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“Here we are, just as we were, snarling at each other, hating each other, 

but neither wishing for war”

[image: ]



- Lord Palmerston (1835)



––––––––
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13th August 1891

Bozai Gumbaz, Wakhan Corridor, Central Asia

––––––––
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“And did those feet / In ancient times...”

For the second time that morning Captain Francis Younghusband caught himself reciting Blake. Odd, perhaps, that his memory should alight upon that obscure poem, at this time, in this place. From the doorway of his tent he studied the Kirghiz village, carefully shielding his eyes from both the morning sun and the ever-present clouds of dust thrown up by the nomad herders. Certainly it was a pleasant land, to his own mind, a friendly one not wanting for hospitality; but it was not a green one. That was a colour the Almighty had quite omitted when creating this particular land.

Not that the Wakhan didn't possess beauty, of a kind. Before his feet Younghusband watched the chill waters of the Bozai Darya trickling off to the east. Possessing a clarity afore known only of alpine meltwater streams, Younghusband had frequently taken to enjoying the waters' invigorating qualities; much to the bemusement of the local children, it might be added. About him the Wakhan corridor spread wide, a massed jumble of grey-brown rock and yellowed scrubby pasture. Even at the height of summer the slopes still wore the lightest dusting of snowfall. Further out, tightly bounding both north and south, stood the pure white peaks of the Pamir and Karakoram mountains, crystal teeth borne angrily at the celeste sky.

In Bozai Gumbaz in the shadow of the Little Pamir, life carried on much as it always had, or so Younghusband presupposed. The Kirghiz people had not changed in centuries. Their ways were known to Marco Polo when he passed through here. For all the tumultuous changes brought by the nineteenth century, Younghusband could not help but feel some small pride for the herders of the Wakhan; they who at the close of a century still resisted those changes. To their resilience he supposed they owed their remoteness; the tides of history which swept so irresistibly over other peoples and lands could only lap impotently at the foothills of the Wakhan. The Kirghiz way of live had prevailed against the Great Khans whose nomad armies had passed through on their way to bring low more powerful civilisations; against the Mohammedans, whose beliefs the Kirghiz had merely co-opted into a shamanistic syncretism; against even Alexander, whose destiny of conquest had met its ultimate equal here at the gateway to India. Perhaps even while He was walking the hills of Glastonbury, the nomads of the Wakhan went about their time-worn customs just as they had this very morning. Truly then, these mountains were history's rampart.

Younghusband dwelt upon his romantic speculation a while longer, as the sharp morning air warmed to just above the freezing point. The sun's rays crested the peaks to the northeast, at once illuminating the entire corridor. By noon the temperature would reach sixty degrees at most, this being the very height of summer. Younghusband had been fortunate to have reached the Wakhan so early in the season, having previously wintered in Kashgar. With luck, he would find his way back to one of the southern passes before conditions deteriorated again. That was, assuming he completed his mission. 

His mission. Yes, the reason why all his philosophical speculation had been mere romance, because not even the Kirghiz of the Wakhan could forever resist the forces of the outside world, or of modernity itself. Even now Mortimer Durand, the Raj's Foreign Secretary and administrator of the Gilgit Agency, was directing his attention to the construction of a road north from Kashmir. A road that, allowing for the cooperation of two truculent native princes, would soon be complete. In time that road would bring the influence – and the armament – of British India into even this remote valley. But it wasn't only Britain who had designs upon these lands, or so Delhi feared.

Russia. The Great Bear. The many-tentacled octopus. Whatever cartographic metaphor one reached for, the Russian threat – or at least the fear of that threat – had played on the minds of the Indian government since before the Mutiny. Russia had designs upon Central Asia, and her actions in Khiva and Turkestan only drew her deeper into the intrigues and dynastic conflicts of the region. No matter the Tsar's pacific policy (or indeed his Pacific policy), an invasion of British India remained the Raj's nightmare scenario. And so over the past half-century there had been countless preventative expeditions against the tribes of the Punjab, of Baloochistan, and of Afghanistan. Two wars had been fought against Afghanistan, to ensure a compliant Ameer whose door and windows opened only to the south. To date these efforts had been successful. Abdur Rahman ruled Kabul with an iron fist, by all accounts, but he toed the British line all the same. Only here, in the far north-east of the North West Frontier where there were still true blank spaces on world maps, were there unfinished matters. Here the British and Russian Empires touched. Here the borders were as ill-defined as to be non-existent. Here there was room for error...

Were the Pamirs the Russians’ road to India? It was Younghusband's job to find out, the reason why Delhi had dispatched him on yet another expedition across Central Asia. Until recently he would have confidently assured his paymasters of the utter unlikeliness of their scenario. The same observations he himself had made – the sheer remoteness of the Wakhan, the poor communications, the inhospitable climate – all of these meant a Russian invasion via the Pamir Gap could only come at great cost, and with greater logistical challenge. Any advantage of surprise conferred by the route would thus be entirely negated. 

But now he was not so sure. A few weeks ago Younghusband had received news of Russian troop movements; a reconnaissance force, no doubt hardened Cossacks or other local auxiliaries. If the Russians were to press a claim to the territory, and were it to thereafter fall under their suzerainty, then surely roads and telegraphs would follow, and railways too in their wake. All the infrastructure to carry a modern army, no less. Well, that would be a different proposition entirely.

And now, with his own eyes, Younghusband saw the confirmation he had long anticipated. Some miles out from the village and plumed in hoof-kicked dust rode a company of cavalry.

“Gather the men,” he said calmly. His Pashtun servant nodded hurriedly, before complying. The expedition had camped closely together at the fringes of Bozai Gumbaz, so that they could be quickly formed up as required. Within minutes the small group had gathered, a polyglot mix of sepoys, local guides and manservants.

Younghusband peered at the approaching company. Dust and glare made it difficult to estimate numbers, but he settled on a figure of some twenty-five men, all on horseback. He was outnumbered. What was more, this was clearly a military detachment, each man armed and under their officer's direct command. Younghusband, though a Sandhurst-trained British officer and counting soldiers among his escort, also bore responsibility for his civilian companions and servants. A water-carrier was no match for a cavalryman. Any hostile engagement would be a decidedly one-sided affair, the valour of the Indian Army notwithstanding.

The cavalry drew closer, hoof-beats echoing up the valley. Younghusband now made out the distinctive clothes and headgear of Cossacks, familiar to him from previous frontier encounters. At the head of the column they carried the standard of the Russian Empire, a black double-headed eagle on a golden banner.

“Rifles ready,” Younghusband instructed his sepoys. “Do not engage unless on my strict command.” It was always better to be prepared in these lawless lands. Against Russians, or worse.

The mounted column drew up alongside Younghusband's company. The order to halt was given. The riders came to an abrupt stop. Well disciplined, an exception in the Tsar's army, the Cossacks remained eyes-front. Their commanding officer slowly came up the line. Taking full advantage of his mounted height, he approached Younghusband.

“You are the British officer in charge of this incursion?” he asked bluntly, if formally.

“Captain Francis Younghusband, British Indian Army,” Younghusband replied, saluting.

The Russian returned the salute. “Colonel Yanov, Russian Imperial Army.” His tone softened, becoming more cordial; “we anticipated your presence here, Captain.”

“Is that so?” Younghusband asked, guardedly. “Perhaps, then, we should continue this reception in private?” 

He turned and gestured towards his tent. Colonel Yanov promptly accepted the invitation, as did two of the Cossack junior officers. Younghusband bid his servants bring refreshments. Over tea and wine, he continued the roadside conversation.

“Colonel, your presence here in the Wakhan was reported to me also.”

“Then your Intelligence serves you well.” Yanov would not be drawn.

“Is it also the case, then, that your company is proclaiming to the Kirghiz a Russian claim upon the Pamirs?”

“That is correct, Captain.” Yanov turned to one of his juniors. “Sheptytsky – the map, if you would?”

As the officer unfurled the heavily annotated map, Yanov continued to explain. “This” – he gestured to a coloured line – “is our claimed boundary in the Pamirs.”

Younghusband was already leaning forward, studying the map intently as only an explorer could. Much of its extent he knew well, if not from past expeditions then second-hand through the accounts of his fellow pioneers and adventurers. There was the Tallaman Desert he’d once crossed, and there the formerly uncharted Mustagh Pass; his previous pioneering discoveries had already reached Russian cartographers. And there was the Yarkand River, the site of his most convivial meeting with Captain Grombchevsky. Now, as directed by the Cossack, he considered the Russian claim.

“Why, that includes near enough the entire Pamirs!” he exclaimed. Right up to the Hindu-Kush he added as a silent mental note, his mind already racing to consider the strategic implications. It was as he had predicted. As he had feared.

“That is so.” Yanov affirmed. “This follows from our annexation of the Khanate of Kokand, this region being formerly a tributary of that Khan.”

“But the tribes of the the Wakhan have never paid tribute to Kokand?”

Yanov thought for a moment, before appearing to dismiss the matter. “I leave it to our diplomats to resolve the finer details. All that concerns me now is the reality on the ground.”

“And that reality being?”

Colonel Yanov rose from his camp seat. “As this is now a territory under the rule of His Imperial Majesty The Emperor and Autocrat of all the Russias, we must kindly ask that yourself and all members of your military mission leave Bozai Gumbaz with immediate effect.”

“Then we shall do so.” Younghusband also rose from his seat. There was little he could realistically do to deny the request, and in any case his urgent duty was now to report back to Delhi. The next stages would be determined by men of higher rank than himself.

“Thank you Captain,” Yanov bowed graciously, “and thank you for your hospitality in this harsh land.”

“You are most welcome, Colonel.”

The commanding officers stood in silent salute for a moment, before Yanov made to leave the tent, followed in turn by his junior officers. It was then that the sound of gunfire could be heard, a single rifle shot echoing through the still morning air. Further shots followed, from different positions. Bandits? Such attacks were not unknown in the Wakhan. Younghusband reached for his sidearm, the Russians reached for their own weaponry. Not for a moment did any of them consider that conflict might have broken out between members of their own groups.

As the sounds of fighting intensified, Younghusband pushed back the tent flap. Burning daylight poured in. Half-blinded, Younghusband stepped out of the tent and into a hail of bullets.

20th August 1891

Chalt Fort, Gilgit Agency, British India

For the attention of General Sir Frederick Roberts, C-in-C, India,

Sir, it falls to myself to report with growing concern upon the situation developing about our northern border.

With the loss of Captain Younghusband's party to what can only be described as a Russian ambush, we must now prepare ourselves for the possibility of an imminent state of war between our two empires. It was of course the late Captain's mission to report from the Pamir range upon events as they developed, with special attention given to Russian troop movements, territorial claims, and so forth. While we must mourn Captain Younghusband and remember his intrepidness, his mission was not ultimately futile, for he was foresighted enough to report back to myself with his account of matters as they then stood some two weeks ago. This account has reached now reached me, barely ahead of news of the ambush at Bozai Gumbaz. While I require some time to consider its contents in full, I must relay to yourself Captain Younghusband's primary conclusion; this being that the Tsar has every intention to expand his territories up to the very limit of the Hindu Kush, by force of arms if necessary. I bid you only to consider the threat this poses to our holdings in northern India.

Further, I now fear that the Russian incursion has emboldened our opponents within the Princely States of Hunza and Nagar. While construction on the road to Chalt Fort and thence to the northern border continues, we cannot yet enforce the Princes' loyalties. A show of strength on the part of the Russians might encourage the Meers to break with Delhi. As a precaution, I have instructed our agents in the respective courts to identify more cooperative local dignitaries, should a direct intervention prove necessary.

As for Abdur Rahman and his place in all of this, we can only hope to trust that his judgement and intentions remain as secure as they were in '85. Certainly none of us wish to see the Tsar's armies in Kabul, and the Ameer can be no exception to this. What part the Afghans will play in any escalation yet remains to be seen.

It is now my personal opinion that an outbreak of armed hostility is now possible, perhaps even likely. I trust that you will make the required preparation for this eventuality. I have recently reported to the Viceroy of the fine standard of our Frontier Force, and I have every faith that this level of excellence holds across the Indian Army. Should it come to war, I know that your men will defend Her Majesty's Empire with bravery and with honour. 

May God aid your in your duty,

Your friend and servant

Sir H. Mortimer Durand

Secretary of State

Government of India
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Part One: Invasion
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Chapter One

7th October 1891, 06:00 local time

Southern Pacific Ocean, approximately 46oS, 171oE

A long white cloud hung low over the western horizon, held in tight embrace between the pale dawn sky and the rough greyness of the Southern Ocean. Captain Oskar Victorovich Stark studied it carefully. There was a technique known to the most ancient of mariners, even to the Polynesian tribes who once spread wide across these very seas. Such a body of cloud typically accompanied land, the latter still concealed beyond the horizon by the Earth's curvature. The Polynesians had used this knowledge to brave the vast waters of the Pacific, far out of sight of known land, in their search for new islands. They had shown unfathomable bravery and ingenuity in their leap into the unknown, armed only with Stone Age technology and a few staple crops.

Captain Stark was at a considerable advantage to the ancient mariners of Polynesia. Firstly, he knew with certainty that there was indeed land over the horizon. A Dutch explorer, Abel Tasman, had first sighted it some two hundred years before, leaving only a teasing question mark-shaped squiggle on the world maps of the time. Afterwards it had lain half-forgotten on the edge of the world until the English had made their first concerted effort at colonisation. That had been barely fifty years ago, a single human lifetime. The charts laid out in Stark's cabin showed that a great profusion of European settlement and civilisation had taken place since then, complete with roads, railways, and ports.

Stark's second advantage was that, rather than vine-lashed wooden canoes, he had both the semi-armoured frigate Vladimir Monomakh and, under the command of his junior captain, the armoured cruiser Admiral Nakhimov; two first rate ships of the Russian Navy's Far Eastern squadron. Until recently they had been some of the most advanced warships in the world, the match of warships of almost any other Great Power.

The exception to that, though a crucial one, being the formidable British Royal Navy. Here on the fringes of Britain's far-flung settler colonies, that exception mattered even more. The British could wipe the paltry Far Eastern Squadron from the sea at any time, almost at their leisure, and both they and Stark knew it.

And this, ultimately, was the source of Stark's trepidation. Vladimir Monomakh had been at sea now over a month. She had sailed about as far as she could from Vladivostok, near enough some eleven thousand kilometres. She had even been forced to call at a friendly port in Sumatra to restock on coal, the Russian Empire lacking any of its own coaling stations. Thankfully both ships also had their rigging; if it came to it, they could both fall back on wind power. To that they owed the legacy of the previous decade's rapid technological advance and resulting compromises. Even so, Vladimir Monomakh was now at the very limit of her range, and the Admiral Nakhimov even more so. Over their voyage they had eluded the British cruisers that had been shadowing them from Vladivostok, losing the tail somewhere around New Guinea during a storm. Now they found themselves here, and Stark was compelled to make a decision.

When he had left Vladivostok early in September the air had been filled with talk of war, over some matter or other down in central Asia. War against Britain, the Russian Empire's greatest enemy, long anticipated and recklessly sought by some. Plans had been dusted off, some being barely the most provisional of ideas, unexplored but for want of other, better options. Knowing full well that there was little hope of winning a traditional naval battle against a British fleet, the Far Eastern squadron had been ordered to disperse. Vladivostok would fend for itself, with torpedo boats and mines, as best it could. The squadron had been due to leave for Nagasaki in a couple of months anyway, once the Russians’ own base iced up for the winter. Hastily prepared, Vladimir Monomakh and Admiral Nakhimov had said farewell to their sister ships, and the fleet had dispersed across the western Pacific.

Stark's last received orders had been simple: in the event of war being declared, he was to make the greatest nuisance of himself against British possessions, commerce and shipping. It was to be guerre de course all the way. In doing so, he might just hope to distract London and draw some part of the Royal Navy away from the more crucial theatres of the Baltic and Black Seas. But on the high seas there was no way to update these orders. Neither he or anyone on his crew knew for certain if war had actually broken out. The only ways to find out for certain involved contact with another vessel – and if it was a British vessel, that might be a very short contact indeed.

And that was how he found himself off the coast of a possibly hostile British colony, low on fuel, and granted a dangerous level of autonomy.

He looked again to the long white cloud. These possessions were known to be lightly defended – why wouldn't they be, when distance and isolation had their main defence for centuries? Certainly there was nothing like Sveaborg or the coastal batteries of Europe lying in wait, and the chances of running into a British squadron were low indeed. Tentatively, Stark made a decision. They would make a brief reconnaissance, and a small show of force with it. Something that might panic London just for a moment. He gave the order.

“Adjust course to starboard!”

Slowly, the Vladimir Monomakh turned towards land.

Dawn was breaking in New Zealand.

* *  *  *
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Dunedin

Chao Kei-Lee was thinking about dust. Principally, the amount of dust she was responsible for creating, by method of walking four times daily between her home on Walker Street and the public fountain by the Princes Street market. Twice there, twice back. Each day. Every day. Since she was a little girl. It was tiring and it was tedious. It was no wonder she looked for more exciting things to occupy her mind. Like dust. 

It had rained two days previously, so there wasn't much dust today. The Dunedin City Corporation could rest assured that she was not contributing unduly to the erosion of its roads, or to the silting up of the harbour. This also meant she wouldn't be treading dust into the house. She got yelled at for treading dust into the house. It had rained, so it would be mud today. She got yelled at for treading mud into the house.

As tedious as fetching water was, Kei-Lee appreciated it getting her out from under her parent's feet. At seventeen years of age she had long outgrown the overprotective limits her parents sought to maintain. Going down to the markets, fetching water, it was human contact, a brief flirtation with the outside world. Sometimes, like today, she walked deliberately slowly, listening in on the private conversations, relishing the snatches of gossip and personal drama, the rumours and the hearsay. People with much more interesting lives than hers. If it was late in the day there would be discarded newspapers – she snatched them up before others could take them for firelighters. Her parents didn't understand why she hoarded old newspapers, but Kei-Lee had taught herself to read English from old copies of the Otago Daily Times. Admittedly she wasn't quite certain what all of the words actually meant, but she could certainly read them all.

And skulking around the markets was fun, especially if there was important news, or some major event happening. Last week there had been some big excitement about a railway. The other day it had been the statue of the Reverend Burns. Kei-Lee had read about that one in the Times. After dinner that day she had walked down to the Octagon to see what all the fuss was about, but it had only been a foundation stone. She found that nobody really noticed her as she moved about the busy streets. To the Europeans she was just another Cantonese, and to the other Cantonese she was just a little girl. It made it easy to hang around particular stalls or gossip hotspots without being seen to be eavesdropping. Today, however, there didn't seem to be any news, just people absorbed in their own personal dealings. But it was still early in the morning, maybe there would be more to see later. 

Disappointed even so, Kei-Lee filled up her billy can at the fountain and made for home. It was only a short walk; up Princes Street, then onto Hope Street and round the corner to her father's grocery shop on Walker Street. At the door she stopped to scrape the mud from her shoes – no sense getting no gossip and getting yelled at. It was then that she heard raised voices from inside.

“Why not? I know – I know you do favours for other families!” It was a European's voice, and not a particularly sober one.

“No. You have to pay,” her father was replying.

“Aww, come on, you know I'm good for the money... Just let me get it to you by Friday, I swear.”

“No. You still haven't paid for last week.”

“Yeah, well, there was no work going last week either, but I've got a ticket for the Central Line so I'm good for it now. Come on Jimmy, help us out.”

“If you can't pay, then I'm not selling to you. Please leave my shop.” Jimmy Chao made sure to keep his voice level. Kei-Lee could never understand how he remained so calm when the European customers were shouting at him.

“Its not my fault you put always your prices up when times are hard. What are you playing at, ripping off working folk with your dodgy veg?” The other man grew louder, and less coherent.

“There is nothing wrong with my vegetables, they are quality produce,” Jimmy replied defensively, “I only ask that you pay for them.”

“Ah, you Chinese are all the same, undercutting white folk and driving 'em out. Don't worry, I'll spend me money elsewhere!” 

The increasing volume of the man's voice gave Kei-Lee sufficient warning to stand clear of the shop doorway. Sure enough, a tall, heavily-built man with a red face and a thick neck came charging though. Without even noticing Kei-Lee, he stormed off down the street, chuntering loudly. After a few paces he stumbled over a kerb stone and swiftly lost his footing. He was not so swift to get up again.

“What money?” Jimmy Chao Kin-Hei now stood beside Kei-Lee, shaking his head. 

“Are you alright, father?” Kei-Lee asked, though Jimmy appeared entirely unruffled, even amused by the incident.

“Don't you be worrying about me, Ah-Lee”, her father replied, referring to her by familial name. “Just another gwailou,” he added dismissively, before smiling at her. “Seem to be more coming here every day.”

Her father only spoke English as a second language; even so, Kei-Lee often sensed that he used it to say things with a greater subtlety than other people realised. Besides which, for all the anti-Chinese sentiment around town, she knew full well that her father would never turn down an opportunity to make money.

“Ah-Lee! Come inside before the water spoils!” he now shouted from back inside the shop. Kei-Lee obeyed.

* * * *
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The main trouble with the tenement blocks of South Dunedin was that, following periods of heavy rain, the boundaries between land and sea tended to become slightly blurred. At least, that had been Andrew's first trouble upon waking that morning. Thanks to the swampy ground underfoot, and a lack of proper floorboards, his shoes never quite seemed to dry through. And thanks to the holes in said shoes, his socks endured a similar existence.

Had he the fuel to spare he'd have dried them over the stove. But it wasn't as if he had anything to cook to justify the flame. Living next door to the town gasworks usually meant scraps of stray coal about the roadside, but even these were growing scarce. The husk of stale bread he'd been eking out since... well, since last week, now served more use as a draught excluder.

You never truly slept when you were hungry. Andrew had learned that lesson in the early days of worklessness. As the sun rose clear above the horizon, and gave every sign that it intended to remain so positioned, he decided to concede to reality and get up. It was probably drier outside anyway.

Walking across town to the railway goods station in Dunedin proper served two purposes. The first, and the one that took on a growing importance as the days passed, was in giving Andrew something to so. The second, to date entirely hypothetical in nature, was that it might secure him some work. From Braemar Street he turned onto Caledonian Road. The route had the unfortunate side-effect of taking him past the recreational grounds and reminding him that he could not longer afford even a cheap ticket. No matter, for soon enough he had rounded the shoreline to the goods station. Taking a moment to build himself up, he stepped over to the foreman's office.

“Sorry son, no work today. Come back tomorrow.”

Andrew suspected that the foreman could have had this one line printed onto cards and have done with it. At least the printing might keep someone else in work. Some days he wondered if it might be like this forever. Was this to be the sum of his working life? He'd had odd jobs before, ever since he was a child, but never anything serious, and nothing for weeks now. It had always been like this, so long as he could remember. A few days ago there'd been talk of work on the railway out in the country, but that usually only went to married men, those with families to support. At twenty-two Andrew had neither a wife or children. His own parents had married late, and they had both passed on before he was called to support them. For better or worse, he was on his own. He just needed a break.

Now his feet, perhaps by sheer force of habit, brought him to the docks and steamer berths along Rattray Street. He was being hopeful and he knew it; if there were precious few goods coming in by rail, then there wouldn't be many to load onto departing ships. The city was dying, and they were all of them too proud to admit it. Even so, it was worth trying, wasn't it?

Today, as yesterday, as the day before, as seemingly every day for a month, a chorus of “no”s.

Sometimes Andrew wondered if there was some system in place designed to humiliate him and keep him down; if all those foreman and landlords were laughing at him as he persisted in his futile endeavours, if he mightn't as well stay home and watch the walls leak. Even the cobblestones mocked him as they pinched his feet through threadbare soles. Sometimes he just wanted something to eat.

He turned for home. The walls weren't going to watch themselves.

* * * *
[image: ]


Southern Ocean, off Tairoa Head, Otago

Vladimir Monomakh, black smoke billowing from her funnels, sailed towards land. Her redundant masts stood bare in the dawn light, the last remnants of her coal driving her twin propellers. Before her stretched the wide sandy beaches of the Otago coast; to her south-west the sheer cliffs of the Otago peninsular. Between the two, a gap barely discernible in spit and headland, lay the entrance to one of the finest harbours of the southern hemisphere.

Ice-free all year 'round too, I'll wonder, Captain Stark thought, as he considered his options. Glancing once again at the charts spread before him, he gave an order. From the engine room, the power diverted to the propellers was slowly reduced. It was barely perceptible from where Captain Stark stood upon the bridge, but Vladimir Monomakh began to slow. Steadily she advanced southwards against the current. It wouldn't do to get too close just yet. There was no telling how accurate, or inaccurate, their charts of this coastline were; no knowing what traps lay in wait. Perhaps, like Vladivostok, the entire harbour was swimming with mines. He could well be leading his men to their doom. 

Of course it was equally possible that the entire coastline, or even the entire colony lay undefended. It paid to be bold, and the Vladimir Monomakh was a raider, after all. Even now, the Black and Baltic shorelines could be helpless under British guns. What infamy would await his return should he not seize the opportunity? What price inaction? Captain Stark weighed his options. He had a mission to complete.

Even so, caution led him to await the reports from his spotters up in the masts. There was something quite unsettling about that headland.

* * * *
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Taiaroa Head, Otago Peninsular

Gunner Ian Campbell had eaten enough porridge to last an entire enlistment. He shuffled uncomfortably on a wooden stool, which in turn creaked uncooperative protest beneath his weight. Some men joined the volunteer reserve to get fit and see the world. Gunner Campbell had seemingly joined it to eat and to idle away his days in this windswept lighthouse. Like many people throughout history, his life hadn't quite panned out the way he had hoped. What with all his once-ambitions to join the Imperial army, or perhaps to pan for his fortune up in British Columbia, he could never quite shake the idea that he was in the wrong place at the wrong time. Still, you kept yourself busy, didn't you?

At Taiaroa Head, 'the arse-end of Otago' as Campbell knew it, keeping busy meant eating; anything that the quartermaster in Port Chalmers was generous enough to send them, and most other things they could get their hands on.

“What happened to those nice wild eggs we found last month?” he asked his companion, as a fragment of memory returned to him.

“We ate them,” Gunner MacDonald replied.

“All of them?”

“You 'ad 'alf.” As if to emphasise the point, MacDonald looked Campbell in the gut.

“Shame. There must be more, though, out there?”

“Nope. Reckon we ate them all from here to Portobello.”

“Damn. I'm starvin'.” Campbell patted his stomach mournfully. The material of his uniform was beginning to feel tight. He'd make an appointment to get it let out when he was next in town. 

When there was nothing to eat, there were the patrols of the headland, and there was keeping the guns clean. The shiniest and cleanest guns in the colony they had; the Major had even complemented them on it. It was easy, when you never fired the blasted things. They were supposed to be used for gunnery practice from time to time, but who knew when they'd next get a fresh delivery of ammunition? No sense in unduly messing up the magazines. They'd never been fired in anger; he suspected they probably never would.

Campbell was about to reach for the last dregs of the tea, and perhaps for that scrap of bread too, if no-one else got there first, when his morning routine was rudely interrupted.

“What's that?” he asked redundantly, as what he knew well enough to be an alarm bell rung throughout the compound.

“The alarm,” MacDonald replied. “Come on, step to it, or it'll be our company scrubbing bird crap off the lighthouse windows again.”

Without grace, Campbell raised himself from a seating position. Probably a drill, he reasoned, no less irritated. Reaching for his coat and cap, he stumbled from the mess hall and out into the courtyard. To his confusion he saw, not the assembled ranks of men ready for inspection, but a general coming and going indicative of more organised chaos.

“What's happening?” he yelled.

“Russians!” someone shouted in reply. Before Campbell could get further clarification, an officer caught sight of him and MacDonald.

“You two! Enemy vessels ahoy. Positions!”

“Yes, sir.”

The gunners were at once focused in their attention. There was no opportunity for further questions, as trained instinct took over and thoughts even of breakfast melted away. Hurriedly they ran to Lighthouse Battery, the main battery at Taiaroa Head. Inside lay the very latest in military technology, the pride of the colony's coastal defence, the so-called ‘disappearing’ guns. These had been touted as indestructible defences when construction had begun in '85; guns that could fire but not be fired upon. Each gun sat upon a movable carriage; when the gun fired, recoil pushed it back underground, where under cover it could be safely reloaded before being returned to a firing position. Lighthouse Battery was equipped with the six-inch variant, capable of firing up to three miles out to sea.

“Hop to it, lads!” their sergeant cried. “I want this thing ready to fire in thirty seconds!”

The gunners made to obey, assuming their positions in the loading order.

“Is it really the Russians, sir?” someone asked.

“It looked like a Scottish flag to me...” someone else replied, sheepishly.

“Since when did Scotland have her own navy?” MacDonald interjected, before adding “'Home Rule all 'round', I suppose?”

“I'll kill that Parnell,” the sergeant added drily. “Right men. On officer's command, one warning shot.” 

Angles of inclination and compass bearings were swiftly relayed down from the spotters in the observation gallery. A trajectory was set to carry the single 100lb shell clear above the unknown warships.

“Alright, roll her into position.”

Fighting against inertia, the gunners moved the five-ton gun up the track, such that the barrel now protruded from the battery compound. 

They awaited the command.

“Fire!”

* * * *
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Out to sea, Captain Stark watched with interest from the bridge as, on the far headland, a single artillery shot rang out.

“Sir, should we adjust course?”

“Keep steady; we're still out of their range,” Stark replied firmly. So they do have guns. And fortifications. He decided that it would be better to keep clear of the shore, to avoid engagement, and to quietly make their observations. He turned to address his senior officers as present.

“Gentlemen, I have no intention of leading us into that particular nest. Let us plot a course southward.”

Their were general nods of agreement and of assent. The navigation officer spoke up.

“There will likely be further such batteries along this headland; are we to follow the coastline?”

Stark considered for a moment. “Yes, but maintain our distance. We should be at a safe enough distance to observe.”

“What of our course thereafter, sir?” Stark took it as a measure of satisfaction that they looked to him so totally. Perhaps they were just glad to be free from making the decision.

“I propose we proceed southwards and around the southern limit of this island,” he suggested at length. “We may be able to interdict their commerce with Australia, and secure fresh coal.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And if they fire upon us?” now the First Officer spoke. He and the rest of the officers again looked expectantly at Stark. Conscious of the weight of responsibility, of the events that now turned upon him, the Captain made a decision.

“Make ready our guns. If attacked, return fire.”

All about the Vladimir Monomakh, men set to action.

* * * *
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Half a kilometre further seaward, the crew of the Admiral Nakhimov were engaged in much the same activity. The larger of the two vessels, and nominally the flagship of the Far East squadron, the Nakhimov possessed an armament capable of delivering the heaviest broadside of any armoured cruiser yet build. Now under the capable if plain leadership of Captain Nikolai Nebogatov, she made ready to arm those guns. Captain Stark's orders had been quickly relayed, and the crew had stepped to it; they were to return fire if engaged.

In the unseemly haste to scatter the Far East squadron from Vladivostok, a number of well-laid plans had been amended or outright abandoned. Both the Nakhimov and the Vladimir Monomakh had originally been due to return to the Baltic for refitting within the next year; in Nakhimov's case, that departure was scheduled for the September just passed. But with the growing war scare over the Pamirs, repairs – however essential – would have to wait. Even in peacetime, the repair schedule had been very loosely adhered to. Suddenly Admiral Nakhimov was being provisioned for wartime, and her magazine became so heavily laden that her hull now appeared to lie a further half-inch below the waterline.

On paper she was a warship ready for action, capable of holding her own against any rival ship at sea. The reality was less impressive. Russia's navy was long established as the junior service to her army, a relationship which the army jealously made sure remained the case. Every rouble assigned to the fleet was grudgingly contested, no matter the greater stranglehold the Ministry of Finance held over both services. Every shell in Nakhimov's magazine meant less ammunition for the half a million men permanently stationed on the Polish frontier, and the Generals protested and lobbied St Petersburg accordingly. As if that were not bad enough, the Far East was decidedly the third most important theatre to Russia's naval planners, after the Baltic and Black Seas. Frankly, it was fortunate that the Nakhimov even had shells.

Like his senior counterpart, Captain Nebogatov had been watching the situation develop from the bridge. Stark had sought his junior's counsel all too briefly on their long voyage through the western Pacific; privately, Nebogatov feared that the present strategy carried too much risk. Two capital ships wasted on harassing one colonial outpost? It was frivolous. Had they been part of the assault on Hong Kong – or better still, on Constantinople – then the risk would serve some greater strategic purpose, but this? This was dangerously reckless, no matter how they likely outgunned any mere coastal battery.

“Are the guns prepared?” he asked, suddenly aware that he had yet to receive such a confirmation.

* * * *
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Down in the Nakhimov's magazine, shells were being hurriedly relayed up to the gun decks. Sailors well accustomed to the expected weight of a fully loaded and armed shell were quick to note the obvious discrepancies. 

“Half of these are empty, I'll bet.”

“Petrov's been selling the explosive for drink again.”

“Last I heard, he'd taken to eating it neat.”

This casual discussion of court martial-worthy misdemeanour now came to an abrupt halt. One sailor entirely misjudged the inertia of his carried shell. Upon lifting with greater than the required force, the grease and sweat of his hands conspired with the smooth metal of the shell casing. Seconds later the latter was clattering across the metal deck, an accusative metallic echo carrying to the highest definition against uneasy silence. As one the assembled sailors inhaled.

Then, as it became clear that they were not all due imminent sacraments, they exhaled. By their feet the casing now rolled about innocuously, mimicking the roll of the Nakhimov itself, mocking their fear.

“Must be a dud fuse...” the offending sailor concluded. His comrades were quick to offer their more eloquent sympathies.

“Idiot! Lucky for you our ammunition is as useless as you are-”

* * * *
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Captain Nebogatov had served at sea since boyhood. He was accustomed to the uneasy footing of a rough sea. Even so, the explosion which now rocked the Nakhimov was almost enough to send him to the deck. Steadily, he regained his balance. A red-faced junior officer was not so fortunate; picking himself up, he now shamefully avoided the other eyes in the room.

The Captain had no time for embarrassment. “What the...” he began, but the sound alone had been enough to lead his thoughts. The pronounced roll of the ship, and what looked like smoke billowing from the starboard-side waterline only confirmed it.

“Are we hit? Signal Vladimir Monomakh,” he commanded, “hostile fire detected!”

* * * *
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Back in the magazine, the relieved ribbing had ended as abruptly as it had begun, and with a similar choice of curse words.

“Holy Mother, are we hit?”

“That was too damned close either way.”

“English devils!”

“Well boys, what are we waiting for? Let's return the greeting!”

* * * *
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“Well? What can you see?”

In the Taiaroa Head Lighthouse Battery stores, a highly efficient rumour mill was developing. The speed at which news spread from the observation deck down to the magazine put the gun reloading rate to shame. There was something similar to be said for the accuracy of that news.

“She's hit! Ruskies taken a direct hit! Below the water line too!”

“Nonsense!” MacDonald declared. “We haven't fired in over ten minutes, and that was just a warning shot.”

“So? Consider them warned.” Campbell concluded.

“So how exactly does our shell do a ten minute tour of the South Seas, before conveniently popping in on our visitors before it runs out of steam?” MacDonald let the sarcasm drip from his voice.

Campbell shrugged. “Search me, I only load the blasted things.”

MacDonald shook his head, before projecting his voice up to the spotters. “Which side is she smoking from?”

After a delay of some seconds the reply came down. “Landward, towards the keel.” They sounded confident.

“There we are then.” Campbell concluded, but his comrade was not so sure.

“That hasn't come from us...” 

* * * *
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Aboard the Vladimir Monomakh, Captain Stark was being relayed the message from the Nakhimov.

“You're quite sure that's what they say?” he asked of his signal officer, though he could read the flags just as well as any officer aboard. A direct hit? But we should be out of range! What diabolical range-finding technology had these Englishmen developed now? Perhaps they were toying with him all along, only luring him closer into a trap. Perhaps they had other secret weapons at their disposal? For all he knew, an English Nautillus could be lying in wait, silently watching from below. It could have followed them all the way from Siberia. He crossed himself. And if they can hit the more distant Nakhimov, then we must be sitting ducks!

Memories of the war with Turkey flooded back. Then he had only commanded a small gunboat, but now he was truly alone. No senior officer to give authorisation; no battle plan; not even the formal confirmation of hostilities, save for the shots from the coastal battery. He alone had this opportunity to win prestige for himself and his command. He knew what was expected of him. Captain Stark turned to his officers.

“Fire at will. Bombard the enemy.”

As one, the guns of Vladimir Monomakh and Admiral Nakhimov roared to life.

Chapter Two

09:00 local time

7th October 1891

Purakanui Railway Station (12 miles NE of Dunedin)

The hardy pioneers who had first cleared bush from the blocks of Purakanui had done so under the strictest assurances that their township would ultimately be granted a railway station at no more than half a mile's distance by road. For a time that assurance had appeared in jeopardy – or, worse, in bad faith. The result had been a great deal of excitement and agitation on the part of their small community. Ultimately the Dunedin-Moeraki line had been built, and with it a station at Purakanui serving the eighty or so landowners of the district. From 1877, when the first passenger train ran from Dunedin to Blueskin, a regular service connected the scattered farmsteads of Mihiwaka.

Fourteen years on, little else had happened of note to distinguish Purakanui – at least nothing which the big city journalists of Dunedin might consider worthy of their newspaper. Now it seemed as if that streak might be broken.

“You've seen a what now?” Stationmaster Iain MacEoin had heard some credible things in his time, most typically from the passengers who failed to carry valid tickets, but this was a new one. “A foreign warship?”

He studied the farm boy intently, as the latter unwittingly impersonated a stoked steam engine. If the boy's story was to be believed, he had just run all of the way from Long Beach. As for what he was doing there, well, that was another matter. The boy ceased puffing and wheezing for a moment, long enough to form words.

“Big ships. With guns. Going South.”

MacEoin didn't scratch his head. There was no need for that particular theatrical flourish when the boy already knew that he regularly memorised the Port Chalmers shipping reports. Knowing which cargo ships were due to call and when had proven of great utility to the local landowners, and in turn to MacEoin's wallet; nowadays all the extraneous shipping detail just went in at the same time. If he hadn't heard of an incoming vessel, then like as not it didn't exist. There was a warship due to call at some point, he was sure that had been in the paper, but it wasn't due yet, was it? And wasn't it supposed to be coming north from Bluff? Something didn't add up, yet the boy was insistent.

“Send. Cable. Town. Must warn.”

“Were these British ships?” MacEoin asked. For some reason unknown to himself, he was now humouring the boy.

“No. Chinese.”

“Chinese?” Now he was incredulous.

“Maybe. Maybe Russian.”

“You want me to send a message to the Dunedin exchange, warning them that a maybe-Russian, maybe-Chinese warship is sailing towards the harbour?” Even while affecting a sceptical tone, MacEoin couldn't quite believe what he was saying out loud. 

“Yes!” Spent, the boy now slumped against a nearby bench.

MacEoin looked at him. If he was lying, well, he was damned good at it. He made a mental note to speak to his friend at the Princess Theatre the next time he was in Dunedin. If he was telling the truth, well... people needed to be warned! Mind made up, MacEoin called a porter to assist the boy, before striding at once to the telegraph machine. It made a change from reporting fare dodgers. One final thought occurred to him before he reached the handset.

“If this is a hoax... I'll have him delivering telegrams to every bothy and farmhouse in the district. In the rain!”

* * * *
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The fortifications at Taiaroa Head, of which Lighthouse Battery was just a part, comprised six gun batteries. The largest guns, the Armstrong BL 8-inch MVII disappearing guns, fired 180lb shells up to four miles out to sea. These sat behind timber and sandbank palisades, with a parapet for musket fire. As defensive points went, they were not entirely wanting. Now, however, they found themselves pitted against two Russian capital ships, between them possessing sixty-seven guns, and clad in iron armour up to ten inches thick.

The Taiaroa gunners had two main advantages. Firstly, they comprised a much smaller target. Secondly, they had yet to be hit, whereas the Admiral Nakhimov was already starting to list. One or both of these advantages would disappear in time, as the Russians’ range-finding improved and their vessels adopted more evasive manoeuvres, and if the Russians were able to stabilise their damaged cruiser. These tactical considerations were not lost on the Taiaroa commanders. As the guns of the Vladimir Monomakh began their deadly concert, orders were already being given to return fire.

* * * *
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At the head of Otago harbour, Andrew sat dejected on the quayside. He had got to within a few hundred yards of home when at once all motivation had deserted him. It was at this point he had sat down upon the cold stonework, his legs dangling over the grey waters below. What was the point, he wondered, as he peering idly into the gloom. About him, the city had woken, and at least part of it had set to work. The docks themselves may have been quiet, but there was still the bustle of the streets, a constant even in these times of depression. The trams still ran, and every so often he heard an engine steam past on the goods line. The city was still refusing to die; refusing to fall without a fight.

He pulled his coat tighter around his thin waist, arms tightly linked to keep out the cool breeze from off the harbour, and to suppress the lingering ache in his gut. The obvious question now was whether to sell the coat to buy food, or instead to continue devolving into a well-clad human hat stand. Who ever said that the unemployed didn't have choices?

As the morning passed, the quayside grew busier still. Many, like Andrew, had nothing better to do but idle away their empty days; some at least preferred to do so in company. Nobody bothered him at his waterside perch. Perhaps he already looked the hopeless case. The few street hawkers didn't seem to notice him, and the beggars clearly knew better than to ask. There were still those with places to be, those for whom economic fulfilment was still available; they noticed Andrew even less than the beggars as they hurried past. For a good while, an hour at least, he was lost in his thoughts. Slowly the rising sun took the edge off the dawn chill, and an almost pleasant breeze rose off the harbour waters. Perhaps it was the warmth alone, or maybe the increasing footfall by his side, but something eventually pulled Andrew from his introspection. There was a frisson in the air, an uncertainty or perhaps an excitement; a low-pitched rumble just out of audible range. The intangible material out of which an unscrupulous
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