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Chapter 1: A Strange Encounter
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Rhys Taylor hunched over the table in the cramped dockside diner, savoring the last bites of Kaygana, a Turkish breakfast that resembled a pizza but with eggs, herbs, and cheese baked into the crust. The tang of spices mixed with the strong scent of black Turkish coffee, so potent it could wake a man from a long coma. He welcomed the heat, letting it burn the edges of his mouth. Although, as a merchant seaman, his life revolved around long weeks at sea, every bite of food, every sip of real coffee was a reminder of what it was like to be ashore, even if just for a few days.

Outside the diner’s fogged-up windows, the bustling port of Istanbul sprawled before him—a chaotic dance of workers, ships, and cargo, all moving in and out of the docks like the tides. The clatter of dishes, mixed with the low murmur of conversations in multiple languages, filled the air. The place smelled of salt, oil, and life on the edge of the sea.

Taylor had no immediate plans for his four-day reset period, a break between assignments. He might explore the city or, more likely, spend the next few days in his cabin aboard his next vessel. The ship would soon sail for Southampton and then New York. The rhythm of life at sea was in his bones by now, ten years into his career as a merchant marine, and he found little interest in tourist sites or pointless distractions.

He lifted the cup of coffee to his lips when a shadow fell across his table. Without waiting for an invitation, a man slid into the seat across from him, folding his hands on the worn wooden surface. He was casually-dressed but unremarkable in appearance: a man in his mid-forties, with thinning hair and dress that seemed somewhat out of place in the dingy diner. His face bore the sun-creased lines of someone who had seen much of the world, but his pale, calculating eyes and the lack of calloused hands set him apart from the typical workers present in the port. None of this escaped Taylor's gaze.

"Won't you join me?" Taylor intoned over his coffee cup, a puzzled look on his face.

“Mr. Taylor.” the man said, his voice clipped and unmistakably British, the accent so thick it almost felt exaggerated.

Taylor raised an eyebrow but said nothing. His hand instinctively moved from his coffee cup to rest on the table, a subtle signal that he wasn’t keen on surprise company. The stranger’s calm demeanor and confident entrance didn’t sit well with him, though there was no immediate threat.

The man smiled slightly, the kind of smile that knew more than it let on. “Apologies for the intrusion. My name’s not important, but you can call me Watson. I represent certain interests that might align with your own. Your friend—Harold Graves—suggested you might be open to hearing me out.”

“Digger?” Taylor’s eyes narrowed. He hadn’t heard from Graves in a while. They had worked together on several different ships, over the years, ever since their first voyage as green sailors, but Digger had been assigned to other vessels, lately. “What’s he gotten himself into now?”

“Ah, Mr. Graves is quite involved in our little endeavor.” The man leaned forward slightly, his voice lowering to a near whisper. “Let’s say he’s been doing his part to keep the world safe. And he thought you might be willing to do the same.”

Taylor’s gut twisted slightly. “Safe from what?”

The man’s gaze flickered briefly to the window, then back to Taylor. “From certain... elements. Individuals who use the cover of the sea to move freely between ports. People who pose a threat to not just the Crown, but to every major port of call in the world. And we—in Her Majesty's Service — need people like yourself to help us keep an eye on things. Discreetly, of course. We're talking about terrorists, smugglers, criminals—call them what you will.”

Taylor had been working on cargo ships for more than 10 years, so he understood much of the underbelly of seaports and shipping shenanigans that periodically poked their head up. But he had never encountered international terrorism in all his years at sea. Oh, sure, the odd box of missing art pieces or hidden cocaine that sometimes shows up in the trunk of a vehicle being shipped, but most of the time, local authorities are on top of it.

Taylor put his cup down, the dark liquid sloshing slightly as it met the saucer. “You’re asking me to stick my nose into other peoples' goods or to spy on my own crew? I've never been in law enforcement and I’m no 'government man'.”

Watson shrugged, unruffled. “Not asking you to be a spy, Mr. Taylor. More of just an observer. An informant. You have access to places, people, and conversations that we can’t touch. Your position allows you to see and hear things others might miss. We’d simply like you to report back on anything... unusual.”

Taylor’s fingers tapped idly against the table, his mind racing. The idea of betraying the men he worked with, even if he didn’t always trust them was distasteful. But there was something in the man’s tone that piqued his interest. And the mention of Digger deepend the intrigue. If his old friend was already involved, then maybe this wasn’t as simple as it seemed.

“And what’s in it for me?” Taylor asked, cutting straight to the point.

The man’s smile widened, as if he’d been waiting for that exact question. “You would be serving the greater good. You would be helping to keep untold numbers of innocent people from harm - your own countrymen and mine, included. Of course there would be some compensation. Generous compensation. Deposited into the account of your choice. And with the consent of your own U.S. State Department, it would remain tax free income. Plus, the chance to make sure the wrong sorts don’t make it across the water and neither does the tools of their trade. We’re not asking for heroics, just information.”

Taylor studied the man’s face, weighing his options. The sea was full of dangers—he knew that well—but this was a different kind of risk. A subtle one, playing in the shadows, where one wrong move could get you killed, or worse.

“Digger vouched for this?” Taylor asked, not quite ready to believe his friend would drag him into something like this.

“He did. In fact, he said you’d be perfect for the job. A man with integrity, experience, an even hand, and... let’s just say, a flexible moral code, when that's called for.”

Taylor smirked at that. “Sounds like Digger, alright.”
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