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            In riddles told, in quiet, deep delight,
They weighed the stars and measured out the night.
Not all the gold her caravan could bring
Outshone the brilliant answers of the King.
From "Solomon to Sheba" by William Butler Yeats
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Prologue
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East African Coast ~ circa 800 BCE 

On the morning of the last day of his life, Captain Manahuru felt the sea change under his feet.

Not in any single dramatic lurch—just a new impatience in the ship’s movement, a wrongness in the wind. The timbers seemed to flinch now and then, as if the hull were testing its own courage.

He stood braced at the rail and stared east. Grey clouds huddled low on the horizon like frightened sheep behind a razor-thin line of light. Ahead lay the island: white sand, palms, innocence—too bright, too clean. But the water around it told the truth in bruised bands of colour, deep indigo bleeding into sickly turquoise, and beyond that a faint white seam that did not belong to any beach.

Surf.

Reefs.

Teeth.

Manahuru’s scowl was permanent, a weapon as reliable as his whip, and the crew moved under it like mice under a hawk’s shadow. He leaned forward, measuring distance, measuring risk, and made the kind of decision he’d made a hundred times before—quick, hard, and absolute.

‘Two points to leeward!’ he roared down at the tillermen.

Below him, two Nubian slaves—bare-backed, oiled with sweat—threw their weight into the great tiller bar. The ship answered slowly, grudgingly, the bow easing away from the island as if she too wanted more sea-room.

‘And keep her steady there,’ Manahuru added, quieter now, so the threat had to be heard rather than shouted. His glare did the rest.

He shaded his eyes, glanced down through the hatch into the hold.

Bodies.

Not the dark-skinned haul he usually took from coastal villages—these were paler, the colour of cinnamon. Survivors: the pick of the tribe. The ones worth the march inland. The ones worth the blood.

The hold breathed up heat and stench, a sour fog of sweat, urine, old fear. Chains clinked softly as men and women shifted. Eyes stared up at him—some dull, some bright with hate, some already gone somewhere inside themselves where he couldn’t follow.

His thoughts slid, as they often did, to the long trek back from the wooded slopes of the Great White Mountain. To the pens. To the women’s glances through the bars, the smiles that had promised surrender and meant something else entirely.

He should have resisted. Taking the girl had been weakness—an indulgence, a crack in discipline.

By the Wisdom of Mazda. Was he softening? Becoming something tame enough to be led?

A gust snapped the canvas overhead like a whip. The rig creaked—sharp, high, complaining—then settled into a strained, steady pull as the ship gathered speed. The deck vibrated under his naked soles with the new urgency.

Splendid.

A record run to market if the gods allowed. Four days.

Manahuru’s fingers strayed to the purse at his belt, as they had all morning. The weight there was a constant reassurance. Not imagination. Not fever-dream. Real.

He drew the thing out again.

Gold.

Heavy, deep-lustred gold that drank sunlight and gave it back. A long chain, links flat and neat. A disc. And at the centre, an emerald the colour of deep water.

He rubbed it with a coarse thumb, almost tenderly.

A trinket?

No.

A fortune.

Its value could exceed the fifty lives chained below. Compensation for the men he’d lost fighting the villagers. For the others he’d left rotting in the jungle with blackwater fever, delirious and doomed.

He was admiring it when he felt it—the cold squeeze in his chest, as if invisible fingers had closed around his heart.

He looked down into the hold again.

The old shaman was staring straight up at him. Not pleading. Not cowering. Just staring, calm as stone. His eyes had the wrong kind of certainty—like a man watching something inevitable.

The shaman lifted his manacled wrists and pointed at the pendant in Manahuru’s hand. His mouth moved in the strange tongue of his people, lips working, shaping words with slow insistence. Around him the other slaves began to murmur, the sound spreading like rot in grain.

A lash hissed.

The slavemaster’s leather flail kissed the shaman’s naked back and left a line of sudden red. The old man barely flinched. He kept staring.

Manahuru called down. ‘What is the old dog saying?’

A guard answered, uneasy. ‘Sire—he says you have taken the Eye. He says it will bring a curse upon the ship and death to all aboard.’

‘Superstitious nonsense!’ Manahuru snorted, though his grip tightened around the gold. Still—his interest sparked. A story could add value. A rumour could double a price.

‘Bring him up here.’

Chains scraped. The shaman was unshackled and driven up the ladder. A guard seized his bony shoulder and threw him down onto the deck at Manahuru’s feet like a bundle of sticks. The slavemaster climbed up and stood beside his captain, panting.

The guard hauled the shaman to his knees. ‘Kneel before your Master, dog’s entrails!’

Manahuru’s head snapped round. ‘Does he speak Parsee?’

‘No, Sire.’

‘Then why do you insult him in Parsee, you idiot?’

He held up the pendant, let the emerald catch the sun. ‘Ask him what this is.’

The slavemaster questioned the shaman. The old man answered without looking away from Manahuru.

‘He says, Sire,’ the slavemaster translated slowly, ‘that the jewel is the Eye of Suleiman—presented to Nakuti

as a gift on the birth of their child Maina... whom the Ethiopians call Menelik.’

Manahuru weighed the words like a merchant weighs spice. ‘Interesting. Ask him about the curse.’

More questioning. More of the shaman’s calm, relentless speech.

‘He says,’ the slavemaster went on, ‘that the Eye must never be removed from the Lands of Luhya under pain of great misfortune. Solomon covenanted this when the gift was brought to Saba... a love talisman for his queen. The curse falls upon anyone who violates the covenant.’

Manahuru stared at the pendant again. The story settled in his mind like grit.

Then his defiance rose to meet it.

‘Under pain of great misfortune, eh?’ His sneer cut like a blade. ‘Tell him this: if he doesn’t get down there and control his people, I’ll have his head on a stick.’

The shaman showed no fear. No anger. Nothing that Manahuru could read or punish.

He was dragged back below.

Manahuru turned his attention to the ship again. The wind was stronger now—pushing, not caressing. The sail bellied, straining. The gaff groaned. The sea hissed along the hull.

He looked astern, checking for drift, ready to kill the tillermen if they’d let her fall off.

But the wake ran straight and true, and the landmarks lay where they should.

And still—

Something was wrong.

Manahuru tasted it first: a dampness on the air, metal-sour. He looked to the east.

The clouds had thickened, darkened, stacked on each other like stone.

Then he felt it: the wind—quietly, treacherously—had shifted.

Veered east.

Manahuru swore under his breath. The horizon ahead dimmed as if someone had pulled a dirty cloth across the sun.

‘Shorten sail!’ he barked. ‘Haul in!’

The ship obeyed, but not gladly.
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Three hours before the end of his life, Captain Manahuru was puzzled.

He had never seen a storm rise so fast, so vicious, as if the sea had been calm only to lure them closer before springing its trap.

The world turned slate-dark. Wind slammed into the sail with brutal hands. Rain came sideways, hard as gravel. The ship climbed a wave and the bow lifted high—then dropped, crashing down with a sickening jolt that made men stumble and curse and cling.

The trader fought north-by-northeast through heavy seas, the sail shrunk down to a ragged patch—barely larger than a slave’s loincloth—yet still the wind clawed at it like something trying to tear the mast from the deck.

The crew turned grey and hollow-eyed. Vomit streaked the planks. The stink from the hold rose in hot waves, soured by terror. Manahuru watched their faces with cold calculation.

It wouldn’t be long before fear overrode obedience.

Worse: the ship was losing the fight. She was being pushed backward, stern-first, inch by inch, towards a white line that flickered through the rain.

Reef-surf—on the lee quarter.

In another two hours they would be on the rocks, and the sea would smash their ship into kindling.

Only the old shaman looked untroubled. He stood beneath the hatch, lashed to a post, rainwater running down his face like tears he did not feel. Behind him, the slavemaster was green and swallowing hard.

Manahuru leaned over and shouted, ‘Ask the old man if he has any suggestions!’

The slavemaster gulped, forced the words out. The shaman replied without hurry.

‘Sire,’ the slavemaster said, voice thin with nausea, ‘he says to cast the Eye into the sea. Towards the reef. He says it is our only hope—if it returns to the lands of its people, the curse will be lifted.’

Manahuru looked at the pendant in his fist.

Then at the reef line, nearer now, hungry and loud.

His chest tightened, not with superstition but with the naked arithmetic of survival.

He hesitated—

—and then saw it.

A subtle shift in the sail. A change in how the canvas filled. The wind, that liar, had moved again—backing towards the north.

A spark of triumph flared in him, bright and immediate.

‘Hoist the forward sail!’ he bellowed. ‘Stand by to go about—we’re turning southeast!’

Men moved as if jolted awake. Hands flew to ropes. The ship turned through the wind. The sail filled with a sharp snap, and for the first time in an hour the hull felt like it wanted to live.

They began to make headway.

Manahuru looked down at the shaman.

The old man stared up at him as if the reef were still inevitable.

‘Curse be damned!’ Manahuru roared over the storm. ‘We are saved, hyena vomit!’

He jerked his chin at the guard. ‘Six lashes for that piece of shit.’

Leather hissed. The shaman did not flinch.

Manahuru hated him for that.
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Shortly before the end of his life, Captain Manahuru was ebullient again.

The ship ran southeast with the wind just behind her shoulder, and the reef’s surf line fell away—first to the edge of sight, then beneath the horizon.

The sea was still monstrous. The hull pitched like a thrown thing. Every time they dropped into a trough the ship groaned as if her ribs were cracking. Spray blew across the deck in sheets, stinging skin and blinding eyes.

But they were no longer being driven onto the rocks.

Manahuru clung to the rail and stared at the pendant again.

Solomon’s Eye, eh?

Even if it was a lie, the story had value. A love token. A talisman.

Maybe that explained the women, the weakness, the way desire had crept under his armour.

The ship climbed an unusually steep wave, hung for a weightless moment at the top—

—and then fell.

They slammed into the trough with a violent, ugly crunch. Wood splintered somewhere deep in the belly. The whole ship shuddered. Men cried out. The deck lurched sharply to port.

Manahuru’s feet skidded. His hand tore free of the rail.

He staggered, slid, fought for balance—and his arm whipped upward as he tried to save himself.

The pendant flew from his hand.

Time slowed.

He watched, helpless, as his golden prize arced through the storm-dark air, the emerald flashing once—twice—then vanished into the frothing black water.

For a heartbeat he could not understand why the ship remained heeled over, almost on her side, as if held there by some enormous unseen hand.

Then water poured over the rail in a heavy, unstoppable flood, spilling into the hold.

The screams rose.

Above the roar of wind and sea came a series of awful sounds—crunching, grinding, splintering—timbers tearing themselves apart.

And then Manahuru understood.

They hadn’t merely taken a wave wrong.

They’d struck something.

A rock pinnacle—hidden, waiting.

The ship was impaled.

The sea climbed over them, claiming the deck by inches. Men jumped overboard, desperate, vanishing into the chaos as if tossed into a mouth. Manahuru did not stop them. He stood in place, soaked to the bone, watching his profit drown.

No fear.

Only a cold, bitter regret.

Such valuable merchandise. Such beautiful women.

He looked down into the hold one last time.

The water level rose fast. Slaves clawed at chains. Faces vanished under the churning surface. And through it all, the old shaman’s eyes remained fixed on him—steady, calm—even as the water closed over his head.

Even underwater, those eyes held Manahuru.

As the ship ground slowly off the rock and began to slip, heavy and doomed, into the deep, her captain stayed where he was—dutiful to the end, as if duty could bargain with the ocean.

Eventually the stricken slave ship came to rest on a shallow shelf around that submerged pinnacle.

For a few days she lay there, creaking and settling, her bones slowly giving way.

Then the current took her.

It tugged, and shifted, and finally slid her off the ledge into the deep blue void of the Great Ocean.
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Chapter 1
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As the Lynx levelled at eight thousand feet, Lieutenant Commander Steve Meyer lifted his eyes from the radar scope.

Far below, a tanker slid through the moonlit Gulf like a moving island—dark hull, pale deck-gear, a slow, unwavering wake scored across the black water. Even riding low with Kuwaiti crude, the Clackmannanshire still looked immense: a London-registered VLCC that made everything around it seem small.

Meyer leaned forward to peer past the pilot’s shoulder. Off the starboard bow, twenty miles north, the lights of Qeshm glittered along the shoreline—too neat, too bright, like jewellery on a blade. From that island the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corp’s gunboats sometimes came out to play chicken with merchantmen running the narrow throat between Oman and Iran.

The Strait of Hormuz—where a flick of speed and a burst of bravado could turn a routine patrol into a war.

But not on our watch yet, thank Christ.

Finally, Meyer looked left, out of his own window, to a faint pair of lights, one green, one white, a contact he knew was exactly eight miles distant. Mother: where the Lynx would be heading—he checked his watch—in about ten minutes. 

Meyer rubbed his hands together vigorously—it was chilly at eight-thousand feet. ‘I don’t know about you, Rod, but I’m looking forward to a lovely cup of cocoa.’

‘Fuck that, Boss’ came the reply from the pilot’s throat microphone. ‘I’m too knackered for anything but my scratcher.’

Meyer checked his radar display one last time, then said, ‘Let’s call it a day, matey. Descend four hundred and turn slow left one-niner. I’ll call Mum.’

But before his foot reached the pressel switch, the Controller’s voice came on with a note of urgency.


Four-One-One, this is Golf-Alfa, Report endurance, over?  


Meyer frowned, checked the fuel remaining, and trod on the Transmit pressel. 


Four-One-One, endurance niner-zero, over?

Four-One-One, roger, niner-zero. Stand by new trade, out.


‘What the fuck?’ gritted the pilot.

‘My thoughts, exactly,’ replied Meyer. ‘There goes my cocoa.’

‘So, I guess we wait. What do you want to do, Boss?’

Meyer checked the rotating compass card and the altimeter. ‘Level off at one-thousand and rollout two-two. Ease off the speed till we know what the blazes they want us to—’


Four-One-One, this is Golf-Alfa, hostile ESM contact bearing zero-one-zero, identified as Privateer radar. Rules in force, Override. Vector zero-one-five and descend four-hundred, over?

Four-one-one, descending four-hundred feet, turning right, zero-one-five.


While the pilot manoeuvred the helicopter onto the ordered height and heading, Meyer switched the radar scale to twenty-five miles and watched the bright green line delineating Qeshm’s coast. And saw it—a small blip separating from the coastline. He locked a cursor onto the radar echo to track its movement. His heart missed a beat when the target’s velocity readout came up.


Four-One-One—contact! Possible Privateer in my zero-zero-five, range two-two, tracking south, speed— 


Meyer paused, forcing himself to quell the emotion affecting his voice. He tried again. 


Target heading south, speed, three-five knots, I say again, three-five knots, over?



Four-One-One, this is Golf -Alfa, Roger that. Rules in force, Freelance. Investigate your possible Privateer and report, over?


It took the Lynx another ten minutes to cover fifteen miles, and by then, it was clear the missile-armed patrol vessel was heading straight for the unsuspecting British tanker. 

With a tingling under his Mae West, Meyer picked up the mic connected to the Marine Band VHF radio and took a couple of deep breaths to calm himself. This was the first time the crew had encountered one of these maverick attacks, though the briefings from Whitehall and the ship they relieved had been thorough. Meyer hoped he knew what to expect. The Iranian patrol vessel would usually make a run at the tanker and turn away at the last moment. But Intelligence had suggested that the IRGC were zealous enough to fill the boat’s bows with explosives and perform a kamikaze attack on an oil-laden ship like Clackmannanshire.  

He lifted the mic and pressed Transmit.


Iranian Patrol Vessel, this is British Naval Helicopter Four-One-One on Channel One-Six. How do you read, over?


He had not expected a response and did not get one. Nevertheless, protocol demanded at least two attempts to make radio contact. Meyer knew that the tanker would have heard the call on Channel Sixteen, and he imagined the tension on the ship’s bridge. 

The contact was now eight miles from the Clackmannanshire and closing at high speed. Meyer could discern the surge of the boat’s wake out of the window, though the vessel showed no lights. 

Meyer repeated the call, again with no response. His final call was a NATO scripted format, which he read from a plastic crib sheet: 


Iranian Patrol Vessel, this is British Naval Helicopter Four-One-One on Channel One-Six. Your present action is endangering commercial shipping in transit of an international right of passage. In accordance with United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea Part 3 Section 2, I require you to withdraw and allow safe passage of this vessel. Failure to comply may result in military intervention. Do you understand, over?’


When there was again no response, the two officers exchanged anxious glances. Meyer stamped down on the UHF floor pressel. 


Golf-Alfa, Four-One-One, did you copy on Channel Sixteen?



Affirmative, Four-One-One. You have Command Approval to engage at your discretion, over?


Meyer swore under his breath. Radar showed the Iranian now only four miles from the tanker’s port beam. It was now or never if collateral damage to the tanker was to be avoided. 

Meyer began giving heading vectors to his pilot while preparing to fire two of the four wire-guided missiles carried by the Lynx. It took only seconds to acquire the target; by now, the Iranian would know he was being targeted. According to reports of past encounters, this was sufficient to make them break off. 

‘He looks quite determined,’ observed the pilot tensely, eyeballing the speeding vessel through his windshield.

‘Oh, fuck, here we go,’ gritted Meyer, his hand reaching around the trigger, the two missiles growling in his ears to be released.

Just then, a red flare rose up from the tanker, followed by another, then a third. And suddenly, the Iranian gunboat sheered away sharply with less than a quarter-mile to run.

And only now, the VHF radio crackled into life.


Next time, English, we maybe do for real, eh? Have a nice day.  
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Thirty miles to the south, in HMS Preston’s Operations Room, the tension that had gripped everyone for the past half hour finally eased. The relief was palpable. 

The Helicopter Controller, Petty Officer Patrick Redman, sat back in his chair and squeezed the bridge of his nose, then looked over to where the captain slumped broodingly in his Command Chair, where he had been throughout the incident. The Old Man was still wearing his headset, so Patrick flicked on the Command Intercom: ‘Four-One-One reports Privateer returning to base, Sir. Shall I bring him home?’

‘Yes, HC, bring him home. And pass the aircrew a message from me: Bravo Zulu. That’s all.’

‘Aye aye, Sir,’ replied Patrick.

He checked the Lynx’s position on his radar display and then toed the radio pressel. 


Four-One-One, this is Golf-Alfa, return to Mother. Your pigeons, one-niner-zero, two-eight miles, over?



Four-One-One, Roger, my pigeons, one-niner-zero, two-eight miles, will advise when visual.



And, Four-One-One: message from Command: Bravo Zulu, over.



Roger that, Golf-Alfa, but I think that tanker captain deserves it more—firing off distress flares was quite a plucky move and saved a major incident. Oh, and tell the Flight Deck to get the kettle on.  


Patrick chuckled before replying, 


Golf-Alfa, Wilco.


The petty officer sat back once more and sighed. This was the last night of Preston’s current patrol duties—sod’s law that the Iranians had chosen tonight to play silly buggers. Tomorrow, the destroyer would be relieved for a few weeks to rest the ship’s company and carry out maintenance. Mombasa was the chosen port, which pleased Patrick very much.
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Chapter 2
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A puff of white smoke blossomed above the lawn of the old Governor General’s Residence; a heartbeat later the cannon report cracked across the water. Moments after, a bugle sounded the Alert aboard the destroyer, followed by a stentorian command:


‘Attention to starboard! British High Commissioner and Naval Attaché.’


The warship’s answering gun boomed back, the sound rippling among the crowded waterfront buildings. A light breeze carried the acrid smoke over the decks and set tapes and collars fluttering along the line of men at attention.

With the formalities complete, Patrick let his gaze drift across the channel to the mainland. Likoni township: a ribbon of road beneath ragged coconut palms; drab, single-storey dwellings shimmering in the late-afternoon heat. A solitary black cat nosed along the tideline, worrying at the dried scraps the ebb had left behind. On a roof, a colobus monkey sat motionless, watching boys play football in the road, their shrill calls carrying clearly over the still water.

On the riverside the crowd was another world entirely—kangas bright as flags, glossy Indian saris, sober all-covering burqas; Asian shopkeepers in plain grey tunics; Arabs in pristine white robes with red-checked agals. Two hundred-odd sailors with pay in their pockets were about to give the city a welcome little lift.

A ragged cheer went up from British ex-pats at the Mombasa Yacht Club. A crewman aboard an anchored Soviet merchantman hurried aft to dip the hammer-and-sickle ensign as the destroyer slid past; other ships along the line followed suit—cargo vessels registered to London, Amsterdam, Southampton, Monrovia, Valetta.

‘Not something we see so much nowadays, PO,’ the sublieutenant beside him observed, ‘merchantmen dipping their ensigns.’

You’ve only been in the mob a dogwatch, thought Patrick, so how would you know?

Instead he offered a diplomatic smile. ‘Amazing how a few Somali pirates can revive good manners, Sir.’

‘Tut tut, PO, you are such a cynic.’

‘Watch and learn, Sir,’ Patrick said. ‘Watch and learn.’
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With the ship secured alongside, Patrick—Captain of the Foc’sle in his day job —made one last circuit of his Part of Ship. At his shoulder lumbered ‘Mac’ McCleod, the Chief Bosun’s Mate: the Buffer.

McCleod was forty, tall and rangy, with a bushy black beard and the air of a man who’d been born with salt in his pores. He didn’t do encouragement. He did standards. The effect on officers and hands was much the same.

At the bow he paused and ran a jaundiced eye down the port-side lines. Patrick braced himself. Mac—an old-school seamanship zealot—had never trusted the Ops Room crew, whom he habitually referred to as mushrooms.

‘Drop they fenders a couple o’ feet, laddie,’ he growled. ‘High water’s no for two hours yet, an’ they’ll be fuck-all use up there above the jetty.’

He leaned out, scowling at the ropes as if they’d personally offended him. ‘And where’s the fuckin’ rat guards?’

‘On the way up, Buffer,’ Patrick said, keeping his voice level.

Mac grunted and shifted his attention to the bow line. ‘That wants a touch more slack.’

‘I know. It’s in hand—’

‘What the fuck are they muppets doin’?’ Mac demanded, eyeing the foc’slemen by the gun, smoking and gabbing like it was stand-easy.

Patrick glanced that way. ‘They’re waiting for the rat—’

‘Oi! Muppets!’ Mac roared. ‘Enjoyin’ the cruise? Get tae fuckin’ work.’

Patrick let out a slow breath. ‘Honestly, Mac. I’ve got this. Why don’t you leave me to it?’

For a moment the Buffer just stared at him, granite-faced—then the corner of his mouth twitched. He gave Patrick a quick, sly wink.

‘Aye. I ken, laddie. Just keepin’ ye on yer toes.’

And with that he clumped off down the starboard waist, grinning to himself—almost certainly on his way to find someone else to educate. The Buffer didn’t play favourites.

Half an hour later, with fenders and berthing lines adjusted, ropes doubled up, and rat guards secured in place, Patrick finally made it down to the After Petty Officer’s Mess. He tried to slip through the mess square unnoticed, but Chas Watters, Patrick’s gregarious oppo, spotted and followed him through to their bunkspace.

‘Coming ashore, Pat?’ asked the Cornishman, already in his run-ashore rig: white chinos and a Hawaiian shirt loud enough to jam radar. ‘A few bevvies on the Kalandini Road? Maybe wander down to the Yacht Club?’

‘Not with you, you drunken git,’ Patrick grinned good-naturedly, stripping off his uniform. 

Chas had only been a PO six months and still had the messdeck’s survival instincts: drink first, think later, deny everything. To an extent, Patrick had taken the Cornishman under his wing and, as a result, often found himself in situations ashore he would later regret.

‘Aw, come on, Buddy,’ pleaded Chas, ‘Remember that last night in the Sunshine Bar when we trapped those two bohemian beauties from the college?’ 

Patrick remembered all right. ‘Didn’t you post a picture on the Gronk Board?’

‘Okay, mine was a bit of a dog. But you really fancied yours, as I recall.’ He brightened. ‘Hey, you never know—they might still be around.’

Stowing his Number Two suit in the coat locker, Patrick turned back to his oppo and chuckled. ‘As I recollect it, we got pissed, and they sodded off with two civvies. I was still blathered next day at Both Watches.’

‘Aww, come on, you boring twat, it’s the fucking weekend, and we been at sea for three months. You fell in love with yer hand, or what?’

Patrick snorted. ‘Look, mate, I’m taking a week’s Station Leave. I’m going diving.’

‘Muff diving, yer dirty bastard?’

Patrick chuckled but said nothing. 

Chas jutted out an indignant chin at the thought of being sidelined by his friend. ‘So, who’s organised that, then?’

‘It’s a private Grippo, mate. Sorry. I was invited to come alone. Remember Niklas and Hannelore?’

‘That big German bloke and his missis we met in Pixie’s?’

Patrick sighed. ‘Niklas is Swiss, fug brain! It’s Hannelore, who’s German’

‘Same difference,’ Chas said glumly. ‘Still foreigners.’

Patrick grinned, shaking his head in mock despair. 

‘Not really a Grippo, though, is it?’ Chas pursued. 

‘How d’you mean?’

‘Well, you’re not getting picked up in a Roller by some rich widow and her essence daughter to get fed, watered, ragged, bagged and shagged, are ya?’

‘I wish!’ said Patrick with bland insincerity. ‘No, mate. As I said, just a bit of diving on the reef.’ He clapped him on the shoulder and grinned ruefully. ‘Sorry, Buddy, but it’s not really your scene, is it? Hobnobbing with ex-pats and quaffing champers on the beach. And I know you don’t like diving.’

The truth was, Patrick knew there would be things going on at Segeltauch that he did not want shipmates knowing about. His friend stared at him, then shrugged, wearing a crestfallen look that belied his normally unflappable cheeriness. 

‘Well, enjoy yourself, mucker. And watch out for they Great Whites—they bastards swallows you whole!’

‘So do the mama’s in the Sunshine Bar,’ Patrick replied laughingly. ‘Only they spit you out with the Clap. So take my advice, Sunshine: Keep it in your trollies.’
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Patrick stepped off the Likoni Ferry into heat, diesel fumes and shouting, and threaded his way onto the potholed road towards the ocean. Behind him the commuter crush spilled out in all directions—bicycles wobbling under sacks, smoky mopeds shouldering through, pedestrians squeezing themselves onto tuk-tuks already groaning at the springs.

The ground still didn’t feel entirely honest. After months at sea it had a faint, lazy roll to it, as if Mombasa was determined to keep him ship-shaped whether he liked it or not.

A burst of bare feet slapped on tarmac. A pack of ragged boys poured out of a side street and fanned around him like gulls.

‘Mzungu! Mzungu! Hujambo!’ they shouted, grinning up at him. ‘Fedha, fedha!’ Little hands appeared at every angle—palms open, fingers wiggling, eyes huge and hopeful.

Patrick kept walking, smiling despite himself. ‘I don’t have any money,’ he said. Then, because it cost nothing and bought him a sliver of goodwill, he added in Swahili, ‘Sina fedha yoyote.’

That set them off. A couple clapped as if he’d performed a trick. They trotted alongside, peppering him with questions—where was he from?

‘England.’

Which team?

‘Coventry.’

They stared at him like he’d confessed to supporting the Devil. Of course—because several of them were in bright red Manchester United shirts, chests pushed out to show the badge.

Did he want a guide?

No—he knew his way.

Cigarettes?

No. He didn’t smoke. No, not even the ‘Wid’.

And then—of course—did he want a girl? One of them offered his sister.

Patrick’s smile thinned. Streetwise little bastards. He kept walking, and at last their enthusiasm ebbed; the chorus of “mzungu” faded behind him like stray dogs losing interest in an empty hand.

Seventeen years in the Navy, and he’d circled the globe often enough to stop counting the ports. He’d been lucky, in the way servicemen meant it: no proper war, no medals bought with other people’s blood. Too young for Borneo and Malaysia; too junior for the Aden shambles. Since the sixties the biggest drama his Service had managed was a long, cold-tempered punch-up with Iceland over fishing rights—christened the “Cod War” by sub-editors who’d never been cold, wet and furious in their lives. Though—Christ—there had been that BBC team with David Lomax: they came north, made a worthy “factual” programme for the Tonight programme, and then—for ship’s company only—knocked out an absolutely lethal little reel taking the piss out of the Navy’s sacred peculiarities.

Even so, the sea had given him a few things he didn’t care to carry. Last year’s hurricane relief in the Lesser Antilles—Dominica, HMS Preston, bodies in the wreckage and the stink of rotting timber—came back sometimes, uninvited, sharp as camphor in the nostrils.

He lengthened his stride and fixed his eyes on the road ahead.

He found a taxi idling on the Ukunda Hotel forecourt—an elderly diesel Mercedes, one of those indestructible cabs that seemed to breed in the tropics.

‘Segeltauch Sail & Dive Centre, Shelly Beach,’ he told the Sikh driver, and let himself sink into the seat.

The road ran south through banana shambas and ragged townships, past kiosks lit by naked bulbs and smoky cooking fires. Dusk thickened. People drifted into the market squares as if drawn by gravity, clogging the road; the Mercedes crawled, then stopped, then crawled again while the driver nosed and bullied his way through. Patrick didn’t mind. The air was rich with spice, charcoal and frying oil—exactly the smell he remembered from last time—and with it came the easy anticipation: Hannelore’s Hanseatic comfort food somehow surviving in the humid dark, and the beach afterwards, warm sand and cold beer.

A mile short, he got out by the Mbangi mosque and cut down a narrow track towards the sea. He wanted the beach under his feet, not the road.

The shore was deserted. He kicked off his sandals and stood for a moment, letting the sand settle under him. The ocean breathed in long, gentle lifts; the small waves worried at the sand with soft, repetitive bites. Crickets and Katydids had started up in the scrub behind the beach, their first tentative chorus of evening.

Patrick exhaled, picked up his holdall and sandals, and set off along the tideline in buoyant spirits. The beach was clean, untracked. The raw tang of seaweed faded as he neared the resort, replaced by something cultivated—frangipani, magnolia, and the faint sweet stink of kerosene lamps.

By the time he reached the dive shack it was properly dark. Harsh white light spilled from the open doors, throwing hard-edged shadows across a rigid-hulled inflatable half on the sand, half on the decking—waiting to be hauled in. Voices inside: easy banter, the clink of metal on wood.

Patrick padded up and paused in the doorway, unnoticed.

Three men were working the space like a practiced routine. One—tall and oddly long-limbed, cinnamon-skinned, hair in ochred braids—shifted cylinders from a bench and slid them into a rack with economical precision. Beside him, dismantling rigs with the calm confidence of someone who could do it blindfolded, stood a Caucasian giant: sun-bleached hair, all shoulders and forearms. In the corner, an older man washed down wetsuits with a hose—black, short and wiry, dreadlocks held back by a woollen tube hat. A spliff hung from his lips, and the sharp, clean reek of bhang—no tobacco to soften it—cut through the rubber-and-salt smell of the shack.

Patrick cleared his throat gently.

‘Hello, hello, hello. What’s going on here, then?’

The trio spun round like schoolboys caught nicking fags behind the bike sheds—the spliff vanished as if by magic. Then recognition hit, and guilt flipped instantly into grins.

The giant spoke first, relief in his voice. ‘Patrick, you mozzerfocker!’

‘Hello, lads,’ Patrick said, stepping onto the decking.

Niklas—the big one with the Swiss accent and the expressive eyebrows—stared at him as if he’d been air-dropped. ‘What the hell are you doing here?’

Patrick’s grin tightened a fraction. ‘Er... I’m hoping you’re expecting me?’

Niklas blinked, then his face cleared and he barked a laugh. ‘Oh, sure, sure. I forgot it was already today.’

Patrick held his gaze. ‘You got my bluey, though?’

‘Your letter? Ja, of course.’ Niklas waved a hand, as if mail and calendars were quaint inconveniences. ‘But when life is fun, time flies.’

He came round the bench in two strides and folded Patrick into a crushing hug, his bare chest damp and slightly sticky against Patrick’s cheek.

‘Jesus, you scared me, man. I thought it was the fucking police.’

‘Sorry,’ Patrick managed, his lips squashed.

Released at last, he turned to the other two.

‘Good to see you, Ayo,’ he said, shaking the Maasai’s hand.

‘You also, Patrick,’ Ayo replied with his usual formal gravity.

Thomas was next—grinning like a man who’d been saving up mischief. He hooked an arm round Patrick’s shoulder and scrubbed his hair with a bony fist. ‘Ah bin waiting to do dat all day. Good seein’ ya, man.’

Niklas clapped his hands once. ‘Right. Welcome back to Segeltauch. Hanne has a party later. First, help us get the boat inside—then we drink a beer and you tell me where in three months you been.’

It took the four of them little effort to wheel the twenty-footer inside. Then, leaving Thomas and Ayo to finish up and secure the shack, Niklas led Patrick along the beach, proudly pointing out his four brand new chalets on the way.

‘So our charter customers can stay with us,’ he explained. ‘This is Hanne’s little project. She is a marketing genius—Schwabs love sailing and here in South Coast is little Germany in the season. They like Hannelore because she is one of them.’

He glanced at Patrick with mock offence. ‘Not me so much. They don’t understand Swiss humour.’

Patrick snorted.

Niklas brightened. ‘Ah—good. You laugh. You are still welcome.’

Patrick felt something unclench in his chest. For the first time since they’d come alongside, he wasn’t on duty anywhere—he was just... here.
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Niklas and Hannelore’s place was a modest single-storey mash-up of painted timber and cinderblock under a corrugated steel roof—practical, sun-bleached, and perfectly placed. A decked patio ran along the front, facing the sea like it had been built for nothing else. Niklas dragged out two rattan chairs, then vanished inside again.

A thin wedge of light spilled from the open door and died at the patio rail, making the darkness beyond seem thicker by contrast. Patrick peeled off his sweat-soaked T-shirt, sat back, and let the warm ocean breeze dry his skin. He breathed out slowly. After months of Armilla Patrol—heat, routine, and endless readiness for something that never happened—this quiet edge of Africa felt like stepping out of a noisy room.

And it wasn’t just relief. The truth was, he’d gone off the Navy a bit—disillusioned and bored. Not that he wanted war, but he’d joined for more than drifting about on uneventful patrols and rehearsing the same drills for a conflict that stayed politely theoretical. Lately, the thought had begun to settle in him with uncomfortable clarity: it might be time for a change.

Niklas returned with two bottles of Tusker, wet with condensation. They clinked and drank.

‘So. How’s it going here, Niklas?’

‘Ach—diving is fine, but it doesn’t pay the bills anymore. So we have Spirit of Carriacou back in the water and we’re running sail charters again. Hard work, but good money.’

Patrick rolled the cold bottle on his brow, enjoying the cooling effect. ‘So where’s Hannelore?’

Niklas nodded towards the dark sea. ‘She’s mooring the boat... with her new man.’

Patrick leaned forward. At the water’s edge, tiny wavelets flashed pale in the dark. Farther out, a faint anchor light hovered above the sleek shadow of a hull.

Then his brain caught up with Niklas’s words.

‘Her new man?’

Niklas guffawed and slapped Patrick on the bare back. ‘One day you’ll have to teach me these English nuances. I get them wrong every time.’

‘Sorry—I didn’t mean—’

‘Gathii’s a local fisherman,’ Niklas said, grinning. ‘Now we pay him to look after Spirit of Carriacou—and to be nice to the tourists. Hanne thinks he’s cute; extra attraction for the ladies.’ He took another swig. ‘So—what have you been doing since you went away?’

Patrick shrugged. ‘You know. Same old. Sweating our arses off in the Gulf to keep the oil flowing.’

Niklas chuckled. ‘And keeping that bastard Saddam Hussein in power,’ he said drily.

‘Nothing to do with our mob,’ Patrick said quickly, steering away from politics. ‘We’re in the Strait of Hormuz—five hundred miles east of Iraq.’

Niklas shook his head, appalled on Patrick’s behalf. ‘Jesus. Three months in the same patch of water? No— I couldn’t do that.’

‘You get used to it. Besides—Jolly Jack always finds ways to manage the boredom.’

‘“Jolly Jack”... that means sailors?’

Patrick laughed. ‘British matelots in particular. Jack Tar.’

Niklas looked unconvinced, as if Britain had invented sailors purely to confuse foreigners.

‘There’s this sandy bay,’ Patrick went on, ‘on the edge of the desert where we drop anchor every couple of weeks and have a banyan.’

‘A party?’

‘Mm—sort of. The helicopter ferries beer and grub ashore while the chefs set up barbecues. Then a hundred-and-fifty blokes pile ashore in boats and get smashed.’

Niklas pulled a face. ‘A beach party with only men? Bah. That’s not a party—that’s punishment.’ Then he flashed Patrick a grin that was pure mischief. ‘Tonight, Hanne invited some girlfriends. That will be a nice change for you, I think.’

Patrick turned his head, watching the dark line of moringa trees along the top of the beach. Niklas wasn’t wrong. Long confinement in an all-male company was its own kind of slow punishment—and his messmates would already be halfway to legless in Mombasa, chasing whatever trouble would have them. Patrick might have been there too if it hadn’t been for this invitation.

He was very glad he wasn’t.

‘We had maybe seventy people here last week,’ Niklas went on. ‘I didn’t realise we had so many friends.’

‘What was the occasion?’ Patrick asked, grateful for the shift.

‘Ach, it was only my fucking birthday. But I think they really came for Hannelore’s cooking.’

‘If I’d known,’ Patrick said, ‘I’d have brought you a present from the Gulf.’ He snorted. ‘A piece of Omani granite, maybe.’

Niklas laughed. ‘Next time, do. Then I can use it for a paperweight.’ He held his wrist into the light, showing off a new Seiko diver’s watch. ‘Hanne bought me this.’

Patrick whistled softly. ‘Nice. Looks expensive.’

‘Ja. She is very generous with our money,’ Niklas said, deadpan. ‘She had it engraved on the back. I think she loves me at last.’

They talked—mostly Niklas, full of local gossip—until the clatter of a two-stroke outboard came across the water.

Niklas stood. ‘That’ll be Hanne. Come—we’ll give her a hand with the dinghy. She’ll be thrilled to see you, I think.’

Patrick followed him down the steps, suddenly aware of his own face, of the warmth in it, of the ridiculous fact that he was nervous.

Hannelore climbed out of the dinghy in an unbuttoned shirt over her bikini and gave a delighted little shriek when she saw him. She ran in and hugged him—cool, sea-salty skin and the clean smell of ocean with a hint of cologne. Patrick held her a moment longer than he strictly needed to.

The young man at the tiller—Gathii—glanced uncertainly at Niklas.

‘Don’t worry, Gathii,’ Niklas called, laughing. ‘They’re not lovers.’ Then his brow knitted comically. ‘At least— I don’t think so.’

Patrick disentangled himself, abruptly aware of his own thoughts. Hannelore smiled at him—half teasing, half pleased—then kissed her husband with easy affection.

Niklas introduced Gathii with mock ceremony, and from that moment the young fisherman insisted on calling him Bwana Patrick, which delighted Niklas even more than it should have.

Thomas and Ayo came jogging down to help. Between the six of them the dinghy was up the beach and into the shack in no time, stowed beside the twenty-footer like it belonged there.

‘Tomorrow,’ Niklas announced as they headed back towards the house, ‘we take Bwana Patrick out on the Galung’ambo. Man, that reef is awesome. Thomas will dive with us. Ayo drives the boat.’
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The party eased into being with no apparent effort.

A large bin full of ice and bottled beer appeared out of nowhere, and a formidable heap of driftwood was amassed to soon become a bonfire around which people made themselves comfortable. Before long, Patrick found himself chatting with strangers while mouthwatering meaty smells drifted over from the barbeque.

African music poured from the loudspeakers: mystical cavacha and pulsing benga, the lyrics indecipherable but the rhythm doing all the talking. It threaded itself through the crackle of the bonfire and the relentless insect-noise until a few people simply gave up resisting and started dancing barefoot on the sand.

Patrick was enduring a Polish tourist’s lecture on Soviet rule—worthy, fascinating, and delivered with the unstoppable confidence of a man who’d had three Tuskers—when Thomas arrived in his peripheral vision, hand in hand with a striking-looking woman. Patrick didn’t waste the escape route. He grabbed his chair and joined them.

After a typically effusive greeting, Thomas introduced Patrick to his girlfriend. Translucent, almond-coloured eyes shone in the firelight as she gifted Patrick the most alluring of smiles.

‘Welcome to Africa, Patrick,’ she purred in almost accentless English.

‘Again!’ squealed Thomas, grinning and punching Patrick playfully on the chin. ‘De boy cannot stay away.’

Adhra’s skin had the intense ebony colour rarely seen in coastal East Africa. High cheekbones and a stately countenance spoke of noble roots while painted-on white jeans and a Thin Lizzy tee-shirt shouted out fun-loving rebelliousness.

‘So, tell me, Adhra,’ said Patrick after fizzing open a can of beer. ‘How did you meet this mad Rastaman?’

‘I stupidly signed up to one of Niklas’s diving courses,’ she replied, with a mischievous sidelong smile at Thomas. As she turned, Patrick noticed her fine plaited hair braids gathered into a thick ponytail and held together by a leather strip with a sharpened bone pushed through. Patrick found the primitive motif uncomfortably appealing.

‘Thomas was my instructor,’ she explained. ‘We kind of glued together like pieces of drifting seaweed.’

‘And, man, was she clingy!’ Thomas expostulated, earning himself a playful push that bowled him off his log into the sand. ‘Hey, girl,’ he squealed in exaggerated patois as he jumped up and brushed himself down, ‘Dees am me Sunday best drabs.’

But, despite their loose humour, Patrick got an electric sense of the strong emotional bond between them whenever the couple’s eyes met.

‘Hey!’ he exclaimed, wagging a questing finger between them, ‘You two didn’t get married?’

Their denials were explosive and simultaneous, with Thomas almost falling off his log again.

‘I live on Shelly Beach with my mother,’ Adhra said once Thomas had recovered.

‘But you’re not from round here, are you?’

Instead of answering, she passed Patrick a spliff that had been doing the rounds, as if it were part of the interview process.

‘No. You are correct. My mother brought me here when I was a little girl. We are Teso—Turkana, in the far north. Near Ethiopia.’

‘Teso?’

‘That is my tribe,’ she laughed.

Patrick nodded, mind jogging a map he wasn’t sure he trusted. ‘So what made your mother bring you all this way? Can’t have been easy—woman and kid, travelling that distance.’

He heard himself talking and suspected the bhanga was making him brave. Or just stupid. He passed the spliff back to Thomas.

‘It was a necessity. Sudanese insurgents killed my father. And eight other men from our village.’

Oh, brilliant, thought Patrick. Nice one, Redman.

‘Mother and I had to flee,’ Adhra went on, calmly. ‘We had to.’

‘Good heavens—’ Patrick began, then swallowed and tried again. ‘Christ. I’m sorry. How old were you?’

‘Six. It was just after the War.’

‘What, World War Two?’ said Patrick, restraining his incredulity.

She grinned. ‘Was there another one I missed?’

Patrick made a quick mental calculation. Christ—he’d put her at twenty-five.

‘I can see your mind working, Patrick,’ she said, laughing. ‘Yes, I am thirty-eight. It is a curse of my tribe to age differently outside than inside.’

‘I don’t know many women who’d call that a curse,’ Patrick grinned. ‘So, without meaning to sound patronising, I’m guessing from your finely spoken English that you have a high-powered job in the city somewhere?’

God, listen to me! I’m stoned and burbling like a three-badge rock ape.

She laughed. ‘I don’t know about high-powered. I work for
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