,” Baxter said. “I think Fiorucci senior and junior want to be in on the kill, and don’t want it to be over before they get in range. They may want to demand our surrender.” 
 
    “Well, it’s a good thing we’ve got armament now.” 
 
    “If we engage with all these men aboard, it will be carnage,” Baxter pointed out. “Not to mention the impossibility of working the guns with soldiers underfoot.” 
 
    “As I recall, we’re faster than the San Giacomo, but not so fast we’ll leave her standing, and not with this heavy load,” Bogue replied, sounding remarkably reasonable and also correct. “And there’s no way we can outpace that TB once it’s off the leash.” 
 
    “We’ve got a good head start on them,” Connie pointed out. 
 
    “Still a long way to nightfall, when we might lose them, and even further to our destination,” Baxter replied, not taking his eyes off their pursuers. “Assuming we remain on course.” 
 
    Bogue gave Baxter a hard look. “I can’t imagine our passengers being happy if we turn and run.” 
 
    “Better that, than dead.” 
 
    “We stay the course,” Bogue said firmly. “What would you suggest if they do catch up with us — do you want to surrender?” 
 
    The question was flat, without any of Bogue’s usual insinuation that Baxter’s heart wasn’t really in this. The sort of thing Cleary had taken his cue from, in a far less subtle fashion. “Rami wouldn’t agree to that, and I can’t fault him — his and his men’s lives would be forfeit.” 
 
    Not that Rami cared particularly for the men under his command, Baxter thought. The common soldiers’ lot was to die for his betters, no matter the country. “I’m also not particularly minded to be taken prisoner, particularly by the men chasing us.” 
 
    “Well, then.” Bogue raised his hand and beckoned Cleary down to join them. The young officer had been standing half in and half out of the wheelhouse, craning his neck to see what was going on. 
 
    The Resadiye’s crew were, of course, not idiots, and a ripple of tension ran through them. The soldiers who crowded the deck also picked up that something was afoot, even if none of them had any real experience of naval matters. It was only a matter of time before Rami would be in the stern demanding to know what was going on. 
 
    “Recommendations?” Bogue asked after Baxter had quickly outlined the situation for Cleary. 
 
    The other ex-RN officer didn’t disappoint. “We turn and fight, of course. Try to put the torpedo boat down or at least drive it off, then take the San Giacomo head on.” He actually grinned at Baxter, expecting his support. “Just like Nelson, go straight at ’em.” 
 
    Baxter could feel a headache starting to brew behind his eyes. It was hot, which didn’t help, and crowded. But most of all, his store of patience for dealing with idiots was running pretty low. “The San Giacomo’s main guns outrange ours, and she’s got three to broadside to our one, not including the bow gun. We might be able to deal with the TB before he puts a torpedo into us, or he might just turn away and lead us on into the big guns.” 
 
    “Well, if we’d mounted the other…” Cleary began, then trailed off at Baxter’s glare. 
 
    “We would still be significantly outgunned. There’s no shame in not going straight at ’em when the odds are stacked against us.” Baxter could tell that he was in danger of losing Bogue, that the idea of running again was becoming too much for him. An odd attitude for a mercenary. “We need to find a way to even the odds, try something clever rather than suicidal.” 
 
    Bogue grunted, obviously liking the idea of evening the odds. He wanted to fight when he really shouldn’t, but he also wasn’t averse to fighting dirty. “What do you suggest, then?” 
 
    Baxter was thinking fast, his mind running over their last encounter with the San Giacomo. “We can’t rely on the Italians’ shooting being poor again — if I was Captain Fiorucci, I’d have drilled the gun crews until their hands bled, after that last performance.” He smiled. “We’ve got a head start and we need to maintain it as much as possible. We go to high revolutions, and damn what it does to the engines. We jettison anything that isn’t vital to lighten our load. We’re oil-fired, which means we can sustain a high speed. Their stokers are going to get tired eventually.” 
 
    “And then we find a way to even the odds?” Bogue said, an odd note of hope in his voice. 
 
    “We need to get these bloody sodgers off the barky, and then yes, I suggest we fight back.” Baxter realised as he said it that he wasn’t just playing along with Bogue. That he was as tired of running as the others, and tired of the Fioruccis’ absurd vendetta. He wanted to fight, despite the odds. 
 
    Which was, he had to admit to himself, a bloody odd attitude for a mercenary. 
 
    Jakab, of course, protested vociferously when ordered to full ahead. He cared for the Resadiye’s beautiful modern machinery as much as Pratt had — Baxter’s experience of engineers was that they often valued their charges more than their comrades. Bogue took a pretty direct approach to override the objections. 
 
    “Either you give me full ahead for as long as you can, or I’m sending Baxter down there to sort you out — do you hear me?” he snarled into the speaking tube. 
 
    Baxter, who was standing in the door to the wheelhouse — the space was pretty cramped with multiple people in — raised an eyebrow at Connie. “He does this a fair bit with the crew,” she whispered. “When you’re not around, of course. They call you the Monster, apparently. Don’t worry, it’s partially affectionate. I think.” 
 
    There wasn’t time to investigate this development further. Bogue, as was often the case when there was action afoot, was dynamic and decisive. “Right, stores. What can we afford to get rid of?” 
 
    “All but the bare minimum of water for the engines and to sustain life,” Baxter said. “We’re not running with a lot of food, and we need all we’ve got if we’re going to fight later. The spare three-pounder. The soldiers’ ammunition, or at least some of it.” 
 
    “Rami ain’t going to like that,” Bogue said, though his tone indicated he didn’t much care what the difficult, obstructionist infantry officer did or did not like. 
 
    “I can handle the captain,” Baxter said. 
 
    “No,” Bogue said after reflecting on it. “The last thing we need is him and his boys running riot on the ship or getting thrown over the side. Cleary, see what you can do. Baxter, Constant, see to getting rid of our stores. Take Asko with you.” 
 
    A few hours of frenetic activity followed. The Resadiye was sitting low in the water because of the number of men packed into her. They couldn’t, in good conscience, do anything about their passengers being aboard, so everything that could go went. Baxter oversaw the dumping of the spare Hotchkiss gun, which they shouldn’t have been hauling around with them anyway. That made a satisfying splash as it hit the water, and a few men actually cheered. That was followed by the pumping of fresh water from the ship’s tanks. That was a dangerous business, of course — if the engines and the wind failed them, they would be stuck at sea with very little water to drink, although that wouldn’t be a problem if the Italians caught up to them. 
 
    They couldn’t get rid of their whole water supply, or even a lot if they wanted to keep steaming, though. The bulk of what remained aboard would be needed for the thirsty engines, as they didn’t want to risk putting seawater through the boilers. 
 
    “Still far too low in the water,” Baxter commented as they watched the last of the water they could spare being pumped over the side. “Fittings, bulky food. Anything you can think of.” 
 
    The crew, being seamen, rapidly found a way to turn it into a competition, where the prize was staying alive. Cots, chairs, the last remnants of the luxury that had made the Resadiye what she’d been. Baxter came upon the cook throwing his copper pots over the side. 
 
    “They need a proper wash anyway,” the fellow said with a grin. “Just kept one for the soup.” 
 
    Rice and grain, fresh meat from the small cold locker and barrels of salted and tinned supplies, a steady stream of victuals splashing into the clear water. They would be on short commons, biscuits and soup, for the rest of the voyage. The Resadiye gradually picked up speed as the drag was reduced, but the San Giacomo grew slowly but steadily in size. 
 
    The soldiers watched all this with an odd impassiveness, not really stirring to help but trying to stay out of the war. They knew something was afoot, that the sailors were doing their best to keep everyone alive and out of captivity, but this was an alien environment to them. Baxter guessed they were treating it in the same way they would an artillery bombardment — there was nothing they could do but endure. 
 
    Cleary wasn’t having much luck with Rami, judging from the raised voices and the fact that the two other officers on board had been summoned into his commandeered cabin. They were followed in by Bogue, and then Montagu, and the shouting only increased in volume from there. What was particularly ironic, of course, was that they were all yelling at each other in languages they didn’t have in common, and the only one not shouting would be the translator. 
 
    Baxter took a moment to observe the pursuing ships, both of them now clearly visible from the deck through field glasses. The torpedo boat was still maintaining distance, but the San Giacomo was still coming up, clearly intending to force an engagement in daylight. 
 
    “His six-inch gun should be in range, but he’s not firing.” 
 
    “Low on ammunition?” Connie suggested. “Or he wants to see the whites of our eyes before he blasts us out of the water.” 
 
    “Could be, or the gun puts too much of a strain on her hull.” He lowered the glasses, looked across at Connie. “Spit it out.” 
 
    She’d been remarkably quiet during their work, although she’d pitched in along with everyone else, and something was clearly on her mind. “It feels like…” She paused for so long that Baxter thought she’d changed her mind about speaking. “It feels like they knew exactly where to find us.” 
 
    Baxter snorted. “If they knew that, they would have been waiting just over the horizon to snap us up as we left harbour. Nobody wants to get involved in a stern chase, if they know what they’re doing.” 
 
    Connie pursed her lips. “Perhaps. Or perhaps they had some but not all the information.” 
 
    “I doubt it’s anyone on board — they must know that this situation would get them killed, and when would they have had the opportunity to tell anyone?” 
 
    “Perhaps. And Joe left us long enough ago that he wouldn’t have up-to-date information.” 
 
    Connie was, of course, just doing her job, and she had the sort of suspicious mind necessary for the work Bogue had her doing. “Joe Pratt’s also not the sort of man to turn on his friends,” Baxter said, voice severe. 
 
    “True enough,” Connie said thoughtfully. “I wouldn’t have recommended him if I thought he would. I didn’t recommend Cleary, though.” 
 
    That did give Baxter pause. “I don’t like the man, but surely not? He seems as keen as mustard to get stuck in, and he’s been with us long enough that we would have been long since betrayed.” 
 
    “You know, Baxter, despite what I’ve said, I think you’re better at this cloak-and-dagger shit than you let on. Might almost make me suspect you, and you’ve still not explained how you know Koenig and this countess he works for.” 
 
    “I thought we were past this,” he said. Her suspicion, even though he thought it was said half-joking, rubbed him up the wrong way. “I met them both while I was with the Russians. Fought alongside Koenig twice. He’s a good and honest man, and if he’s said he’s no longer coming after you, then he can be trusted on that. And, no, I’m not spying for either of them.” 
 
    “Yep, definitely struck a nerve there,” Connie said, with a certain smug satisfaction. “But it’s the countess, isn’t it?” 
 
    Baxter felt his jaw clench, and forced himself to relax. “That’s in the distant past, Connie,” he said. There was enough noise aboard, enough activity, that no one would notice him using her real name. “No need to get jealous.” 
 
    She looked slightly nonplussed. They very rarely talked about anything personal, even when they were alone, and he realised it was absurd to raise it right at this moment. Then she grinned. “I ain’t. You don’t belong to me, or me you. That’s the way of things, and what keeps it fun.” 
 
    He grinned back. Although it was an odd time to clear the air, it still felt good to get it done. Then he turned, scowling, at the sound of something breaking in Rami’s cabin. It seemed the argument had got as far as items being thrown. “Enough of this,” he said, storming forward. He didn’t go and join the argument, as he wasn’t one for arguments. “Asko, give me a hand here!” he called out as he spotted the rangy Finn. 
 
    The bo’sun came and joined him by the lashed-down pile of rifle ammunition crates. He actually smiled, very slightly, as he realised what Baxter was planning, and pulled out his clasp knife as Baxter started working on the rope holding the crates down. 
 
    “Were you really on the Potemkin?” Baxter asked as they worked. He didn’t quite know why, having barely spoken to the taciturn Finn since they had started working together. Asko was a man who clearly didn’t want much to do with anyone outside of his duties. 
 
    The bo’sun thought about this for a long time, then straightened and pushed his somewhat lank, greying, yellow hair back from his face. “Matyushenko — little prick,” he said, probably the first time Baxter had heard him string three words together. 
 
    He laughed at the description, remembering the fiery little revolutionary who’d led the mutiny aboard the Russian Black Sea Fleet’s prize battleship. “Wonder what happened to him, anyway?” 
 
    “Caught,” Asko said, then held his fist up over his head and dangled his head to mime someone being hanged. “Good riddance.” 
 
    “Well. Bear a hand here.” 
 
    They managed to get most of that pile of ammunition crates over the side before Rami and the other officers realised what they were doing. The captain came storming from the cabin, eyes almost bulging from his head in his rage, and bellowed something at Baxter. 
 
    By this point, a strange icy calm had settled over him. The Turk’s obvious rage, the indignation apparent on his subordinates’ faces, had no effect on him. “Tell Rami that if we do not lighten our load, we all die,” he said to Raffy and Montagu, who was looking on in horror. “It’s as simple as that.” He turned to Asko. “Next pile. If any of the soldiers try to intervene, that’s another few pounds we can afford to lose.” 
 
    While they didn’t manage to make the Resadiye as light as she had been when the San Giacomo had first chased her, she was still sitting high and proud in the water by the time they were done and cracking along at sixteen knots or more, a situation that would only last as long as the engines did, of course. 
 
    The increase in speed had been gradual enough that the Italian captains didn’t at first realise that the Resadiye was starting to pull ahead. As the gap started widening further, though, they responded with their own flurry of activity. The cruiser started to increase her own speed, no doubt trying to keep in range of her forward gun, and the torpedo boat began to close rapidly. 
 
    Baxter was up on the foredeck, readying the 3-pounder there for action and ensuring the lookouts were keeping their eyes peeled. They couldn’t discount the possibility that the Italians were trying to drive them into a trap. 
 
    “Baxter!” he heard Bogue yell. 
 
    “What now?” he muttered, just before the first shell of the engagement plunged into the sea fifty yards off their port side. “Ah. Not bad shooting, all told.” 
 
    He walked back to the aft deck, hands in his pockets. It was now more important than ever that panic didn’t spread amongst the soldiers, many of whom were on deck as there was literally no space for them anywhere else. They would be horribly vulnerable even to near misses or shells bursting in the air. 
 
    “Torpedo boat’s firing,” Connie told him. 
 
    “I noticed,” Baxter replied calmly, taking his glasses back from her and focusing on the vessel. Although the 3-pounder Hotchkiss guns it mounted — very similar to their own forward gun — could throw a shell to four miles, it looked like the TB had closed to around two miles before opening fire and was still coming on fast. “They’re going to fire torpedoes!” 
 
    Another puff of smoke from the torpedo boat, another shell. Bogue was running back for the wheelhouse, without giving any indication of what he planned to do or giving them any orders. “Connie, the revolvers and machine guns,” Baxter ordered, and she jumped to obey without any objections. 
 
    The Resadiye hadn’t really ‘cleared for action’ in the traditional sense of a warship, but the gun crews were standing ready by their weapons, ammunition to hand. They were continually herding curious soldiers back to give themselves room to operate. 
 
    “Right, lads,” Baxter said with a grin he didn’t have to force. “Let’s see if we can’t hit anything with this beast.” 
 
    The crew didn’t need any encouragement. He’d picked men from the original complement, who’d all seen at least some sort of action, so while there was a certain amount of apprehension they weren’t panicking. Under his guidance they swung the gun’s long barrel round to bear on the torpedo boat, which was now looming larger and larger as it closed for a point-blank shot with its lethal load. 
 
    Bekir was crouching behind the gun shield, eye to the simple sight as he gave grunted commands to the men on the elevation and direction wheels, tracking the approaching torpedo boat. They were well within range now. The loader slid a high explosive round home, stepping back to allow another crew member to close and lock the breech with a metallic clang. 
 
    Bekir looked over his shoulder at Baxter. He fought down the desire to take over command, knowing that it would do the gun crew’s confidence a power of good to do this themselves. 
 
    “Fire when ready,” he said instead, stepping to one side and raising his glasses. 
 
    A moment later, the gun discharged with an ear-splitting crack, slamming back on its springs. Baxter tasted burned propellant and his view was briefly occluded by the cloud of smoke. That was whipped away by the breeze, though, and he just caught the fall of shot, very nearly in line with the torpedo boat’s bows by twenty yards long. 
 
    He relayed that to Bekir. “Remember, it’s closing fast!” 
 
    The gun captain gave him a look that communicated something about grandmothers and sucking eggs, and he went back to his observation of the torpedo boat while the gunners reloaded. It was close enough to be in range of the 1-pound Hotchkiss revolvers mounted on top of the deckhouse, one to port and one to starboard and roughly amidships. 
 
    Baxter turned, raising his voice over the increasing mutter of noise from the soldiers and the racket of the gun being reloaded. “Mr Constant, in your own time, if you please!” 
 
    The slightly diminutive figure overhead gave him a mocking salute, and a moment later the port revolver opened fire, a steady pom pom pom. The machine guns were also mounted up there and he could see the crews giving him a hopeful look, but he shook his head. They would be the last ditch. 
 
    Looking back, he realised the Resadiye was turning to port, and Cleary was excitedly shouting at the forward gun crew. “Keep firing!” Baxter shouted to Bekir, before sprinting forward and wrenching open the wheelhouse door. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he demanded of Bogue. 
 
    “Giving the three-pounder gun a target as well.” 
 
    “You’re also presenting our broadside to a torpedo boat!” Baxter snapped. “As well as cutting our lead on the cruiser.” 
 
    Bogue stared at him for a moment longer, and just as Baxter made a move to grab control of the wheel, the American whipped back round. “Hard starboard!” he snapped. “Put us back on our original heading.” 
 
    He kept his back to Baxter as the wheel was spun again, but he could tell from the set of Bogue’s shoulders that he was furious, that even though Baxter was in the right there would be repercussions for his tone. 
 
    Baxter didn’t much care. Cleary’s gun was firing, fast and wild, but wouldn’t be able to track the target for much longer. Connie had the port machine gun firing as well now, but in a controlled fashion, and Bekir was dropping shells around the torpedo boat, forcing it to start to weave through the shell splashes. 
 
    The Italian launched both tubes even as Baxter turned to look. The boat was about seven hundred yards away when the tubes spat out the long cylinders into the water, and the machine gun was managing to score hits now. The vessel’s commander had kept his cool in coming through the barrage, but the jink in his target’s course and the fire seemed to have put him off at the last minute. Baxter watched, heart in his mouth, as the white trail of bubbles revealed the course of the munitions. “Bogue, keep turning to starboard!” he yelled in his best sea-going voice. The helmsman was still correcting their course and for a horrible moment he thought Bogue was ignoring him. Then the bows continued round and the torpedo passed harmlessly but gut-wrenchingly close across their bows. 
 
    The torpedo boat had peeled off and was retreating through the continuing hail of fire. At least one projectile explosive had caught it, and Baxter could see men extinguishing a fire and tending to wounded comrades. 
 
    “Cease your firing!” he bellowed. “Cease fire!” 
 
    After another few rounds, the gunners finally obeyed his orders. The Resadiye slid onwards, her course once again for the Dodecanese, in a slightly eerie silence. 
 
    “We should sink that blighter while we still have the chance!” Cleary objected, storming down from his post on the foredeck. 
 
    “We need to conserve our ammunition for the real fight,” Baxter told him, loud enough for Bogue to hear as he emerged from the wheelhouse. “That boat’s not going to be a menace again for a while — there’s no reloading a torpedo tube at sea, as you should damn well know.” 
 
    Cleary’s face flushed. “Heinous weapons,” he snapped. “Not something a proper officer and a gentleman should have anything to do with.” 
 
    Baxter stared at him, taken aback by his absurd notions even in this moment of peril. His response to Cleary’s idiocy was drowned out by the sudden cheering that swept across the ship as the sailors and soldiers celebrated their reprieve from the torpedo boat. 
 
    Cleary knew what Baxter was saying, even if he couldn’t hear clearly. His expression became icy, and he stalked away through the jubilant crowd of men jeering after the retreating torpedo boat. 
 
    The San Giacomo opened fire at that point, still at quite extreme range. It was much better shooting this time, the shell sending up a waterspout barely twenty yards astern that doused the jubilant men on the afterdeck and killed their celebrations. 
 
    “It’s not even close to over, is it?” Connie asked as she rejoined him. 
 
    “It’s barely getting started,” Baxter said, looking past Cleary to meet Bogue’s dark, angry stare. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    They ran on through the rest of the day, the San Giacomo gradually falling behind as the Resadiye’s superior speed started to tell. She sent an occasional 6-inch shell after them while the range was short enough, but not at the rate even a moderately well-trained crew should have been able to manage. This confirmed for Baxter his suspicion that either ammunition or the stress the heavy gun was placing on the converted merchant ship’s hull was limiting their fire. 
 
    As dust started to close in, they lost sight of the cruiser below the horizon. They steamed on without showing any lights, Asko stalking the ship and growling at anyone who even struck a match to light a pipe. Bogue overruled Jakab and demanded they continue at full speed, making the most of the darkness and cutting their journey much shorter than it might otherwise have been, at the risk of wearing out their machinery entirely. 
 
    “If she’s still behind us in the morning, we’ll know this operation has been compromised and he knows our destination,” Bogue said as the officers gathered in his cabin for a conference. 
 
    “Or he’s not stupid and he’s taken a good guess,” Baxter suggested, receiving a flat stare in response. That was unusual for Bogue — the two of them had clashed many times before, making the American furious, but he always seemed to forget it immediately afterwards. He was obviously still simmering about earlier, however. 
 
    It was still close and stuffy in the cabin, despite the fall of night. The armoured shutters that had replaced the windows were closed, as was the door, and the blinds drawn so they could confer by lamplight. “Either way,” Bogue said, after holding the stare for a moment. He spread a map out on the table in front of them and pressed a grubby thumb into it. “This is our destination.” 
 
    Baxter bent with the others to look. The island was almost hidden by Bogue’s digit, but as far as Baxter could tell it didn’t even have a name, just a lump of rock to the north-west of Rhodes, the largest island in the chain. 
 
    “Lieutenant Montagu tells me the Italians landed a small force on the island a week ago, which along with other developments has led his commanders to believe the Italians are going to seize the Dodecanese and use the islands to threaten Constantinople directly. His job is to dislodge this beachhead and hold the island until reinforced.” 
 
    Baxter watched Bogue carefully. There was something odd in his attitude. For one thing, he didn’t need to be telling them any of this. They were being paid to transport these soldiers, and all they needed to know was where they were taking them. 
 
    He got a sudden cold feeling in his gut, a sense that Bogue had decided to do something stupid. His next words confirmed that feeling. 
 
    “Captain Rami has offered the opinion that, as we have chosen to dump much of his ammunition and other supplies, we have rendered his unit incapable of completing the mission,” Bogue said carefully. Baxter felt Connie stir beside him, and guessed she hadn’t been part of this conversation. Cleary just looked a bit blank. “As such, he has demanded that we provide fire support for his troops as they make their attack. In particular, he insists that we engage the Italian artillery that he believes is present, in order to suppress it.” 
 
    This was greeted with silence. Connie shot Baxter a warning look, then turned to Bogue. “Boss, we were hired to get a blockade runner into operation and then crew her,” she said, her voice carefully neutral. “We’ve avoided taking a direct part in the war, and only fired in self-defence. I’m not sure this is a line we should be crossing, particularly as the artillery we’re engaging can shoot back.” 
 
    “A ship’s a fool to fight a fort,” Cleary piped up, quoting Nelson, and Baxter was surprised to find himself agreeing. The Italians probably had 75mm mountain guns or similar, which would outrange their own armament and hit harder. 
 
    Bogue’s expression was implacable, and Baxter wondered what his game was. He was sympathetic to the request — Rami had less than a hundred men under his command, and even without the loss of their ammunition they had been poorly equipped to attack a dug-in enemy. Particularly one with artillery. But this also wasn’t their war, and Baxter was certain Bogue was not a man to be swayed by notions of fair play. Nonetheless, he seemed dead set on providing that requested support. 
 
    That meant Rami had offered him something, or somehow had something on the American. 
 
    “We could very well find ourselves trapped between a gun battery and the San Giacomo if she catches up with us,” Baxter said. 
 
    Bogue almost sneered at him. “I thought you were all for fighting this Fiorucci. After all, you’re the one who killed his boy — you’ve got the most to lose if they capture us.” 
 
    Baxter breathed deeply, struggling to control his temper. He knew it wasn’t going to hold. This confrontation had been coming for a long time. “I’m for fighting him on our terms,” he said, his voice steady despite the terrible anger that was mounting in him. “This is suicide, however.” 
 
    Baxter had stepped back from the table, and everyone in the room had become tense. Connie had moved round so she was almost next to Bogue, and she had a wary look in her eyes. “Stand down, Baxter,” she said softly, glancing down and to one side, and he realised he’d put his hand on the gun there. 
 
    That wasn’t like him at all. He made himself lift his hand clear. “Tell me you’re not going along with this,” he said to her. 
 
    “Hiram’s the boss, and I trust him,” she said. “Remember what I told you, if it ever came down to it.” 
 
    Bogue’s own hand was on his automatic. Cleary looked suddenly lost, all his self-assurance melting away in the face of imminent physical violence. Asko just picked his nails with his clasp knife, leaning against the wall. 
 
    “So, this is the plan,” Bogue said, not taking his hand from his weapon but reverting to a more conversational tone. “We land the Ottomans here…” 
 
    “If you’re set on going through with this,” Baxter broke in, “I think I’ll take my leave at the same time as we land the troops.” 
 
    Connie looked almost upset. “If we’re going to do this, Baxter, we’re going to need your expertise.” 
 
    “Oh, we’re doing this,” Bogue said. “And think on this, Baxter — this crew is going to rely on all of us to get them through it. They’ll stand a much better chance if you’re on board.” 
 
    “The damn crew should be given a choice about whether they want anything to do with this mad escapade. They didn’t join the Ottoman Navy either!” 
 
    Baxter knew he was losing his temper, his voice rising, and that this was entirely the wrong approach to take with Bogue. He turned away, realising he needed some air in order to calm down. 
 
    “Stay right there, mister!” Bogue yelled, and Baxter snapped back around in time to see Bogue draw his Colt. “You are not going to undermine my crew!” 
 
    Baxter made the mistake of putting his hand back on his own pistol. He didn’t know what he was going to do, and the rational part of his mind told him that Bogue was an experienced pistoleer and a much better shot. He couldn’t even remember if his gun was loaded. 
 
    As it happened, he didn’t get a chance to draw it anyway. 
 
    Connie was faster. She cleared a small pistol from inside her jacket while Bogue was still bringing his pistol up. Baxter started to take his hand away from his own pistol, then what felt like a white-hot hammer hit his shoulder. He was spun by the impact, pain searing through him, and before he knew it the floor was against his cheek. He could smell burned gunpowder and blood and his ears were ringing from the shot. 
 
    He managed to turn onto his back, groaning. His gun hand was useless, and the small, rational part of his brain that was still able to analyse the situation told him that Connie had shot him. Bogue wasn’t taking any chances, though, pinning his right hand to the deck with his boot, grinding his heel into the numb appendage. 
 
    Connie appeared next to Bogue. “I warned you,” she said, her dangerously soft voice seeming to come from a great distance away. “I told you what would happen if you went up against Hiram.” 
 
    The pain was starting to come on properly now, far worse than the various wounds he’d taken over the course of his life. Baxter gritted his teeth and raised his head to glare at the pair of them, but before he could say anything, Bogue took his foot off his hand and brought it down hard on his head. 
 
      
 
    Baxter came to in a dark space, and it took him a few moments to realise he was in his cabin and lying on his cot. He was surprised by that. Surprised that he’d come to at all. Bogue, after all, was not a forgiving man, and Connie was fierce when her blood was up. 
 
    His shoulder was a knot of tight, burning pain that stabbed through him as he tried to move. He reached up with a groan and very gently touched the area. It was tightly bound. 
 
    “Berat thinks the bullet might have fractured your shoulder,” Raffy said, coming into Baxter’s view with a concerned look on his face and a glass of water in his hand. 
 
    “What the bloody hell would Berat know about it?” Baxter demanded, made angry by the pain. Raffy offered to hold the glass to his lips, but Baxter took it in his left hand and drank awkwardly. He had a fierce thirst. 
 
    “He was a butcher, before he came to sea,” the lad said, with a fleeting smile. “You should lie still, Mr Baxter sir. The bullet is still in you, and you should probably see a doctor.” 
 
    “Yes, Raffy, I should probably see a doctor,” he snapped, with perfectly justified peevishness. The anger was helping, sharpening his thoughts. The Resadiye was still in motion, rolling and pitching, and putting his left hand to the deck he could feel the steady beat of the engines at full ahead. “What’s our situation?” 
 
    Raffy didn’t answer him. “She would like to see you,” he said instead. 
 
    “Tell her she can go to hell,” he snapped, but even the effort of moving and speaking had drained him and it came out without any real venom. 
 
    “I think Miss Connie does feel truly bad. I think she also likes you.” 
 
    “How do you figure that, lad? She shot me.” 
 
    “She shot you with a small gun, and in the shoulder.” The infectious humour was back. “I think you should talk to her — she can tell you what the situation is.” 
 
    Baxter really wanted to tell all of them to take this ship and go to hell in it. “Fine,” he said. 
 
    Raffy disappeared as silently as he’d appeared, and Baxter heard the door of the cabin being unlocked. He snorted — if they thought a flimsy locked door would keep him in, they were deluded. The wound was what was going to stop any escapades. 
 
    There was a brief murmur of conversation that he didn’t catch, then he was aware of a weight on the end of his cot. He looked up to see Connie watching him with an expression somewhere between defiance and guilt. 
 
    “I ain’t gonna apologise,” she said, sounding almost like a sullen teenager. 
 
    “I didn’t think you would.” Now that he saw her, he realised he wasn’t as angry as he’d thought he’d be. He was tired, certainly, and in pain. Now that he was becoming accustomed to the tearing, grinding agony of his shoulder, he realised one side of his face was puffy and painful. 
 
    She cocked her head to one side as she looked at him. “I am sorry Hiram kicked you in the head. That wasn’t necessary. And if it helps, I only shot you because I didn’t think I could take you hand to hand.” 
 
    He found himself smiling, without needing to force it and despite the pain in his face. “Well, I am a monster,” he said. 
 
    Her own smile was fleeting. “Why in hell were you carrying around an unloaded pistol?” she asked. “And threatening Hiram with it?” 
 
    “The bullets made it too heavy,” he said, but she didn’t bite on the attempted humour. “Honestly, I forgot to reload. I certainly had no intention of threatening Bogue.” 
 
    “If you’re going to carry a gun, keep it loaded.” She looked away again. “Things just got a bit too heated, and now our best chance of surviving this is laid up with a bullet wound, and kinda under arrest as well.” 
 
    “Heated is one word to describe it, yes,” he said evenly. “And the only way to survive is not to get involved with this mad scheme. Put the soldiers ashore, abandon the Resadiye and take the small boats to Rhodes.” 
 
    He felt a pang as he said that, as he hadn’t realised until then exactly how attached he’d become to the blockade runner. She was a lovely ship, fast and manoeuvrable, her lines still elegant despite what they’d done to her. 
 
    “Yeah, bit of a problem with that plan, assuming Bogue would even go for it,” she said, voice tight with anger. “Turns out young Andrew was more of a snake in the grass than even I thought. He did a runner, in the middle of the night, and a fair few of the more recent recruits went with him — I think some of the soldier boys as well. Smart money says he rowed until they got picked up by the San Giacomo and they know exactly where we’re going. We’ve not seen her since sundown yesterday, but I can feel her, just over the horizon.” 
 
    “Well, that would only be one…” Baxter broke off as he saw her expression. “He ditched the other boats, didn’t he?” 
 
    “Yup. Either to stop us running, or to make it harder for us to get the soldiers ashore. He may not have been a spy all along, but he’s certainly turned into one.” 
 
    Baxter let his head thud back onto the thin pillow, and immediately regretted it as pain shot through him. “I take a brief nap and all hell breaks loose. How long have I been unconscious?” 
 
    “A day and a night,” she said. “Bogue stomped you real hard. I’m surprised you’re not concussed.” 
 
    “We’ll see when I try to stand up. What’s he doing about the situation?” 
 
    Connie rose. “Getting drunk, and telling anyone who’ll listen how we’re gonna whoop the Italians, both at sea and on land.” 
 
    “And you’ll go along with this?” Baxter asked. “What hold does he have over you?” 
 
    “He’s my pa,” she said simply. “Closest thing I’ve got to one, anyway; may even be my real father — he’s old enough and hung around the cathouse where my ma worked. And what he says, goes.” 
 
    There was a dangerous, warning note in her voice and he didn’t press the point any further. There had been a time when he’d felt the same way about his own father. 
 
    “Well, let me know when we raise land. I may only have one working arm, but I only need one to point a gun.” 
 
    “Assuming Bogue will let you,” she pointed out. 
 
    “He’ll bloody well have to if he wants to get out of this.” 
 
    Baxter didn’t press the point for another few hours. For one thing, having been shot, he thought it was only reasonable to have a bit of a lie down. Moving also made both his shoulder hurt and his head spin. He was reasonably certain, having broken bones in the past, that his shoulder was not in fact broken but could very well be fractured. It was certainly agonising to move. 
 
    He also needed time to think. In truth, he didn’t owe these people anything, and Bogue was walking into a disaster entirely of his own making. He would certainly have shot Baxter dead if Connie hadn’t got there first and just wounded him. That didn’t stop Baxter from being angry with her — furious, in fact — but it was more anger at her devotion to the point of madness. 
 
    The problem was that Bogue was taking the crew of the Resadiye with him on his suicidal mission. Baxter didn’t doubt that some men would want to flee if it wasn’t for the destruction of the boats; many, though, appeared to be loyal to the Sublime Porte and would go into battle willingly. He couldn’t imagine Bekir shunning the fight, and Raffy was enough of an idiot to stand with the others. And that was assuming that Rami and Bogue didn’t keep what was left of the crew aboard by force — the desertions would almost certainly have made the American even more paranoid than usual. 
 
    “Oh, bloody hell,” Baxter muttered to himself. It was hard pinning thoughts down right now, and his focus kept swimming. “How do I keep ending up in these situations?” 
 
    By rights, he should walk away. Demand to be put ashore with the Turkish soldiers and taken to the nearest settlement with a doctor. If no one was willing to help, he’d damn well get there by himself somehow. 
 
    But Baxter knew he wasn’t going to do that. Using his good arm, he pushed himself upright. His head swam, and his guts surged with nausea. It felt like his brain shifted forward and bumped painfully against the front of his skull. He reached out with a shaking hand for the glass of tepid water next to his cot and forced himself to swallow several mouthfuls. 
 
    Once he was reasonably certain of keeping his feet under himself, he walked across to the door. It was still locked, but he got a good grip on the handle, put a foot against the frame for purchase, and with a great heave just ripped it open. The effort cost him, pain tearing through him, but he forced himself to remain upright even though he could feel the blood drain from his head. 
 
    Connie, who’d been sitting reading a penny dreadful with her back to the bulkhead, started to her feet. 
 
    “I won’t be locked in,” Baxter growled. “Never again.” 
 
    For once, she didn’t have an immediate response, her eyes darting between the splintered lock and the blood-stained bandage around Baxter’s shoulder. 
 
    “I can see that,” she said at last, then swallowed slightly. “Help you with something?” 
 
    “Where’s Bogue?” he growled, then cocked his head as he heard their captain’s voice raised in anger. “Never mind.” 
 
    Baxter went up on deck, Connie trailing after him but having the good sense not to try to help. The bright sunlight stabbed into Baxter’s eyes and made him rock on his feet, but the breeze was cool at least. Looking to the north-east, he could make out the dun, hazy shape of land. “We’ve run at full power for the whole time?” he asked Connie, going to shade his eyes with his right hand and wincing. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, a note of real concern in her voice. “We should get your arm bound up, if you’re going to be charging around like this.” 
 
    “Later.” Baxter had guessed what had Bogue in a fury, an impression confirmed when he heard Jakab shouting back. They were loud enough that he could hear them over the noise of some sailors trying to improvise rafts from whatever wood could be scavenged from the ship’s structure. 
 
    Everyone knew what had come to pass between the ship’s officers — there was no keeping a secret on a ship, particularly on a relatively small vessel such as the Resadiye. Soldiers and sailors watched him nervously as he made his painful way forward to the wheelhouse. Montagu tried to catch his eye and move to intercept him, but Connie warned him away. 
 
    Neither Bogue nor Jakab noticed when he arrived in the open doorway. The door was gone, cannibalised for construction parts. “So the engines are buggered, then?” he asked, keeping his tone as light as possible. 
 
    Bogue’s head snapped round, and his eyes were like a pair of gun muzzles pointing at him. “Who let you out?” he demanded. 
 
    “I did,” Baxter replied. “Someone going to answer my question?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, the engines, no good,” Jakab put in desperately, grasping at an unexpected ally. 
 
    “He’s being overly cautious,” Bogue sneered. “Or he’s lying, because he doesn’t want us to go into battle.” 
 
    “We don’t have any option but to go into battle,” Baxter said, voice grim. “You’ve pretty much seen to that, Bogue. But if you paid any attention at all to what Joe Pratt told you, or what the ship is currently trying to tell you, you’d know that Jakab isn’t lying or being overly cautious.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “The vibrations have changed,” Baxter said softly. He wasn’t entirely sure that he wasn’t just imagining that, a result of the blow to his head, but Bogue had resolutely remained a landsman despite his months in command of a ship. “The machinery’s not happy. And the thing is, Bogue, I’ve been aboard ships where the engines have blown or the screw shafts have worn through, and I don’t fancy suddenly being dead in the water during a fight.” 
 
    Bogue stared at him, breathing hard. “We’ve still got the sails,” he snapped. 
 
    “The wind is light and variable, so I wouldn’t like to rely on it — particularly as our enemy won’t be relying on it. And it’s bold of you to assume I’d help in any way. I don’t recall you ever making an effort to learn the ropes, either.” 
 
    Bogue hammered his fist into the bulkhead. “I do not know what I have done to deserve this,” he snarled to no one in particular. Connie had silently slipped past Baxter, and put her hand on Bogue’s shoulder. It was a gesture that communicated love and support, but not necessarily agreement. 
 
    Baxter kept his mouth shut, even though he’d have loved to point out exactly what Bogue had done to bring this down on himself. That wouldn’t help right now. 
 
    Bogue seemed to master himself. “What do you recommend, Jakab?” he asked, his voice flat. He sounded almost defeated. 
 
    “Reduce speed now,” came the instant reply. 
 
    “If we do that, the San Giacomo will gobble us up for sure,” Connie pointed out indignantly. 
 
    “The engine, he will not last long at this speed!” 
 
    Baxter tried to shift his shoulder slightly, wincing at the pain. He hadn’t had a good look at the island they were on course for, but he’d got enough of one to start formulating a plan. “Any way you look at this, we’ve probably lost this ship,” he said, voice hard. “And realistically, there’s no way we can help the Turks except to get them ashore and donate what arms we can to them. That means burning the engine out, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “We’re then stuck on a shitty rock in the sea, with Italian ships closing in and no way to get away,” Connie pointed out, still sounding angry. “Not to mention Fiorucci will keep hunting us even if we do get away.” 
 
    Baxter nodded and managed to muster a grin. “Oh, we’re going to have to do something about that cruiser,” he said. “But we’re going to have to be smart about this, and that means giving me command of the Resadiye.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    They made it to the unnamed rock off the coast of Rhodes, but it was a close-run thing, a race against both the burning out engines and the plumes of smoke that had once again appeared on their horizon and could only be the San Giacomo and her consort. 
 
    Jakab somehow managed to keep them under power, but even a landlubber like Bogue was finally forced to admit that the ever-present, almost subliminal feel and noise of the engines under their feet had changed. As Baxter had suspected, it was the mounting of the screw shaft that was finally wearing through. In a way, that was a relief — they had a perfectly valid reason not to support Rami’s suicidal attack, and what Baxter had in mind didn’t involve a fight on open water that they would lose anyway. 
 
    The engineer and his crew emerged on deck barely moments after the bow anchor had finally splashed down into the cool, clear water of the bay that had been selected to land Rami’s troops. They looked exhausted, coated with more oil and other grime than usual. “The engine, he is dead,” Jakab declared to anyone who would listen, and then went sobbing into the bows. 
 
    Baxter sympathised with the Hungarian engineer. His entire existence, when he wasn’t sleeping or eating, would have been spent in the ear-splittingly noisy engine room, nursing as much life and speed out of it as he could manage. He’d been forced, after further argument, to run his charge until it broke. 
 
    Baxter looked around the sheltered cove, and the only way it would have been more perfect for his purposes was if there’d been fresh water. The cliffs that backed it were high and sheer, encircling arms that almost met across the narrow mouth that would make it extremely difficult for the Italians to direct effective fire against the Resadiye. Once they got into the bay, he realised it was in fact very slightly kidney-shaped and they would be able to tuck the yacht away quite happily. 
 
    The only other downside, and it was a major one, was the danger from inland. If the Italian soldiers on the island knew they’d landed and decided to attack now, of course, both the Resadiye and the soldiers aboard were dead. Baxter was banking on Fiorucci’s single-minded pursuit of his vendetta and the probable lack of communications between ships and this isolated garrison to save them from that fate. 
 
    There was a narrow beach of almost pristine white sand; the seabed sloped gently away from the beach, which wasn’t unexpected but also not helpful. They’d been able to get the Resadiye in reasonably close to shore, given how high she was riding in the water, but they’d still need to use the rafts to get the soldiers ashore. 
 
    “Right, let’s be about this,” Baxter said, voice firm and brooking no dissent. 
 
    Bogue had been reluctant to cede command, and there’d been a long argument about it. The American’s main objection was that they ‘wouldn’t be able to trust this Limey bastard further than the whole crew could throw him’. Connie, surprisingly enough, had been the one to settle it by pointing out that Baxter had dragged himself from his sickbed and was trying to keep them alive despite the fact she’d shot him two days ago. 
 
    Now the decision had been taken, though, Bogue seemed almost relieved not to have the responsibility — just as he had when he’d quite happily abdicated command in the heat of battle before. Now he just nodded. “I’ll get these poor excuses for soldiers ashore,” he said crisply. He even seemed to be drinking less, judging from the reduced aroma of stale whisky about him. 
 
    Baxter desperately wanted to put away a bottle or so to dull the incessant, aching pain in his shoulder. He needed a clear head, though. The pain was a distraction, but it also kept him sharp. Whisky would have the opposite effect. 
 
    The soldiers were already lining up calmly on the fore and aft decks, prodded into order by their sergeants and corporals, or whatever the equivalent was in the Ottoman Army, and under the watchful gaze of Montagu and another lieutenant. They’d been calm enough through everything that had happened, though they clearly wanted to be away from the ship and the madmen who crewed it. Montagu had been maintaining a certain reserve towards Baxter and the others, despite knowing them. Perhaps he was as angry as Captain Rami about their ammunition being ditched. 
 
    Baxter looked out to sea. The smoke was still there, coming closer but not within weapons range yet. The bay, a mile deep at most, was ideal for their purposes in one way. The mouth was narrow to the point that it was almost closed, and tall cliffs ran all the way to the water’s edge. The San Giacomo would be hard pushed to bombard them from beyond the sea. The elder Fiorucci still had options — wait them out, summon the army to finish the job for him, or come in after them. Having narrowed those options, Baxter just had to hope his reading of the opposing captain’s character was right. 
 
    One thing was certain — the soldiers’ calm would only last as long as they weren’t under fire. Men could endure much when they were in their accustomed environment, and Baxter had no doubt the Turks were brave and well disciplined. This was not their natural environment, though, and landing troops was always a tricky business. 
 
    The crew had, at least, managed to construct two rafts. They wouldn’t do for the open sea, but Bogue had sent members of the crew who could swim ashore with lines that had been anchored, allowing the rafts to be pulled along. Each one could only take five men safely, though, along with two sailors to operate the ramshackle ferries. Unloading was going to take far too long. 
 
    “Mr Bogue!” Baxter called out. “Have the soldiers jump over the side as soon as the water’s shallow enough for wading!” 
 
    “We’ll turn them into marines, no fear, Baxter,” came the prompt response. 
 
    “Where do you want me?” Connie asked. 
 
    Baxter looked down at her. He knew he should be a lot angrier with her than he was, even though he acknowledged she’d saved his life by shooting him. “The guns, if you please, Mr Constant,” he said, trying but failing to muster a smile. “There’s no telling when the Regia Marina will arrive, and we need to be ready when they do.” 
 
    Her own grin was fleeting. “For a moment I was worried you were going to send me to console Jakab.” 
 
    “No fear of that — we can’t afford for him to be shot as well.” He took the sting out of his comment by forcing a smile, which didn’t stop her punching him on his good arm before hurrying away. 
 
    Asko was next on his list. Now that he knew he was actually a former sailor, a botsman in the Imperial Russian Navy, Baxter was able to rely on him for some of the more complicated evolutions they needed to achieve. 
 
    The rangy Finn was already hard at it, preparing the heavy-duty cables they would need for this plan to work. He gave Baxter a nod of acknowledgement when he saw his new commanding officer look across. That was reassuring — while Bogue had been clear that Asko answered to him alone, back when Baxter had been first recruited, the taciturn petty officer seemed to have accepted the new chain of command. 
 
    He looked around. Everything seemed to be going smoothly. Raffy and the other swimmers were already back aboard, streaming wet, but their work wasn’t done. Asko already had them going back over the side with the lighter lines they would use to pull the heavy cables out into the water. The soldiers, with some encouragement, had got the message about wading ashore rather than being delivered with their boots dry. Baxter could hear Montagu encouraging the men ashore, voice recognisable despite him speaking in Turkish. Connie was getting the weapons ready, aside from the machine gun they had given to the infantry. 
 
    Baxter’s eyes narrowed as he looked for something amiss. He didn’t like it when things were going too smoothly; it was one of the sailors’ superstitions that stuck with him. 
 
    He turned at an angry shout, and spotted the thing that was always going to go wrong. Captain Rami was storming towards him, a riding crop in his hand and his moustache positively quivering with rage. They hadn’t bothered to tell the Ottoman officer about the change of plan, as that would just have slowed things down. 
 
    “Your captain gave his word!” he snarled, for once dropping his pretention about not speaking in English, a language he was perfectly familiar with. 
 
    “He’s not my captain, and we can’t help you. This boat is now a shore battery — the engines have died.” He drew his thumb across his throat to emphasise the point. “The engines — dead!” 
 
    Rami was not happy, and not willing to accept the situation. He drew his riding crop back, spittle flying from his lips and eyes bulging with rage. Before Baxter could move and try to defend himself, a single shot rang out, clipping the shaft of the crop, not quite severing it but rendering it useless as a whip. 
 
    Baxter looked over his shoulder, and saw Connie staring down the sights of a considerably larger pistol than the one she’d shot him with. “Next one is between your eyes, captain,” she called out genially. 
 
    Baxter looked back at the Turk. “Get off my ship, before I throw you off.” 
 
    Rami fled, his defiance broken, shoving a heavily-laden infantryman out of the way so that he could board one of the rafts. One or two of the men still on deck — and they still had about thirty to land — broke their stoic reserve long enough to grin at their commander’s humiliation. 
 
    Baxter felt oddly better now that something had briefly threatened to derail the smooth operation. He was about to go forward to give Asko a hand, then remembered that he would be more of a hindrance than a help. The veteran sailor knew his work, and had quickly got the plan when Bogue and Baxter had outlined it to him — he would just resent any sort of supervision. Everyone else was doing their own job smartly enough, and he realised he had nothing to do. 
 
    Until something else went wrong, of course, or the Italians arrived. 
 
    The San Giacomo put in an appearance an hour after they had finished offloading the Turkish soldiers. There was still a lot to do to prepare for the coming engagement, if they wanted to have any chance of surviving it, and the arrival of the more powerful enemy ship ratcheted up the sense of urgency that was driving the Resadiye’s crew. Baxter had stationed Berat and another reliable man on the seaward cliffs, with relays of sailors to pass on the message that the Italians had arrived. Baxter would have preferred to borrow some soldiers for that job, but Rami would have nothing to do with them now he was ashore. 
 
    The soldiers were still on the beach, churning the pristine white sand up to match the disturbed silt in the water they’d waded ashore through. At least one cook fire had been started, and latrine trenches dug. Baxter had expected them to be away from the sea as quickly as possible, but then he knew little of land-based military matters. There was a single, narrow path running up from the shore into the island, little more than an animal track along the cliffs, and he’d vaguely noted scouts being dispatched up it. The bulk of the company seemed content to sit on the beach drinking tea and watching their nautical counterparts’ antics with curiosity. 
 
    That placid, almost domestic arrangement changed abruptly. Fiorucci didn’t appear interested in any niceties, such as sending in a boat under a flag of truce to demand their surrender. The cruiser steamed across the mouth of the bay at about two miles’ range. The Resadiye was comprehensively hidden, but the Italian nonetheless knew where they were. Baxter and the others watched from the beach at the head of the bay. 
 
    “What’s he doing?” Bogue asked gruffly. 
 
    “Trying to work out whether we’re up to anything or are just hiding here in the hopes of not being spotted, I should think,” Baxter replied. The Italians had given them just about enough time to finish the really obvious work, at least anything that could be observed through the narrow entrance to the bay. The job now was to convince Fiorucci that they didn’t have a plan beyond hiding. 
 
    He looked around at the others on the foredeck with him — Connie, Bogue, Asko and Jakab — all of them watching the enemy ship intently. “Places,” he said. “Remember, this has to look like we’re panicking and don’t know what to do.” 
 
    He’d only just finished speaking when they saw the first puffs of smoke along the cruiser’s side, followed a moment later by the sharp reports of the 4.7-inch guns’ fire and the howl of the shells. Two of the three shells burst against the cliffs, the third overshooting to explode behind them, sending complacent infantrymen scattering for cover. 
 
    The San Giacomo had time for another salvo of three shells before she was masked by the cliffs. The first two landed well short, but the third almost did for them, ricocheting from the cliff face and narrowly missing the Resadiye’s hull and plunging into the sea. It was a one in a million shot, but the adrenalin that suddenly crashed through Baxter’s system at the nearness of disaster helped distract him from the pain in his shoulder. 
 
    The San Giacomo disappeared from view, or from their view at sea level at least. Berat should be watching the enemy like a hawk. They also had a flare gun with a selection of different colours in case of emergency. 
 
    “Come on, Berat, what do you see?” Baxter murmured, resisting the urge to bring his glasses up to try to catch a glimpse of the Italian cruiser. Would she stand off further and try to continue the bombardment with the benefit of not receiving return fire, or risk the Resadiye’s paltry armament and anchor in the mouth of the bay to fire directly on them? 
 
    Fiorucci wouldn’t steam away, Baxter knew. A sensible man would try to contact the Italian army for support, but the captain wanted to do this himself. He might still send a boat — he had a duty to inform the garrison of the landing if nothing else — but that would be slower. There hadn’t been any sign of the torpedo boat, so that may have been detached for the job. The other possibility was that it was in port, repairing and replenishing before joining the hunt, and Fiorucci had sent a ship’s boat to alert the garrison. 
 
    Berat shouted something from the clifftop, and the message was relayed via two others to Baxter. The San Giacomo was standing slightly further out to sea, and there was still no sign of the torpedo boat. 
 
    Baxter looked back at the beach. The Turks were still there, for some reason best known to themselves, though they had moved further up and were occupied in the infantryman’s main obsession of digging in. Baxter would have given his eyeteeth for some of those trained gunners aboard, or to have Rami’s co-operation. A shore battery of 6-inch guns would have been nice as well, but he wasn’t going to get it. 
 
    A few minutes later, the Italian cruiser commenced a futile bombardment from the sea, firing at a high angle to achieve a plunging fire into the bay. That would be a fruitless pursuit, though, the angles too steep for the shells to clear the cliffs without overshooting. 
 
    Baxter was disappointed that Fiorucci wasn’t pressing the assault more directly, instead choosing to stand off and try to bombard them into submission. He wanted a resolution, not least because he would then be able to rest and medicate himself into oblivion. The Italian seemed content to play long bowls for now, though, and Baxter would have to let him do it for a little while yet. 
 
    He maintained his position on the beach, observing the Italian ship and judging its shell falls. Fiorucci could have savaged the infantry but seemed content to ignore the beach — despite that, Baxter felt more exposed here than he would on the deck of a ship under fire. 
 
    “You know, this would be a beautiful spot for a picnic on the beach,” Bogue said without any preamble. There was little for any of them to do now but watch, wait and think. “Or it would have been, before those useless bastards started blowing holes in it.” 
 
    Baxter raised his eyebrows. The American’s mercurial nature would, he thought, never cease to surprise him. “The sea has a way of putting that sort of thing right.” 
 
    Bogue grinned and shook his head. “You sailors,” he said in a bemused tone. “What do you think our friend will do next?” 
 
    Baxter had been thinking about that, and his response was prompt. “He’s going to prowl around out there for a while, wasting ammunition and trying to rattle us, then try something at night. I’d prefer it if he’d just get on with it.” 
 
    “The tension getting to you?” Bogue asked, grinning slightly maliciously. 
 
    “I’m not keen on waiting, and if you recall I was shot recently, which hasn’t made me any more patient. This is going to work on everyone’s nerves, though.” 
 
    Fiorucci behaved pretty much as Baxter had predicted, which ate up daylight as well as his ammunition; and, if he was anything like Baxter, his store of patience. 
 
    “You know, if one of those lines is hit, we’re pretty much done for,” Bogue commented, gesturing to the heavy cable that ran fore and aft from the Resadiye to the beach. A plunging shell had come dangerously close to a direct hit on the forward starboard cable. 
 
    “We’ll splice it if we have to,” Baxter said, knowing how much of a nightmare that would be. The line was their heaviest cable, the longest they had and then only just long enough for the job. “He’s losing the light, though. He’ll either try to close now, or he’ll try something in the darkness.” 
 
    “Something sneaky?” Connie asked. She’d joined them on the beach with the cook, who came with a fresh pot of coffee and some dried dates and apricots by way of lunch. Mercifully, the copper pot was one of the things that hadn’t needed a wash when they were lightening the load. 
 
    “Something sneaky,” Baxter confirmed, sipping some of the scalding liquid. His shoulder was hurting abominably, and he contemplated asking Bogue for a splash from his hip flask. Best to stay alert, though. 
 
    “Good job you’re sneakier,” Connie said with an affectionate grin. 
 
    Baxter started to shrug, then winced. “I’ll take that as a compliment.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
      
 
    The Resadiye lay, entirely blacked out, in a temporary peace. The Italian shelling had ceased not long after nightfall. The Turkish soldiers were still ashore, still dug in, and Baxter couldn’t shake the feeling that Rami had had fires built deliberately high to silhouette the broken vessel for the enemy. Either that, or he was just an idiot. 
 
    “If they’re still there tomorrow, and assuming they’re actually willing, they may be helpful,” Baxter told the others over a repast of cold lamb and slightly stale bread. They were back aboard their ship, ready for the night’s developments. 
 
    “You think the San Giacomo will come into sufficiently close range?” 
 
    Baxter nodded thoughtfully. “He’s going to get tired of the ineffectual shelling sooner rather than later, and either try to force the entrance or lie just offshore. Either way, within rifle and machine gun range. Either that, or he’ll be old fashioned and send in boats.” 
 
    “I just wish the bastard would get on with it,” Connie said. “I’m tired of not having a go myself.” 
 
    “We all are,” Bogue said. 
 
    Baxter looked between them. “You’ll have your chance — he’ll come tomorrow. Maybe tonight, if he’s sending boats — you have to keep everyone sharp around midnight and just before dawn. Those are the dangerous times.” 
 
    “Have you tried asking Rami if he’ll assist?” Bogue asked. “I mean, yeah, we’ve had our problems, but he’s still an Ottoman officer.” 
 
    “He’ll just say no, particularly if one of us goes, and that will harden his resolve. We’ll see what happens in the heat of the moment, whether his sense of duty overcomes his bloody-mindedness.” 
 
    Baxter had allowed himself a glass of raki while they ate, but he was starting to think that had been a mistake. He’d lost a bit of blood, though he gathered Connie had bound the wound quickly, and he was exhausted after a long and painful day. “I’m going to try to get some sleep,” he said. “I suggest you do the same. Someone should check the lookouts first, and wake me in four hours to take a watch.” 
 
    Sleep, mercifully, did not take long to come after Baxter had stretched out on his cot. His cabin — now finally entirely his with the desertion of Cleary — was next door to Connie’s. The shell had taken out a section of the partition on its way through, though, allowing the cool night air to circulate, and he was fast asleep within moments. 
 
    A hand on his shoulder woke him, though it took him longer than normal to come awake. “I almost had to prod your wound,” he heard Connie hiss in the darkness as he finally blinked into consciousness. 
 
    “That would probably have gone badly,” he replied groggily. “My watch?” 
 
    “Well past it — we thought it best you actually get some sleep. Raffy thinks he can hear a boat approaching.” 
 
    With a grunt, Baxter rolled upright and got his feet on the deck. He knew he should be irritated that they hadn’t woken him, but he had to admit he’d needed the sleep. “Bearing?” 
 
    Her shadowy form waved a hand in the direction of the open sea. “Not sure where else it could be coming from.” 
 
    “Fair point.” 
 
    The two of them went out on deck. There was enough starlight, even in the shadowed bay, that he could just read his watch. A little past two in the morning. It was eerily quiet, quiet enough on the water that he could hear the crackle of the soldiers’ fires. They’d burned down at least, to the point that they weren’t a danger. The Resadiye’s crew was asleep, all but the lookouts — at least, they’d better not be asleep. Raffy was leaning over the rail, head cocked as he listened intently. 
 
    “Boats?” Baxter whispered. “Oars?” 
 
    “Engine.” 
 
    Connie had Baxter’s glasses up. “I can’t see the San Giacomo,” she said. “And she’s a bloody big boat, you’d have thought that…” 
 
    Baxter put his good hand on her shoulder to signal for quiet. He could just make out the sound of pistons now, and with a flash of insight he realised what the Italians were up to. “It seems one of the other injured parties is taking his turn,” he whispered. “Connie, wake Bogue and fill him in, then stand to the upper guns. Nobody is to fire without my orders. Raffy, jump down to the engine room and stir Jakab, then come and assist me.” 
 
    He was expecting questions, even objections, but it seemed they were finally starting to gel together as a fighting crew. 
 
    Baxter went across to the 6-pounder Hotchkiss and the crew sleeping next to it. He shook Bekir awake, hand over his mouth, and whispered orders to stand to and load, quick as they liked, before going back to the wheelhouse. 
 
    Jakab was on station at the other end of the speaking tube, sounding tired and on edge. Men were softly moving about overhead, and the clatter of a machine-gun belt being prepared felt earth-shatteringly loud. 
 
    “Where are you?” Baxter muttered, sweeping the glittering darkness of the sea beyond the bay. “Where… There you are.” 
 
    It was the torpedo boat, as he’d suspected. He was certain, having seen it up close during its last abortive attack, that it was the vessel whose boarding party had been murdered by Rami and the crew. This was a daring move on the commander’s part, but that was par for the course for the sort of men who ended up in command of such vessels. 
 
    It was sliding slowly through the mouth of the bay, a lean, dark shape under a dribble of smoke, no lights showing. Visible more as an absence, a shadow, but as he watched it started to develop a creaming moustache of foam as it picked up speed for the final run. They must know they would be spotted at some point. 
 
    Baxter took in the situation and plotted its angle of attack, the likely point they would launch the torpedoes… “Jakab, forward as fast as you can!” 
 
    The engines, stirred back into life, now drove a windlass they’d improvised from the anchor mechanism. For a painfully long moment, the ship remained motionless as the windlass took up the slack. Then the cable emerged from the water, the moisture being wrung from it as it became taut; the Resadiye jerked into motion, slowly at first then with increasing speed away from the sheltering cliffs. 
 
    Connie swore over Baxter’s head. The torpedo boat was coming on in a fine, daring style, a considerable bow wave in its teeth, and he heard the whoosh of compressed air as both tubes were fired at the same time. 
 
    Baxter ran out onto the foredeck, searching for the trail of bubbles that would show the torpedoes’ tracks and tell him if he’d calculated this correctly. His heart was in his mouth until he spotted them, luminescent in the darkness and closing rapidly with the Resadiye’s side. Closing, closing … and passing her stern, under the taut cable. 
 
    At the same time, the torpedo boat started to slew round, barely three hundred yards away, sending up a white flare that bathed everything in an eerie, pale light. “Awfully nice of you,” Baxter commented, then filled his lungs. “Open fire!” 
 
    There was a moment’s pause, the gunners no doubt dazzled by the flare. Then the machine gun started chattering, followed a second later by the rhythmic thump of the Hotchkiss revolver. The fore and aft guns joined in the fun a moment later, and Baxter genuinely felt bad for the Italian crew as their vessel was lashed by fire. The tiny armoured conning tower in front of the masts took a direct hit from the 3-pounder, a bright flash of detonation in the wavering darkness. While a lot of shells were whistling over it, others were smashing into it while the machine gun scoured its deck. 
 
    That didn’t stop them firing back even as the boat went out of control; Baxter expected nothing less. The Resadiye shook as a shell punched through her side and detonated somewhere under his feet; a second detonated in the deckhouse behind him. Men were jumping over the boat’s side now, though, desperately thrashing back out towards the open sea. The conning tower had been hit before the boat had got all the way into the turn, and with the death or incapacitation of the commander and helmsman, its bows had come back round until it was running back towards shore. 
 
    Baxter saw the danger too late; not that there was anything he could have done about it. The boat ran full speed into the cable astern of the Resadiye. It was thick, taut to the point they were almost as hard as steel, and the torpedo boat was going at least fifteen knots when it hit. The noise was horrendous, a tearing grind of metal and wood, the scream of a mortally injured man as the torpedo boat ripped both itself and the cable apart; the former ploughed on towards the shore, no longer recognisable as a boat, while the severed end of the latter, released from tension, slashed back around and into the ship. 
 
    The impact jarred the Resadiye, throwing everyone off their feet. Baxter yelled as he landed on his damaged shoulder, and his vision swam as he tried to pull himself up to the speaking tube. “Jakab, all stop!” he yelled. The yacht’s stern was turning now that it wasn’t anchored to anything and, without resistance, the cable was being sucked in through the aft hatch. 
 
    There was a terrible bang from the Resadiye’s bowels and the engine’s noise ceased. All Baxter could hear was the sound of men moaning in pain, both from on deck and through the speaking tube. 
 
    Then he could hear Bogue shouting, and Connie exhorting their crew to stay alert, sending others to tend to the wounded. Baxter got himself all the way to his feet and staggered outside to assess the situation. 
 
    The Resadiye was now stern-on to the sea, and at some point during the chaos she had grounded, gently bumping bow-first in the white sand. Baxter could smell shit and blood, and saw one man who’d been cut in half, not cleanly, by the whipping cable. Other men were groaning and crying out in pain. 
 
    Turning, he saw the jumped wreck of the torpedo boat had also beached. It had lost a lot of way when it had hit the cable so hadn’t ploughed all the way up the beach; there were men moving around in the wreckage. The survivors were lucky — while steam was hissing from her ruptured boilers, they hadn’t exploded. 
 
    Other Italians were still thrashing in the water, desperately trying to reach the bay mouth. That confused Baxter for a moment — most sailors would make for the nearest shore in that situation, no matter how inimical it might be. Then the penny dropped. 
 
    “Boats!” he yelled. “Stand to!” 
 
    He could see them now, at least three boats from the San Giacomo filled with sailors. They had probably been towed close inshore by the torpedo boat, an insurance against the torpedo attack failing. Now they came on with the oars dipping rhythmically in the water, and starlight glittered on fixed bayonets. 
 
    Someone — probably Connie — had the presence of mind to send up one of their own flares, catching the boats in a pool of light. The sailors on the water were calling out piteously, and at least one of the boats was backing water and trying to recover the survivors. 
 
    The other two, despite the fact they had been spotted and still had a hundred yards of open water to cross, came on. “For God’s sake, turn back!” Baxter urged them. The boats were close enough that he thought he could make out the younger Fiorucci, who he’d last seen in Kunfuda, standing in the bows of the lead vessel. 
 
    It would be a massacre, but he didn’t have a choice. “Open fire!” he roared. 
 
    Muzzle flashes lashed out again, dazzling despite the pale light of the flare. He saw Fiorucci go over backwards in a scything hail of machine-gun fire, then a shell from the revolver shattered the bows of the second boat. The third one was already turning around, and he could hear men shouting at their fellows to retire. It wasn’t cowardice, far from it — there was no success to be had here. 
 
    “Cease fire!” Baxter shouted, then louder as at least one weapon kept firing, “Cease fire, God damn you all!” 
 
    The rage in his voice stilled his crew. The Italian attack was over, that much was clear. The San Giacomo wouldn’t risk running in close to shore at night, and both the torpedo attack and the attempt at a cutting out had failed. One of the boats was sinking and the other two, now they were no longer under fire, were busy recovering their comrades and striking back out to sea. 
 
    Baxter, exhausted and in agony, allowed himself a moment to sag back against the wall of the ruined deckhouse, feeling coarse splinters poke him through his sweat-soaked shirt. There was still a lot to be done, particularly as he could hear Rami shouting at his men and had a chilling presentiment of what the Ottoman officer had in mind to do. 
 
    Connie reached his side, and he accepted her help in straightening up. Raffy was nearby and Bogue, looking mostly irritated that the weapon under his charge was now permanently pointed away from the enemy, sauntered into view. 
 
    “Raffy, jump ashore and tell the captain that any survivors of the Italian torpedo boat are our prisoners and he is not to lay a hand on them. Tell him that if he wants to be useful, he can help us get this boat afloat again. Connie, take anyone who can stand and get to that torpedo boat — I don’t want any of those sailors harmed.” 
 
    She nodded without hesitation. Bogue didn’t seem minded to make an objection. “What about me?” 
 
    “Let’s see what sort of shape we’re in — we’ve survived the night, let’s see if we can survive tomorrow.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    The Resadiye and her crew had mostly survived the night, but by a narrow margin. The sailors manning the stern 6-pounder had suffered when the cable had broken, two of them being killed outright by the slashing cable and the rest — including Bekir — taking splinter wounds. Three others had been killed by the torpedo boat’s shells. Worst of all was the engine room — the jury-rigged windlass had come apart under the strain and damage from nearby shell hits, and by the time anyone got down there Jakab and his three assistants were all dead. Baxter wanted to bring them out for a proper burial, but they’d been horribly mangled by the self-destructing machinery and the best they could do was close and dog the hatch. 
 
    Connie and three others were standing guard over a dozen survivors of the torpedo boat, either men who had chosen to remain aboard or who hadn’t managed to make it to the boats, all of them injured in some way. The guard wasn’t to prevent them escaping — Baxter would have been delighted if they had — but to keep them safe from Rami. Bogue had joined Raffy in the Ottoman’s encampment to negotiate with the officer who should, by rights, have been supporting them all along. 
 
    Baxter went ashore on one of the rafts, gingerly lowering himself one-handed down the torn-up side of the yacht, once dawn had finished creeping over the sky. The San Giacomo was standing well out to sea, visible from the cliff tops, and didn’t seem intent on making an approach. 
 
    “Has he taken the hint, do you think?” Connie asked after she’d come down the beach to meet Baxter. She had a Mauser rifle slung over her shoulder with the casual confidence of someone who knew how to use it. 
 
    “Fiorucci? Given that we killed or wounded his other son, I doubt it.” 
 
    “You look exhausted,” she said softly. Baxter sank down onto the sand, sitting cross-legged and staring out to sea. She knelt next to him. “How bad is it?” 
 
    “We’re going to struggle to re-float her, and she won’t go far or do much even if we could. The crew’s not in good shape.” He dragged the words from the very depths of his soul. “I don’t think there’s anything more we can do here. It was a good plan, trying to put an end to Fiorucci’s hunt, but it’s not going to work. All we can do now is abandon the Resadiye and try to get away.” 
 
    “You know full well how much of a risk that is, with the cruiser prowling around offshore,” she said. “I doubt Fiorucci will be minded to take us in for a trial, either. Plus, there are Italian soldiers on the island, and that rabble over there aren’t exactly going to be able to shift them.” 
 
    Baxter didn’t reply. He knew Connie was right, that his reasons for standing and fighting here were as valid now as they had been when he’d first expounded them. 
 
    “What about those, can you do anything with them?” 
 
    “Hmm?” He followed Connie’s pointing hand, and realised with a start that the Italian torpedoes had managed to beach themselves without detonating — or detonating yet, anyway. He was astonished he hadn’t seen them lying there, like peculiar-looking sea mammals, fifteen-foot-long black-painted cylinders glistening in the morning light. 
 
    The fight in the middle of the night had been so intense, he hadn’t even noticed that they hadn’t detonated. As soon as he’d ensured they missed, they’d gone out of his mind. 
 
    He didn’t know why they hadn’t detonated, whether they were duds or whether the fuse hadn’t been hit. Torpedoes were temperamental weapons at the best of times. They were certainly still a menace, though, until proven otherwise. 
 
    “What exactly would you like me to do with them?” he asked. 
 
    “I dunno,” Connie said, frustration colouring her voice. “Turn them round and send them paddling back at the enemy? Mostly I just want you not to give up.” 
 
    Baxter eyed the weapons as the fog of fatigue and pain began to clear, an idea starting to trickle through his mind. He looked back to the ruin of the Resadiye, at the armament that was still functional. They might be able to get her to float again, at least for a little while. 
 
    Baxter got to his feet, with Connie’s assistance. “We’ve got a lot of work to do, and no time to do it,” he said. 
 
    Connie started to reply, but was cut off by a blood-curdling scream coming from further up the beach. 
 
    They both turned to look. They were only about seventy yards down the beach from the narrow strip of vegetation where the Turks had managed to scrape out their defences. A slim figure not in uniform was staggering down the sand towards them. It was Raffy, clutching his face with blood streaming between his hands. A moment later, a pistol snapped — once, twice, three times — and Bogue broke cover, running after the wounded Armenian. 
 
    Connie was already moving, unslinging the rifle. Raffy had fallen to his knees. Bogue reached him, got a hand under his arm and urged him onwards just as Rami strutted into view and took careful aim with his pistol, aiming to shoot Bogue in the back. 
 
    Connie didn’t hesitate, dropping to one knee and snapping the rifle up into her shoulder. She fired once, her whole small frame rocking with recoil. Baxter, who was only just starting to react, saw the Ottoman stagger but somehow still keep his feet, driven by his anger to try to kill Bogue no matter what. A second shot rang out, but from the trenches this time, and threw Rami sideways. He lay still enough that Baxter guessed he was either dead or very seriously injured. Montagu emerged from the trenches, his Webley in his hand, and moved cautiously towards his ostensible commanding officer. 
 
    The other sailors were coming up from the wrecked torpedo boat, rifles in hand but not looking entirely sure of themselves. Bogue was still running towards them, pulling Raffy with him. Connie remained on one knee, the heavy rifle unwavering in her shoulder; it must have cost her a lot not to go to Bogue’s aid, but it was more important to cover him. 
 
    “You stay put, Baxter,” she said over her shoulder as she heard him start forward. “Last thing we need is for you to be killed as well.” 
 
    There was no sign of the Ottoman soldiers, though, aside from Montagu. He nudged Rami’s leg with his foot in a disinterested manner then returned to his men. Connie led her small party forward to retrieve Bogue and Raffy, and they all hurried down to the waterline. 
 
    Raffy was not in a good way, any skin visible under the blood coating him white as a sheet. His moans were gargled, and he collapsed onto his knees and then onto his back. 
 
    “Turn him on his side!” Baxter snapped, realising that Raffy was in danger of drowning in his own blood. 
 
    By the time they’d turned him, though, it was too late. Raffy was already gone, either through blood loss or choking. Baxter felt it like a kick in the guts, just as he had with Duverger. The lad had been with them from the start, had rapidly made himself indispensable to the work, and he’d had his tongue cut out by a man who was supposed to be their ally. 
 
    Bogue sat heavily next to Raffy. He’d been wounded as well, his grubby shirt slashed open, though the wounds didn’t look too deep. He had his hand over one eye though, and kept muttering ‘bastards’ under his breath. 
 
    “What happened, Hiram?” Connie was asking urgently, all the while aiming the rifle back up the gentle slope unwaveringly. 
 
    “Bastard Rami didn’t like the way I spoke to him, and didn’t like that Raffy translated for me, so he cut out the kid’s tongue,” Bogue gasped. “And Jesus Christ, I think they took my eye as well. How’s Raffy?” 
 
    “Dead,” Baxter said bluntly. He gently eased Bogue’s hand away from his face, wincing at the mess he saw underneath. Bogue was the sort of man who’d want the information straight up. “And they did get your eye.” 
 
    “Let’s get a fucking gun on those bastards and winkle them out.” 
 
    “I shot Rami, Hiram,” Connie said, her voice somewhere between being grimly satisfied and looking for approval. She looked back over her sights as a soldier came out of the trenches, waving a white flag over his head. “And Montagu finished him off.” 
 
    Baxter almost gave up then, almost lost himself to laughter at the absurdity of the whole thing. There was an enemy ship, essentially operating without orders, stalking them out to sea, and yet here they were with their crew being killed by the men they had brought here. Who now wanted to talk to them under a flag of truce. 
 
    Looking towards the wrecked torpedo boat, he also saw that the captured sailors had made themselves scarce, though he couldn’t see where they’d gone. He couldn’t blame them. 
 
    “Let’s see what he wants,” Baxter said, rising to his feet. He caught their incredulous looks. “I’m as angry as you are. I’m angry with pretty much everyone on or near this damned island, including you two. But they’re not the enemy, and if they don’t want to be, they might still be able to help us against the real foe here.” 
 
    Connie nodded, still not happy, and shouldered her rifle. “And we do have a lot to do,” she said, mimicking his tone from earlier. 
 
    “Including getting your … getting Bogue some sort of treatment.” 
 
    It was Montagu who came down to them. “I’m sorry, truly sorry, about the way the captain behaved,” he said earnestly. “And I’m certainly not sorry I shot him. How are your people?” 
 
    “Raffy’s dead,” Baxter said bluntly. “Bogue’s probably lost his eye but is still with us.” 
 
    Montagu took off his uniform fez and ran the brim through his hands over and over, looking deeply shocked by the turn of affairs. “Rami was not a popular man,” he said at last. “He treated the men under his command little better than he treated prisoners — I do not think we will have a problem with the company.” 
 
    It was a sign of just how badly things were going for the Ottomans, Baxter reflected as he listened to Montagu. Morale was obviously low, despite the stoicism on display from the infantry, and the fact that this man was openly criticising his dead commander reinforced that impression. 
 
    “What about your mission here?” Baxter asked, after the officer had finished his explanation. 
 
    “It is a battle no one but the captain thought we could win,” Montagu said. “Now he is dead, we have little ammunition and are under threat from the Italian Navy. I think the best course of action for me now is to report the situation to my commanders, and assist you in keeping the sea lanes open long enough to achieve that.” 
 
    The soldier’s eyes were level, his voice deadpan. His invitation to be complicit in a deceit that would, perhaps, save their lives as well as those of the soldiers under his command was obvious. 
 
    “Well, then,” Baxter said, after glancing at Connie and seeing something like agreement on her face. “Do you have a doctor in your unit? We have wounded.” 
 
    Montagu gestured in frustration. “We do not even have heavy weapons,” he said. “The only reason we have gunners with us is that Rami was convinced we would sweep the Italians away and then be able to turn any guns we captured on reinforcements.” 
 
    Baxter nodded, unsurprised. “Well, let’s be about this, then.” 
 
    Bogue insisted on helping, despite the fact that his right eye had been ruined. “I’m not going to lie around feelin’ sorry for myself while you’re marching around shouting orders with only one good arm,” he growled when Baxter suggested he rest. 
 
    “What happened there, anyway?” Connie asked as she finished tying a bandage around Bogue’s head at a rakish angle so it didn’t blind his remaining eye. 
 
    “It’s a bit of a blur,” Bogue admitted. “The captain had actually had someone repair his riding crop, and when I tried to stop them…” His voice trailed off, and he looked at Raffy’s body. The boy was still lying on his side, blood soaking into the sand. “He slashed it across my face,” Bogue continued after a moment. “I couldn’t get to the bastards actually doing the cutting.” 
 
    Baxter eyed the Ottoman infantry who were being organised into work parties by their NCOs, along with Asko and Bekir. It chilled him to think that some of those men had killed a member of his crew, no doubt under threat of punishment if they didn’t obey, but also with very limited compulsion. 
 
    “Non-coms, eh?” Bogue said, seeing the direction of his look. Despite his wounds, his sense of humour seemed to be intact. 
 
    “Eh?” 
 
    “Non-commissioned officers,” Bogue said slowly, as though he was talking to an idiot. “Same the world over — get given a job, get on with it. Not like us officers, sitting around taking our ease.” 
 
    “Well, we get to do the dangerous bit,” Baxter said, nodding at the beached torpedoes. They didn’t look like much, just long, fat, metal tubes, but at the same time they had a certain sullen menace about them. 
 
    “You two?” Connie asked, with a bark of humourless laughter. “One with only one good hand, and the other with only one good eye. I should really deal with those.” 
 
    “No,” Baxter and Bogue said, almost in unison. It was probably the first time they had immediately agreed with each other. 
 
    The rest of the day was filled with frenetic, nervous activity. Baxter, normally not one to worry about things he couldn’t control, found himself glancing more and more often at the clifftop where his lookouts were safely ensconced. He found he was almost impatient for word that the San Giacomo was approaching again, while at the same time willing Fiorucci to keep standing off and giving them more time. 
 
    Instead, all they got was a regular report that the Italian auxiliary cruiser remained within view, steaming backwards and forwards across the mouth of the bay. As the day wore on and the constant throbbing in his shoulder wore him down, Baxter found himself second-guessing his conclusions about the elder Fiorucci’s intentions. Had he come to his senses and sent for reinforcements, either by sea or land? Was he going to wait them out after all? 
 
    If that was his plan, he wouldn’t have to wait long. They still had some intact stores aboard the beached Resadiye, and the soldiers had a little, but fresh water was going to become a problem quickly. Of the four scouts that had been sent out, only two had returned. They reported a tiny fishing village a few miles distant, but one that had appeared to have welcomed the small force of Italian marines that had claimed the island for Italy. Resupply through the local area seemed unlikely, therefore, and it was probably only a matter of time before the Italian land forces came to investigate the sporadic sounds of combat. 
 
    There was still a lot to do when, in the late afternoon, a different report finally came down from the lookouts. Bekir was back on duty there, a welcome respite from the back-breaking labour of fortifying the bay, particularly as he was wounded. “He comes!” the lookout shouted, loud enough that Baxter, inspecting the preparations around the mouth of the bay, could hear him quite clearly. 
 
    Everyone stopped what they were doing, looking up at the small figure leaning out over the edge of the cliff and repeating his message until his voice echoed and distorted from the far cliff face. 
 
    Baxter wished he could get up there and see for himself, but he couldn’t risk the climb. He looked down at the narrow strip of beach, only accessible from the water, where Bogue was overseeing work on the torpedoes. 
 
    “Gently now,” the American growled to the artillerymen working with him. There were no torpedo experts on the crew, so the gunners had been pressed into service as they at least had experience in handling explosives. No one knew how to make the devices safe, and everyone was therefore handling them with exaggerated care. Somehow, they’d managed to get the warheads off the rest of the devices, a nerve-wracking exercise but necessary to reduce weight. 
 
    “Will you be ready?” Baxter asked, watching the weapons being lashed onto one of their two rafts. 
 
    “We’ll have to be,” Bogue said. “Though I’d rather be on the six-pounder.” 
 
    “That’s my job — that’s what will draw him in,” Baxter said. 
 
    “You’re barely able to stand upright, man!” Bogue protested. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, if you get shot I’m not going to cry many tears, but…” 
 
    “You’re not much better,” Baxter said, realising that this was the closest Bogue would ever get to expressing concern for anyone except, perhaps, Connie. The American looked almost as bad as Baxter felt, pallid under a coat of smoke and dirt, the bandage around his head already bloody. “This is the most vital part of the whole plan, though. This and Connie’s battery.” 
 
    “And she’s better off there than here,” Bogue conceded. “Well, I imagine we’re not going to speak again before this is done. Best of luck to you.” 
 
    Baxter already had the crew poling the raft back out and across the bay. “And to you, Bogue.” 
 
    “Haven’t you heard of the luck of the Irish?” Bogue called after him, raising a hand in salute. 
 
    As the men on the poles worked the raft back, Baxter stared out to sea, squinting in the low-slanting sunlight. The San Giacomo was indeed coming, steaming fast and heading for the mouth of the bay, on a course to force a decision in this sordid little business. Fiorucci probably believed that, once he’d brought his guns to bear properly, it would be a quick resolution in his favour. Baxter wasn’t sure how it was going to go. 
 
    He wanted to get across to Connie’s position, but from the way the cruiser was coming on he knew he wouldn’t have time to see to his own final preparations if he did. He also knew she would just mock him for checking up on her. 
 
    “Back to the Resadiye,” he ordered. The sailors put their backs into the poles, moving the ungainly little conveyance back to their wrecked ship. It was truly a shame, what they’d done to her. Baxter doubted she would ever sail again. He looked past her to the little line of graves at the top of the beach, each one with a simple marker. They’d put their casualties, including Raffy, in the ground with very little ceremony. No salutes, no words, secular or religious. He doubted the dead men cared, but it was the least the living could do, and it wouldn’t do the sailors’ morale any good to leave the dead lying on the beach. 
 
    He hoped they wouldn’t have to be digging any more graves, but he also knew it was a certainty at this point. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    Baxter stood on the Resadiye’s aft deck. The ship was now a shore battery — he had briefly considered trying to haul her off, but getting a beached ship off sand was a laborious process, particularly with the tide against you. Instead, they’d done what they could to reinforce the position around the Hotchkiss gun with sandbags provided by the soldiers and anything they could haul out of the wreck. The crude, ugly fortification did limit their field of fire somewhat, but the enemy had to approach through that field of fire and Baxter didn’t anticipate firing too many rounds anyway. 
 
    The deck was canted slightly underfoot, as the Resadiye had settled at an angle. While they were all used to the roll of a ship underfoot, the unmoving slope felt entirely wrong to Baxter and his small team of volunteers. The last of their stock of 6-pound shells was stacked against the downward side of the slope — the last thing they needed was the shells rolling around. As was usual with a ‘quick-firing’ gun they were fixed shells, the projectile attached to a brass case that contained the propellant rather than the shell and bagged propellant being separate. All they would need to do was put the shell home, close the breech and fire. And keep doing that for as long as they could, as fast as they could. 
 
    “Come on, you bastard,” Baxter murmured. Mercifully, the Resadiye had grounded out of any direct line of sight from beyond the harbour, giving Fiorucci no option but to enter if he wanted to finish them off. From the way the cruiser had closed, he was expecting the Italian to sail straight in and damn the consequences, but it seemed his opposite number had been struck by an abundance of caution. 
 
    He looked to starboard, and saw Connie standing next to her guns, staring back at him. She waved when she saw him looking, and he raised his left hand in response. Bogue was further away and now in shadow under the cliffs, but Baxter thought he could see a small plume of blue cigar smoke. It might just have been the light, though. 
 
    Is he waiting for darkness? Baxter wondered. Night attacks were dangerous things, particularly if Fiorucci was going to bring the whole ship in. Gunnery would be difficult, and he’d also be manoeuvring a larger vessel in a bay he didn’t know. Or is he going to try the boats again? 
 
    Turning at a noise behind him, he realised Bekir had returned from his watchpoint. He must have come all the way along the clifftops and then down the path onto the main beach, and was sweating with exertion and pain. 
 
    “What are you doing back here?” Baxter said, his voice sharpened by his own discomfort. He’d wanted the Turk on watch not only because he was reliable, but because he’d already been wounded and had done more than enough. 
 
    “My gun,” Bekir said, patting the breech then pointing towards the mouth of the bay. “He comes, Captain, he comes.” 
 
    The San Giacomo was sliding through the water, just a whisker of white under her stem. Baxter found himself smiling, though the expression was grim. It was what he’d expected Fiorucci would do. It was what Baxter would have done himself, though he wouldn’t be risking his ship for this sort of personal vendetta. 
 
    “Stand to,” he said quietly, and unnecessarily. The gun crew — every man and the one woman in the bay — had been ready for an hour or more. Ready as they were going to be, anyway. “Load.” 
 
    The San Giacomo was entirely silent as she came on; no cheering or shouting, no whistle or horn; no hoist of flags or flash of signal lamp to demand their surrender. At half a mile away, she was close enough that Baxter could see small figures in white around the 6-inch gun in the bows; her bridge was enclosed but he guessed Captain Fiorucci, a man he had never met but who seemed determined to end him, was there. Staring at the Resadiye, wondering what his quarry was doing; scanning the rest of the bay for danger. 
 
    Baxter couldn’t allow him to focus on anything other than the beached ship. 
 
    He stepped forward, put his hand on Bekir’s shoulder to indicate he would fire the first round. The gun captain had laid the gun well. The San Giacomo wasn’t moving fast and was coming almost straight for them; there was barely any swell. 
 
    Baxter ordered a slight adjustment to elevation, then stepped back and pulled the firing lanyard. 
 
    The gun hammered back on its mounting as it spat fire and smoke and death towards the San Giacomo. The Italian’s forward gun fired at almost the same time, the shell shrieking low enough overhead that Baxter ducked along with everyone else. 
 
    The 6-inch shell slammed into the beach, and Baxter felt its detonation through the Resadiye’s hull. He didn’t see the impact of his own shot, but when he straightened he saw it had gone exactly where he’d wanted it — straight into the San Giacomo’s bridge. 
 
    The gun crew was moving with the swift assurance of seasoned veterans, opening the smoking breech and allowing the spent cartridge to fly back out before slamming a new round home. Baxter raised his glasses one-handed, getting enough of a look at the enemy cruiser to know the shot had had the desired effect. There was chaos on the Italian bridge, and he needed to make sure that didn’t change. 
 
    “Keep firing at the bridge, Bekir!” he ordered, then grabbed the flare gun he’d prepared and pointed it skywards. There was no complicated colour code, and he’d drilled the right order into both Connie and Bogue. 
 
    The former had her battery, such as it was, open fire as soon as the green flare shot skywards. The 3-pound Hotchkiss gun fired first, followed by the two revolvers and the machine guns. They’d dug the weapons in as best they could on the beach that stretched around the opposite side of the bay to Bogue’s position, improvising mounts for the heavier weapons. The fire, particularly from the machine guns that had been dug in under concealment as close to the mouth of the bay as possible, did dreadful execution. They couldn’t miss at that range, hammering the unarmoured hull of the cruiser or sweeping the decks around the gun crews. 
 
    The Italians were recovering quickly from the surprise and the devastating initial shots, though. Someone was still giving the orders aboard, as she started coming round, bows towards the guns that were hammering her and therefore presenting the broadside that hadn’t been lashed by fire. 
 
    The 6-inch gun fired again, and despite the fairly sharp turn the gunners’ aim was true. The shell smashed into the Resadiye. It was the thing that Baxter had dreaded, that he’d known was going to happen, and the detonation was devastating. He managed to keep his feet, barely, as the deck bucked under him. Looking back, he realised the shell must have gone all the way through before detonating, tearing apart the bows of the ship and reducing the forward deckhouse to splinters. He could see the ship’s wheel floating in the water, surrounded by wreckage. 
 
    “Keep firing!” he snarled to Bekir as the gun crew recovered. “Keep hitting their bridge!” 
 
    The gunners didn’t look happy about that, given the immediate danger was coming from the enemy’s artillery, but Connie should have that under control. The shore battery was still firing, although there was only so long the improvised mounts would last, let alone the scant store of ammunition. They were doing what they needed to do, though, keeping the Italians’ attention on them and starting to reduce their capacity to return fire. 
 
    “One more shot, lads!” Baxter shouted over the din of battle. “Right into the bridge!” 
 
    Baxter reloaded the flare gun, sent the second signal skyward. He only had time for a quick glance to see if Bogue was following his orders. He caught a glimpse of the raft, its lethal cargo intact, coming out from the hidden beach. The San Giacomo had come in on the course he’d anticipated, given what he’d been able to surmise about her draft, but that still meant the heavy and ungainly raft — almost awash under the weight of its cargo — had about twenty yards to cover, preferably unnoticed. Bogue was on one of the poles pushing it through the water, Berat and another sailor on the other two. All of them had rope tied around their waists, ready to be hauled ashore as soon as they’d abandoned their charge. 
 
    The 6-pounder fired again, the round smashing into the San Giacomo’s increasingly pockmarked side. Her 6-inch gun had stopped firing, much to Baxter’s relief, but two of the 4.7s along her side were hammering away at the shore battery while the third was sending shells towards and into the pulverised remnant of the Resadiye. She would certainly have sunk at this point, if she wasn’t already aground. 
 
    The noise was astonishing, contained as it was within the high stone walls of the cliffs. Despite the far fewer, smaller guns being fired, it could almost match the roar of the battle of Tsushima for volume, except for the horrendous moment when the Oryol had exploded, taking six hundred and more men with her. 
 
    If Bogue could only get the raft into place, if the currents at the mouth of the bay remained steady with the ebb tide, if… 
 
    “Again!” Baxter shouted over the thunder. “One more!” 
 
    Bekir had staggered back from the weapon, a shell splinter having caught him a glancing blow across his ribs. The loader managed to get another round in, and Baxter used his prodigious strength through his own good arm to close the breech before bending over the sight. 
 
    “Get ashore!” he yelled at the surviving crew — he hadn’t even seen what had happened to the sailor whose job it was to close the breech. “Go!” 
 
    Two of the men went without needing further encouragement. Bekir resolutely stuck by his side, however. Baxter didn’t have time to argue, bending over the gunsight again and working with the wounded sailor to point the weapon. 
 
    “Wait for it, wait for it,” he murmured, then gestured for a slight adjustment to the line before firing and leaping back to look past the gout of smoke for the fall of shot. He caught the small explosion as the shell hit the San Giacomo’s bridge again. Rationally, he knew it could have been any of the guns that were pounding the cruiser, but he felt it in the marrow of his being that his shot was the one that had reduced the enemy’s bridge to a smoking ruin. 
 
    The San Giacomo wasn’t done, not by a long shot. The Resadiye certainly was. The deckhouse was on fire, not a roaring inferno but in danger of becoming one when the fire reached the mostly empty oil bunkers. At least one of the guns ashore had either been hit or had run out of ammunition, and still Bogue and his men poled the raft towards the unprotected stern of the cruiser. 
 
    Baxter didn’t have time to watch. With Bekir, the two of them supporting each other, they made their way back up the battered remnants of the once-beautiful yacht. The fire in the deckhouse was intense enough now that they couldn’t pass; 4.7-inch shells were still hitting the ruined vessel and the sea and beach around it. 
 
    “Over the side!” Baxter shouted. It would be dangerous, but if they stayed there they were dead. Bekir didn’t hesitate, just hopped over the splintered railing and splashed into the waist-deep water. 
 
    Baxter hesitated a moment longer, looking back towards the San Giacomo. The raft was almost in place, two of the men with poles in the water and being dragged back towards the beach. One was still there, and Baxter knew it had to be Bogue. He was firing up at the cruiser with a pistol, trying to ward off the crewmen who finally seemed to have cottoned on to the danger. 
 
    The raft was almost in position, and Baxter was just astonished that it hadn’t detonated yet. Bogue needed to get clear, but he seemed determined to shove it the last few yards, pistol abandoned as he wielded the long pole. 
 
    Baxter knew he had to do something to help. The fire was raging behind him, but at least the Italian gunners had either been suppressed or were concentrating on the guns on shore. He staggered forwards, choking on smoke, and scooped up the last 6-pound shell in his good arm. It took him some fumbling, but he managed to get it into the breech, which had been left dangling open. He didn’t have time to worry about fine aim, as Bogue’s raft was almost at the cruiser and more Italian sailors were running to shoot down at him. 
 
    Baxter adjusted the aim, took a last squint through the sights, and then jerked the lanyard. 
 
    The gun fired, and the shell flew true as far as Baxter could see, but the recoil of the weapon, far heavier than the Resadiye had been designed for and on top of the structural damage she’d sustained, finally tore the mounting apart. Baxter threw himself flat as the disaster unfolded, some instinct telling him at the last moment that something terrible was about to happen. A half ton of hot metal flipped backwards with a terrible howling, tearing noise, slamming back through the burning deckhouse and spinning down into the guts of the ship. A second later, an even larger explosion from some distance away told him that the raft’s cargo had detonated. 
 
    Baxter didn’t have time to think, to worry about whether the raft had done its job, whether Bogue had managed to get clear. The fire was reaching down into the ruptured interior of the Resadiye, and he threw himself over the side before he was burned alive. The cool water embraced him, just deep enough to submerge him entirely as a sheet of flame shot up from the vessel’s interior. He couldn’t stay there, though. His good hand and feet found purchase on the sandy bottom and, mostly by force of will, he thrust himself up out of the water and waded onto the beach. 
 
    He fell to his knees there, more tired than he ever remembered being; exhausted and in pain. The heat of the fire in the guts of the ship — his ship, for the last day or so of her life — was intense, drying him. The crackle and roar of the flames, though, were the only sounds he could hear. For a moment he thought that was because the conflagration was so loud it was drowning everything else out. Then he saw Connie sprinting along the beach towards him, shouting something and waving her arms, and he realised the sound had subsided because the battle was over. 
 
      
 
    “I saw everything,” Connie said, an hour or so later. Her voice was flat with fatigue and grief, but her eyes were dry. “That last shell you put in scattered the Italians who were trying to shoot at him, gave him enough time to get right up against the San Giacomo.” 
 
    She didn’t need to tell him what had happened next, of course. The wreck of the auxiliary cruiser blocked the mouth of the bay. The detonation of the two torpedoes’ warheads, plus a few odds and ends of shells they thought they could spare, had been devasting, ripping open the rear quarter of the San Giacomo. The carnage, particularly in the engine rooms, must have been horrific. She sat on the bottom now, having gone down stern first, but the water was sufficiently shallow that most of her hull could still be seen. 
 
    The Italian crew, what was left of it, had fled on the handful of remaining boats not long after the cataclysmic explosion. They’d rowed back out to sea, no doubt intending to make for the small nearby garrison, not wanting to trust their fate to the bloodthirsty blockade runners and Ottoman soldiers. In truth, there could very well have been enough left alive that with proper leadership and pluck, they could have overrun the remnants of the sailors and soldiers. They’d had no stomach left for a fight, though, and Baxter couldn’t fault them for that. 
 
    “Why didn’t he get off the raft?” Baxter said, after a moment. “That was the plan.” 
 
    Connie sighed. “That was your plan, and the one I agreed to. I don’t think it was ever Hiram’s plan. I think he knew he was finished, one way or the other. This was his last throw, see? Things hadn’t been going well for us for a while, which is why he took this damned job in the first place. And I don’t think he liked the idea of going through life with only one eye.” 
 
    Baxter shifted his shoulder. It hadn’t occurred to him until then that he might suffer long-term complications from the fact there was a bullet still lodged in him. “You can’t be sure,” he said at last. Bogue had still been on the raft when it had detonated. “He might have been injured and not able to get clear.” 
 
    “I knew him pretty well, remember,” Connie said, then reached into the pocket of her jacket and pulled out a large, silver-plated handgun. It was the 1911 Colt that Bogue had been supremely proud of and would never have lost or given away. “He left this with my baggage — what remains of it, anyway.” 
 
    “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry,” Baxter said, after a long pause. 
 
    “It’s not worth very much, seeing as I know what you thought of the man.” 
 
    “I know what he meant to you, though.” 
 
    Connie reached up, dashed at her eye. “Goddamn smoke,” she said. “Goddamn sand.” 
 
    Baxter looked away, knowing she was as private about grief as many men were. 
 
    “What next, then?” she asked after a moment, her voice less shaky. 
 
    “Next? Well, it looks like at least one boat was left behind, and Bekir tells me it should be fixable and remain seaworthy long enough for us to reach Rhodes.” 
 
    Baxter had been pleased beyond measure that Bekir had survived, though Berat and a number of the other members of the crew he’d come to know hadn’t been so lucky. The Ottoman soldiers had fared a little better, though those manning the guns had taken losses. 
 
    Baxter was oddly saddened to learn that Captain Fiorucci appeared to have been killed in the fighting. The Resadiye’s crew, what was left of it, and some of the soldiers had gone aboard the wreck after they were certain the Italian boats were well away. The enemy had left their dead, though the wounded seemed to have been evacuated, and the captain was identifiable amongst them from his uniform. 
 
    “Well, that all sounds straightforward,” Connie said, voice sardonic. “What about after that?” 
 
    “Well, I think our days as blockade runners are over,” he said drily. “And from the sounds of it, the Ottomans are going to have to come to terms with the Italians soon, which means no more war for us.” 
 
    “I think I’m done with this, at least for a while,” Connie said, gesturing at the carnage around them. Turkish soldiers were moving listlessly around, policing their dead and trying to prepare themselves for an Italian attack. Baxter had promised their commander that he would report their plight as soon as they made it to Rhodes. “You want my advice, Baxter? You’re going to get it either way.” 
 
    “Then by all means.” 
 
    “Lord knows, I’ve never met a man more suited to a life at sea. But I don’t think you’re suited to mercenary work. When all’s said and done, you could have taken your pay months ago and had done with the whole thing, but you stayed out of loyalty to the crew, and maybe some other reasons. You ragged on Fiorucci for letting this fight get personal, but here’s the thing you probably don’t get yet — standing and fighting here was personal for you. Yeah, taking a boat and trying to sneak away would have been risky, but we could have made it work. But you decided Fiorucci needed to be stopped.” 
 
    “I could say the same thing about you and Bogue,” Baxter said. He was too tired to be stung by her words, and that meant he actually listened to them. 
 
    Connie looked away, a deeply unhappy expression on her face. “Different situation for us — this was our last throw. Make or break, and we got broken.” She paused, looking him dead in the eye. “So here’s the advice — get your shoulder sorted, get back to Britain, and get yourself back into your navy, where you belong. Any way you can.” 
 
    Connie pushed herself to her feet, using his good shoulder for support. Baxter stared at the ship he’d killed, and the burned-out wreck of the ship he’d commanded. “You’re probably not wrong,” he said at last, as she dusted sand from her legs and hands. “But last time I checked, the navy was certain I don’t belong there, and I do seem to be developing a habit of getting ships sunk under me.” 
 
    “Well, make them see the error of that belief. And from what I’ve heard, you don’t lose fights, even if you do lose ships.” 
 
    He nodded after a while, realising she had the right of it. “What about you? With Bogue gone?” 
 
    She bit her lip, wearing an uncharacteristically uncertain expression. “Well, I’ve got to do some thinking on that, and me and Asko need to talk some about it. Short-term, I’ve got unfinished business with Andrew Cleary.” 
 
    Baxter nodded, then took the hand she offered. “I’d join you on that hunt, if I could.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t want you to,” she said. “Back to the navy, like I told you.” 
 
    Between her surprising strength and the reserves of his energy, he got to his feet. “Well, you’re probably right,” he said. “But we’ve got to get off this bloody island first.” 
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    A NOTE TO THE READER 
 
      
 
    The Italo-Ottoman War of 1911–1912 was a short-lived but vicious conflict between two empires, one old and sick and the other young and keen to make itself felt, over an unprepossessing patch of sand. Italy’s attack on the Ottoman provinces of Tripolitania and Cyrenaica had everything to do with prestige and nothing to do with resources; Libya’s oil fields had yet to be discovered. 
 
    The naval war was decidedly one-sided, allowing the Regia Marina to dominate the coastline and enable the capture of the major coastal settlements. Once entrenched in its enclaves, however, the Italian army found itself ill-equipped for desert warfare and rarely ventured beyond the protection of the naval guns despite enjoying numerical and technological superiority. The Ottoman forces — primarily desert Arabs with a leavening of regular soldiers — were unable to dislodge these redoubts but dominated the deserts, determining from the outset to fight an asymmetric war. As is often the case, sadly, this protracted stalemate led to increasing brutality on both sides. The deadlock was broken in mid-1912 as Italy used its naval dominance to seize the Dodecanese Islands — being welcomed as liberators by the local Greek population — coinciding with the outbreak of the 1st Balkan War between the Ottoman Empire and a number of countries that had until recently been part of the empire. 
 
    The war, overshadowed by events immediately following, is perhaps less well known than it should be. Its geopolitical consequences were far-reaching, helping to separate Italy from the alliance with Germany and Austria-Hungary while at the same time alienating the Ottomans from previous allies. The two conflicts, running back-to-back and further weakening the sick man of Europe, served to destabilise the Balkans further, which was to have disastrous consequences two years later. 
 
    The conflict also saw a number of military ‘firsts’ that were a glimpse of things to come, primarily the first use of aircraft in war barely eight years after the Wright brothers made their first flight, as well as the first large-scale use of motorised vehicles. This early experience served the Italians well when they became embroiled in the First World War. The war also forged a number of men who were to go on to do great things, including Kemal Ataturk, at the time a major fighting in the desert and latterly the father of modern Turkey. 
 
    As far as possible, as usual, I have stuck with the course of events as they happened with minor additions and amendments for the purposes of the story. The major engagements, from the battle of Preveza and Resadiye on the first two days of the war to Kunfuda, were real, though obviously Baxter’s part in them was not. The Resadiye and everything associated with her are a product of my imagination, though she is loosely based on the rather elegant Ottoman Navy yacht Ertugrul. Hiram Bogue and Consuela Fuentes (better known as Connie and Mr Constant) are fictional. The historical record is filled with women who chose to disguise themselves as men in order to join the military, often having long careers, so I do not think Connie is so far-fetched. The Ottomans did also supply their forces by sea, running the Italian blockade, and most notably almost causing a diplomatic incident when a French ship was intercepted carrying a hired pilot and his aircraft. 
 
    Herbert Montagu was real, a somewhat quixotic and tragic figure who gave up everything to fight Italian aggression alongside the Ottomans, and is someone Baxter might encounter in the future. 
 
    What next for Baxter? He’ll very likely take Connie’s advice and get back to the Royal Navy, particularly as the storm clouds of war are gathering and men of his calibre will be needed. 
 
    I am greatly indebted to my good friends Gareth Hunt and Sam Whitely for undertaking a beta read for me. As always, the Edinburgh Schismatics writers group has been invaluable with their incisive criticism and boundless encouragement. 
 
    It goes without saying that none of this would have been possible without the team at Sapere Books. 
 
    Thank you for taking the time to read this, my third historical fiction novel — I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed researching and writing it. If you enjoyed it, it would be great if you could drop a review onto Amazon and Goodreads — these can be a great help to authors. You can find me on Twitter (@ReaverRedemptor) and Facebook (Tim Chant Author) for short rambles about my hobbies, other interests and writing. 
 
    I’m also developing a blog, mostly about naval history and my great-grandfather’s career in the Royal Navy, which can be found here: timchantauthor.com. 
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