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Dedication

For Lupe, who makes me laugh and keeps me fit.
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Part One

SOUTH GEORGIA

Present Day

‘Lands doomed by nature to perpetual frigidness: never to feel the warmth of the sun’s rays; whose horrible and savage aspect I have not words to describe.’

Captain James Cook, 1775
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It’s not a ship. It’s an iceberg. Oh, thank Christ. She drops her binoculars and feels a thudding in her chest that might be her heart starting to beat again. There is no smoking allowed on the island, but she pulls out her cigarettes all the same, because if she can subdue the shaking in her hands for long enough to light one then she might feel like she’s in control again. The wind, though, won’t let the flame catch.

She checks the horizon again. The speck in the distance is still ice, floating east into the vast, cold emptiness that surrounds the Antarctic.

The ocean is troubled today, steel-grey as the sky and broken like shattered glass. Storms come so fast here, and sunshine turns black in the blink of an eye. The bad weather will be working in her favour, slowing the ship, but not for ever.

The last ship of the season. One more and she’s safe.

She thinks of the fear inside her like a cancer, eating away at muscles, organs, bone, growing all the time, until there is nothing left of her but a rotten, stinking mass in skin stretched like an overfilled balloon. How will the terror burst out, she wonders, when it inevitably does. A scream? A petrified whimper?

An alarm sounds on her phone, letting her know that life doesn’t stop, even when it’s on the brink of ending. She turns to walk back, knowing that she’s running out of places to hide.

The ends of the Earth. That’s how far she ran this time.

Not far enough.
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Felicity

On a morning in late March, the end of the summer in the southern hemisphere, a woman stands high on the Konig Glacier on the island of South Georgia. She is as tall as an Amazon, with the long silver hair of a Nordic princess and a delicate prettiness that is quintessentially English, but none of that is visible for now. The thermal diving suit she wears renders her sexless and featureless, indistinguishable from the man crouched nearby on the ice. As he goes about his business, checking air tanks, valves and weights, Felicity stares into the depths of a glacial blue lake.

Beneath her feet, the packed snow groans as she moves to the water’s edge. The ice around her is so white, so bright, it burns her eyes, but the lake is the iridescent blue of liquid sapphires. Its depth is immeasurable, compelling and terrifying at once. It is like looking into eternity.

Her eyes drop to the letter she is holding.

My dearest Felicity,

 Finally, I’ve found you. South Georgia? Wow! Know, my darling, that there is nowhere you can go that I won’t follow—

A hand lands on her shoulder and she leaps around in fright.

‘Sorry, sorry.’ Jack takes a startled step back. ‘Only me.’ He lowers his voice. ‘Are you all right?’

There is a lump in her throat that won’t seem to swallow away. ‘I’m fine,’ she croaks. ‘Just nervous.’

Jack’s eyes narrow before he bends to the ice. ‘You dropped something. You know this is going to get wet, don’t you?’

He’s got the letter.

‘It’s fine, I’ve got it. Please?’ Felicity grabs it back and bends to tuck it into her kit bag.

‘Flick, what’s up?’

She has to get a grip. She has time. She’s prepared, even if the worst happens. She just has to get through today.

As she straightens up, Jack’s voice is still pitched low, so that only she can hear him. ‘Flick, seriously. I can do this myself. You can talk me through it from here. You don’t have to—’

Normally, it isn’t hard to smile at Jack. His face is so open, so kind, so entirely dependable. Today, though, she can’t even force it.

‘I’m fine,’ she says. ‘Let’s do it.’

She takes her comms equipment and a few seconds later the sound of wind on snow becomes that of radio static. Jack hands over her mask and she waits a moment before fixing it in place, as though this might be the last time she sees the horseshoe of snow-capped mountains, the pale turquoise sky, and the shadow of albatross wings over silver ice.

‘Can you hear me, Flick?’

The voice in her ear-piece is that of their team mate, Alan, twenty yards back from the lake edge. He will direct the dive from the surface.

‘Loud and clear.’ Felicity allows Jack to lift the oxygen tanks onto her shoulders.

‘Konig Glacier team to King Edward Point,’ she hears. ‘22 March, 0915 hours. Flick and Jack are going down now. Thirty-minute dive to position depth sensor and underwater camera. Conditions good.’

‘Take it easy,’ comes the reply from base. ‘No unnecessary risks.’

‘You ready, Flick?’

At her signal, Jack steps out and a blue wave swallows him up. Felicity follows and falls into a world of pain. Cold-water shock. She forces her breath in and out and waits for it to pass. When she is calm enough to open her eyes, she sees Jack taking hold of the underwater camera. She looks up, sees the depth sensor being lowered, and grasps it.

‘Time to get moving.’ Jack’s voice, rasping over the comms system, is unrecognizable.

They leave the surface and are consumed by a world of blue and white, in which the only sound is that of heavy, laboured breathing. Felicity and Jack follow the ice wall down, their head-lights picking out fantastical shapes. Faces peer at them, animals from legend spring and coil in the ice crevasses.

The blue lake, which forms every spring from meltwater, has been steadily accumulating for five months now. Sometime in the next few weeks, possibly even today, the ice of the lake’s bed will fracture. The lake will drain, sending a hundred thousand cubic metres of meltwater through an intricate, hidden drainage system until it reaches bedrock. From there, it will flow out into the southern Atlantic ocean. The release of so much water might be the trigger that forces the ice to break apart, to send another massive iceberg tumbling into the sea. Blue lakes, it is believed, play a crucial part in the movement of glaciers and the creation of bergs.

The alarm sounds on Felicity’s depth gauge. She and Jack have reached the flat shelf of ice that will hold both the camera and depth sensor to measure movement in the lake over the next week. She hovers in the water, and takes her time fixing the instruments in position.

‘I’m switching on, Alan,’ she says.

‘Hold on. Yeah, we’ve got it. Looking good, Flick. What’s it like down there?’

Jack, she sees, is some way below, his suit ghostly pale against the blue depths.

‘Not sure I’ve the words,’ she tells Alan.

Jack is coming back. He swims fast, as much at home in the water as the millions of seals that live around South Georgia.

‘What do you think?’ he says, as he draws level. ‘You up for it?’

It is her idea. It, though, seems a very different proposition now that she is in the heart of the lake. It could be very dangerous.

On the other hand, there are worse places to die.

‘What’s up, guys?’ Alan’s voice crackles at them from the surface.

‘We’re thinking of having a quick look for the plug hole.’ Jack holds eye contact, waiting for her answer.

The plug hole is a theory, completely unproven, that, at the deepest part of the lake’s bed, a weak spot of ice lies directly above a central drain.

There is a hiss of static in her ear and Alan says, ‘I don’t know, Jack. It’s clouding over up here.’

Weather changes so quickly in South Georgia, even in summer.

‘Your call, Flick,’ says Jack.

If she dies today, it’s over. No more running. No more hiding.

Felicity puts a finger to her lips. She feels, rather than sees Jack’s smile and then she flips.

‘Guys, what’s going on?’ Alan’s voice is breaking up.

Directly below, Felicity sees the ice forming a conical shape.

‘Reckon that’s it?’ Jack asks.

‘Guys, we’ve got movement on the surface. Air bubbles that aren’t coming from you two.’

Felicity and Jack stop swimming and look at each other. Other bubbles could be caused by movement on the lakebed. Were it to fracture now, draining the water, the two of them would be sucked into the glacier. They would die in an icy grave or be swept out into the Atlantic.

They hear Alan’s voice again. ‘Doc says I’ve to pull you up. Ten seconds, then we’re winding you in.’

Felicity reaches behind and unhooks her safety line. She feels Jack’s hand brush her ankle as he tries to catch her and misses. Her head begins to throb as she swims lower and it might be her imagination, but breathing seems to be getting harder. She focuses only on the dark blue cone at the lake’s inner core, hears crackling on the radio and thinks she can make out Jack asking for a few more minutes.

When she is only a few feet above the blue circle she pulls a small plastic bottle from the pouch around her waist. As she loosens the top, a crimson liquid bursts out like a fleeing genie. It hangs in the water for several seconds and then blooms like an alien flower, spreading slowly in the almost non-existent current.

Then, it begins to spiral, like water draining from a wash basin. It goes slowly, little more than a trickle, but there is definitely centripetal movement.

‘Flick, we need to get out of here.’ Jack has swum down to join her. ‘My airways might be icing up.’

Felicity can’t breathe easily any more but that seems less important than what she’s learned. This is definitely the plug, and the water is draining already. It isn’t apparent on the surface because enough meltwater is replenishing the levels but when the plug disintegrates, the lake will empty rapidly.

Jack clips her safety line back on.

‘We’re done, Al,’ he says. ‘We’re coming up.’

When they are ready to leave the glacier, Felicity stands on the edge of the lake once more, with Jack, who is holding the video camera. Over one shoulder she has a bag filled with nearly a hundred small orange plastic balls.

‘Sometime in the next few weeks,’ she says to camera, ‘the lake will drain. The equipment we’ve just installed will alert us to it happening, and there’s a chance we can get over in time to film it. These balls might allow us to trace where the water meets the ocean.’

She lets them fall into the lake and they spread out over the surface of the water like sweets on a child’s party cake.

‘Are we done?’ Jack asks, as she bends to gather her equipment. ‘I’ve some stuff arriving on the boat.’

Felicity stops moving. ‘What boat?’

‘Last boat of the summer. The Snow Queen, I think. Why, what’s up?’

‘That’s not today.’

‘It is, if today’s the twenty-second. Seriously, are you OK?’

Felicity resumes packing, faster now, and not nearly so carefully. ‘Yeah, just cold,’ she manages.

She’s got it wrong. The boat is coming. The boat is coming today.
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Freddie

‘Good morning, sir. Have a seat.’

The ship’s doctor is young, a thin, sandy-haired man who probably can’t grow a full beard. Unlike the other ship’s officers, he isn’t wearing uniform but has opted instead for chinos and a sweater. He holds out a hand for Freddie to shake.

‘We passed our first berg this morning? Did you see it? There was a whole gang of us on deck at first light. I didn’t notice you there but, as I say, there were a lot of us.’

Freddie sits.

‘Massive thing.’ The doctor is still on his feet. ‘Must have been fifty metres high. I’ve done this trip twice now and I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to them.’

‘I was in my cabin,’ Freddie says.

‘It’s the colours I can’t get over. People talk about bergs being white but, I tell you, there was a blue near the water’s edge that was pure copper sulphate. And the noise they make – how can a lump of ice make so much noise?’

‘Mainly, you’ll be hearing millions of trapped air bubbles being released as the ice melts,’ Freddie tells him. ‘A sort of fizzing and crackling, was that it?’

‘Exactly. And a groaning. It was actually a bit unearthly.’

‘The ice will be breaking apart and moving within the berg.’

The doctor makes a puzzled face. ‘You’re very well informed.’

‘I’m a geologist. Ice isn’t really my thing, though.’ Freddie looks at his watch. 

‘What can I do for you this morning?’ the doctor asks.

Freddie unbuttons his shirt. ‘I have a recurring, low-grade abscess that might have flared up again. Lower back, right-hand side.’

Without being asked, he stands and pulls off his shirt. The air in the medical centre is cool, but everywhere on the ship has chilled down since they left the Falkland Islands three days ago to travel south. The heating does its best, but every time a door opens, a blast of cold air races in.

Freddie feels cold fingers pushing into his skin a few inches to the right of his spine. ‘Is that painful?’ the doctor asks.

‘Yep.’

Freddie feels the other man’s breath on his skin.

‘How are you feeling otherwise? Sweating more than usual? Dizzy spells?’

‘Like I’m coming down with flu. Alternating hot and cold, aching, sweating a lot at night.’

The doctor doesn’t reply.

‘I’ve kept to my cabin for three days,’ Freddie adds. ‘Just in case. But I have an infection. I’m not infectious.’

Cold fingers touch him again. ‘This is a nasty wound.’

Freddie says nothing.

‘How old is this scar?’

‘Three years, pretty much to the day. My last doctor thought some foreign body had been left behind. Not metal, that would show up on X-rays. More likely wood, or a scrap of clothing. Every now and again it flares up, but they didn’t want to operate because of the proximity of the kidney.’

He should have worked it out by now. A badly healed scar, no access to decent surgery. Freddie will despise him for a fool if he hasn’t.

The doctor is no fool. Lightly, he touches Freddie’s right arm.

‘May I?’ he asks, as he raises and straightens it.

Freddie waits while the doctor examines the tattoo. A spider’s web, encircling his elbow and reaching several inches along both upper and lower arms. An elaborate design, because time hadn’t been an issue, drawn entirely in black, because colours weren’t available.

‘It symbolises boredom,’ Freddie says. ‘Sitting around for days on end with nothing to do. Spiders make webs on limbs that don’t move.’

‘I know,’ the doctor replies. ‘I’ve seen them before. You were stabbed, weren’t you?’

‘In the prison library. Most of the blood spatter went over the crime-fiction shelf, but they threw thirty books out all the same. Shame really. We never had enough to read.’

The doctor thrusts a thermometer towards his mouth, as though to shut him up.

‘Can you help?’ Freddie says, when his temperature has been taken. Slightly raised, nothing to get excited about. ‘With the abscess, I mean. I realise the tattoo is permanent.’

‘Lie on the couch, please,’ The doctor says. ‘Face down.’

Freddie does what he is told. It’s a habit he’ll probably never shake off now.

‘I can drain, clean and dress the abscess and give you a course of antibiotics,’ the doctor says, to the accompaniment of rattling instruments. ‘When you’re home, you might want to consider some exploratory surgery, see if you can fix the problem once and for all. It should be easier now that—’

‘Now that I’m out,’ Freddie finishes for him.

The doctor works in silence. Freddie closes his eyes, feeling nothing once the anaesthetic has kicked in.

‘I’ll be OK to go ashore tomorrow?’ he asks, when he’s been told he can get dressed.

‘As long as you’re feeling well enough.’ Sitting at his desk, the doctor starts typing. ‘What brings you to South Georgia?’

‘There was a book in the library,’ Freddie tells him. ‘Written by a couple who’d sailed there in the 1990s in an engineless sailing ship.’

‘Fair play.’ The doctor makes an impressed face.

‘Exactly. I thought they were mental. And brave. So, when I had the chance to do a trip, I thought I’d come here. Honour their journey, if you like.’

‘It’s certainly a beautiful and unique place. Did you come via South America?’

The doctor will know this already. All the passengers on board are on a three-week package tour that will take them, ultimately, to the Antarctic. He has been helpful, though, and the last thing Freddie needs now is to become the target of official attention.

‘Flight from London to Santiago, then on to Stanley,’ he says. ‘Coming here independently was beyond my means.’

The doctor hands over a slip of paper. ‘Give this to the pharmacy. They open in half an hour.’

Freddie takes the prescription.

‘How long did you serve?’ the doctor asks.

‘A long time,’ Freddie tells him. As he turns back to smile at the doctor, the other man takes a small start. ‘I deserved it,’ he says.
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Felicity

A low mist hangs over the ring of mountains as the Rigid Inflatable Boat, the RIB, turns around Larsen Point. In Cumberland East Bay three private yachts swing at anchor close to the shore and a large cruise ship is parked up a little further out. With trembling hands, Felicity lifts her binoculars and sees the Southern Star on its port bow. Relief seems to suck the air clean out of her body. This ship has been in harbour for three days and is due to leave today. Its replacement, the last of the season, hasn’t arrived. She has time.

The RIB that has brought the team back from the glacier nudges the jetty and she jumps to her feet.

‘Whoa, steady on there, missy,’ Ralph, the head boatman, grumbles.

‘I’m fine, really. I’ve got it.’ Already out of the RIB, Felicity wraps the rope around the cleat to secure it. She runs along the jetty, across the stretch of land between the administrative buildings and the sea, and into the harbour master’s office. The wind takes the door from her hands and slams it open. Papers flurry, blinds rattle, and cigarette ash puffs into the air.

Nigel, one of three government officers who lives and works on the island on a rotational basis, isn’t alone. There are eight other people in the room, none of whom she recognises.

She does not need this right now.

‘I’m not sure how else I can explain it to you,’ Nigel is saying. ‘The nearest police are on the Falkland Islands, nine hundred miles away, and the only way they can get here is via a three-day boat journey. Four days if the weather’s bad. It’s a matter for your ship’s captain.’

Acknowledging Nigel’s nod of greeting, Felicity slips inside and glances around the desktops. There is a pile of paper on Nigel’s desk but she is too far away to see it properly.

‘And I’m telling you, the woman who took a knife to my husband is not from the ship.’ Someone at the front of the group steps forward. ‘She was from here.’

‘Impossible,’ Nigel replies, as his desk phone begins to ring. Taking advantage of his distraction, Felicity moves closer to his desk but she’ll have to push him out of the way to reach it. She glances at the nearest screen but can see nothing on the radar.

‘Why is it impossible?’ The speaker is in her mid-forties, a tall, well-built woman with a long face and short hair.

The horizon is clear. It takes about an hour, once ships can be seen with the naked eye, for them to dock. An hour isn’t enough.

‘It’s impossible because the only people who live on the island, other than Sandra and Ted at the museum, and myself, are employees of the British Antarctic Survey.’ The ringing of Nigel’s unanswered phone seems to get louder. ‘They are highly trained scientists and technical personnel—’

‘And we don’t go around knifing visitors,’ another voice chips in. As Nigel answers the phone, Felicity sees Jack in the doorway.

‘What’s going on?’ Jack asks.

‘Bit of argy-bargy last night,’ a man in his sixties tells Jack. ‘The captain gave some people permission to have a party on shore. Things got a bit out of hand.’

Felicity reaches Nigel’s desk. It’s a mess, as usual. She spots something, but it’s half hidden under a book of tide charts and she can hardly help herself.

‘I want to see the man in charge,’ the agitated woman demands.

Nigel puts the phone down with a heavy sigh. ‘That would be me.’

‘Of these scientists, I mean.’

The horizon is still clear. Still nothing on the radar, but Felicity has never learned to use it properly.

From the back of the group, another woman speaks. ‘We need an identity parade. Get all the women lined up and your Andrew can pick her out.’

‘Is someone actually injured?’ Jack asks. ‘We have a doctor at the base if your ship’s medical officer needs help.’

This lot will be here forever. And Jack is hardly helping.

‘It’s just a cut,’ someone mutters. ‘We’re not even sure there was a knife.’

‘I heard he fell over,’ someone else says.

‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ Nigel raises his voice. ‘I don’t wish to be alarmist, but your ship will sail in an hour and the first mate wants you back. That was him on the phone. We don’t have the supplies to feed extra mouths and anyone choosing to stay will be relying on reindeer meat and krill to survive the winter.’

They’ll leave now, thank God. They won’t risk being left behind.

‘What did she look like?’ Jack asks and Felicity wants to kick him.

‘Young? Middle-aged? Blonde? Dark?’ he prompts. ‘There are five women in the team and none of them carry knives to my knowledge.’

They all carry knives, and Jack knows it. Working in this environment, knives are essential.

‘Did anyone actually see her?’ Jack asks.

Around the room, eyes drop to the floor.

‘Anyone?’ he repeats.

‘It was dark,’ someone offers. ‘Couldn’t see more than five feet in any direction.’

‘She was called Bambi,’ someone adds. ‘At least that’s what I heard.’

A shudder runs through Felicity’s body. Will they never leave?

Jack turns to the man who’s spoken. ‘Bambi? You sure?’

‘Bamber, I thought,’ someone else says.

‘Know anyone called Bamber, Nige?’ Jack asks.

Nigel shakes his head. ‘Last call down at the harbour,’ he says.

Grumbling, frustrated at finding themselves in a place where the usual support systems simply do not exist, the group finally leaves Nigel’s office. Looking troubled, Jack follows them.

‘When’s the ship due?’ Felicity demands as soon as she and Nigel are alone.

‘And a very good morning to you too, Felicity.’ Nigel pulls out his chair and collapses into it. ‘I hear it went well up at the lake.’

‘Sorry. I can see you’re having a bad day. It’s important, though. Do you have an ETA?’

Nigel sighs. ‘Tomorrow morning, reasonably early. Bit later if the wind gets up even more. There’s some heavy seas out there.’

‘Not today? Jack said it was today.’

‘It could have been, but they hit some bad weather and had to slow down.’

Not today. She will kill Jack. She sinks into the nearest chair and feels sweat break out between her shoulder blades.

‘You’ll be wanting this.’ Nigel hands over the document she’s already spotted on his desk. The ship’s passenger manifest. The ship is called the Snow Queen.

‘Thanks.’ She spins the chair around so that Nigel won’t see her hands shaking and runs a finger down the first page. Mostly European sounding names, some South American. Nothing. Second page, nothing, nothing. Two more to go. Her fingers run ahead too fast and she has to start the third page again. It’s clear. Hope is building as she reaches the fourth and last page. She’s halfway down. He isn’t on the ship. It’s going to be OK after all. Then—

‘There’s a page missing,’ she says.

Nigel is typing, a slow, two-fingered operation. ‘I hear you’re off to Bird Island in the morning,’ he says.

‘I said I’d give Jan and Frank a hand with the fledging. Nigel, why is there a page missing?’

She holds the last page out to him. ‘Page four of five.’ She shows him the numbering system in the bottom right hand corner. ‘There should be a page five.’

Infuriatingly slowly, Nigel takes the sheets and checks each one. ‘I suppose so. I think this is all that came through. I can request it again, but it may take a while.’

This is too cruel. ‘Can you? Please?’

Nigel is frowning at her. ‘What’s up, love?’

She can’t stay here. She gets up and turns for the door. ‘Thanks Nigel,’ she says. ‘Wow, is that the time. I have to pack.’

Back in her room, Felicity locks the door. From the top shelf of her wardrobe she takes the kit bag she’s had ready for days and starts to lay things out on her bed. Water flagon, two torches, one hand-held, one headtorch. The bag slides off the bed, spilling its contents noisily over the floor and she has to fight back the urge to burst into tears.

Deep breath. Start again.

Cooking pot, tin opener, sleeping bag, change of clothes. Everything is here. She’s ready. Groundsheet and sleeping mat, first aid kit, matches, toilet paper and insect repellent. She’s ready. She needs to go today, not hours from now when Nigel finally gets the missing page.

She closes her eyes, takes a moment, and carries on. In a waterproof bag she has charts and a compass. A separate bag holds the food she’s either bought or stolen – she thinks she’ll need nine meals, twelve at the most – and water purification tablets. Finally, in the inner pocket of her kitbag are the knives that Jack has just denied she carries.

A knock sounds on her door. She starts, and then freezes.

‘Only me,’ a voice calls. Jack.

Felicity looks in panic around the room, at her all-too-obvious preparations for flight.

‘Hang on a sec.’ She pushes the knives out of sight and hides the charts before unlocking and opening the door. He stands in the corridor, smiling and expectant. ‘I’ve come for my briefing.’ 

She asked him to come. How could she have forgotten?

Jack’s head lifts, his eyes focusing over her shoulder. He’s seen her kit on the bed. ‘So, what am I in for?’ he asks.

She has no choice but to let him in. Ignoring the pile of stuff on the bed, praying he won’t ask her about it, because she will have no idea what to say, she steps over to the cage on her desk. Its two occupants start up again when they see her.

‘You weigh them every morning,’ she tells Jack. ‘They have ten per cent of their body weight, five times a day.’

Nervously, Jack lowers his finger into the cage. Elsa reaches up and wraps her beak around it. ‘Half their body weight every day?’ he queries. ‘Bloody hell, this one’s got a nip on it.’

‘King penguins grow quickly.’ Felicity opens her wardrobe to show him the feed timetable on the inside of the door.

‘I’ve made up enough formula to last till I’m back. Kitchen fridge, labelled Elsa and Anna.’ She is talking too fast. She needs to slow down. Jack is already suspicious. ‘You need to heat it to thirty-five degrees,’ she continues. ‘And you feed them with this.’ She lifts the syringe that she keeps next to the cage.

‘Formula?’ he asks.

‘Mixture of cod, krill, saline and vitamins. They wolf it down. It’s really not hard. And I’ve left the recipe in case I’m delayed.’ She takes a step towards the door. ‘Thanks, Jack, I really appreciate it.’

Bolder now, Jack runs his hand over the soft brown feathers of Anna’s head. He doesn’t see her glance at the wall clock.

‘You are nuts,’ he says.

He means her, not the penguin baby. His eyes move, once again, to the stuff on the bed.

‘How long will you be up at Bird?’ he asks.

‘Couple of days,’ she tells him. ‘Maybe three.’

Three days and the ship will sail away again, taking with it all its passengers. Three days and this will be over. She might not have to go at all. If the passenger list shows up in the next few hours, if the name she’s looking for isn’t on it, that’s it. She can get drunk tonight and wake up tomorrow with a raging hangover, knowing she’s safe.

Jack asks, ‘What if the lake drains?’

‘I’ll keep an eye on the levels. I doubt it will be in the next week.’

As she reaches for the door handle to speed his departure, she can see that Jack is about to argue with her, tell her there is every chance the lake will drain in the next few days. He’s right. The event she’s waited for the whole of her seven months here could happen in the next day or so and she might miss it.

She might miss more than the lake draining.

‘Once they can fend for themselves, these two need to go back to their colony at Right Whale Bay.’ She steps away from the door and back towards him as she speaks. ‘Will you do it? If I can’t be here, will you make sure they’re OK?’

Jack is silent for several seconds. ‘What’s going on?’ he asks at last.

Felicity tries to turn away but he catches hold of her arm.

‘You’ve been jumpy for weeks,’ he says. ‘Especially when a cruise ship is due. This stuff’ – he gestures at the bed – ‘there’s no way you’ll need that on Bird Island. And now you’re talking as though you won’t come back. Seriously, Flick, what the fuck?’

And now she must lie to her best friend.

‘Of course, I’ll come back,’ she says. ‘But you know what the weather’s like. If I get delayed, I need to know someone will be watching out for these guys.’

Jack doesn’t reply immediately and she walks to the door again. Still, he doesn’t follow.

‘What did you make of that lot from the Southern Star today?’ he asks. ‘That story about the knife-wielding madwoman?’

For a moment, she can’t think what he’s talking about. Then she remembers, the group of tourists in Nigel’s office.

‘I figured they’d all had a lot to drink.’ She is thinking out loud, the visitors’ complaint had barely registered in her over-anxious brain. ‘The husband had been enjoying a bit of extra-maritals and when he was almost discovered, he invented a story about being attacked to deflect his wife’s wrath.’

Jack’s smile fades. ‘The trouble is, someone has been seen wandering around the whaling station at night. Before the Southern Star came into dock.’

Felicity hasn’t heard this before. ‘Who’d do that?’ she says. ‘It’s not safe.’

‘Even so, three people I know have seen movement down there.’

‘It’ll be a seal. A large bird.’

‘Seals tend not to light fires.’

In spite of everything, Felicity is intrigued. ‘You’re talking about someone living here alone, finding shelter, keeping themselves warm, catching enough food to survive. It simply isn’t possible.’

‘You wouldn’t think so, would you?’
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Bamber

During the day, Grytviken is a ghost town; at night, the ghosts rise up and walk its streets again. At its commercial height, over a thousand men lived and worked here and each one left something of himself behind. Now, their footsteps echo along the dirt tracks and they call to each other across the water. They bang flensing tools against the rusting towers of the oil tanks and swear at the wind as it hurries them along the abandoned streets.

They are still here, the whalers, and Bamber is getting to know each of them.

They are black from the smoke of coal fires, these men of the sea, their clothes gore-stained, hands greasy with animal fat. They are tough, cruel, unforgiving in life, and death has not improved them. They avoid the church and the cemetery; both are reminders of the fate they’ve not escaped. They linger instead where life and death mingled on a daily basis. They’ve shed blood, these men. They ripped apart flesh, turned a deaf ear to the pain and cries of the innocent. They killed and killed until their souls bled from them, drifting away in the crimson, congealing mass of fat that the ocean became. They’ll never be able to leave.

Bamber loves the ghosts. She walks with them, eavesdropping, watches with a breathless excitement their card games and their gambling. Sometimes she lies down beside them in their rotting bunks and rises with them in the misty dawn. The ghosts are her constant friends, the only ones she needs.

On the night after the Southern Star sailed south, she approaches the settlement along the coast road. From the adjacent beach comes the sound of a dozen angry skirmishes as the seal colony fights to maintain its pecking order. Yards away, the heavy mass of a bull seal thunders over the rocks whilst the cows and the young wail in fright. The noise from the seal colonies is constant. Those who can’t get used to it leave or buy ear plugs.

The moon is nearing full by this time and the night is clear. As she turns the last bend before the settlement she sees the body in the middle of the road. Human in size, but not human. The corpse of a fur seal is being fought over by a gaggle of huge birds. Like vultures they swoop down on to what is already a ragged and bloody mess. Bamber presses close to the rocks at the side of the road. The birds are giant petrels. With their six-foot wingspan, strong legs and huge hooked bills, they are some of the most aggressive and successful scavengers on the island. The whalers called them stinkers, or gluttons, because of their voracious appetites. Bamber rather likes them. But not enough to become a meal herself.

As she passes, slowly and a little nervously – she isn’t a fool – she sees their heads and beaks are stained dark silver. Knowing that blood turns silver in the moonlight, Bamber smiles. She finds the sight of blood calming.

Once past the feeding frenzy, it is a few strides to the settlement. She avoids the big white house with its red roof. The former manager’s villa is the museum and general store now and still the province of the living. For the same reason, she never goes to the church. Keeping close to the sea, she walks past the remains of the blubber factory, hears the keening of the wind in the steam pipes. Corrugated-iron flaps beat out a rhythm and a glass bottle comes scurrying up the street towards her. She kicks it away, and it rattles along the stones until the wind, or perhaps a ghostly boot kick, catches it and sends it back.

The cold bites into her exposed flesh but she likes the pain and never dresses for the climate here. As she nears the flensing platform she can see the old accommodation block behind it. The remaining glass in the windows gleams pale in the moonlight, casting back a light of its own and, for a second, the passing clouds give the illusion of smoke rising from its chimneys. The building where the men once lived is one of her favourite places. There are still remnants of the life they had here, empty cans of the food they ate, a discarded packet of cigarettes, a photograph of a loved one. The place she likes best, though, is the flensing platform.

The steps leading up to it are rotting but she is careful, and she isn’t heavy. Twenty yards long by ten wide, made of wood and concrete, the platform is where the whales were brought to die. Exhausted, fatally wounded, they were hoisted by cranes from the sides of the boat and laid out on the platform before the flensers, skilled men armed with long sharp knives, cut the blubber away using a spiralling technique. Once separated from the meat, the blubber was rendered down into the prized and commercially valuable whale oil.

In the old days, the stink of boiling flesh and rotting meat fought with that of coal fires and the ocean. Now, a hundred or more different scents come from the land and the sea, but for Bamber, there is something missing.

She needs the blood.

She has to be more careful. Last night was a close one. She shouldn’t have cut the man from the ship, even though she barely scratched him. If it happens again, they’ll look for her and this isn’t the easiest of places to hide. For now, though, she has a more pressing problem to deal with.

From the inside pocket of her jacket she takes the stolen photograph. Taken a little under a year ago it shows Felicity leaving a house in an English city. It is early evening, and Felicity has no idea that she is being watched or photographed. She is glancing at her phone, striding off along the busy street to where she left her car. The image is entirely unremarkable, but the handwriting on the reverse is quite the opposite. It reads:

I will kill you.

Tucking the photograph away, Bamber shuts her eyes and thinks of the old days. The men gathered round a huge catch on the flensing platform. The animal’s big black eyes already starting to dull. The fires in the factory stoking high, ready to begin the rendering process. Huge blades being sharpened against stone. One last cry of pain from the whale and the knives begin cutting deep into its sides.

Blood pours from the fresh wounds, over the platform’s edge, into the ocean. Bamber opens her eyes and sighs happily. That’s better.
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Freddie

South Georgia is more beautiful than he could have imagined. Ribbon-thin streams pour over mountains that shine gold in the early sun. The water of Cumberland Bay is aquamarine, still as glass. Even the derelict whaling station is picturesque at a distance, a scattering of rust-red buildings along the curve of the coast. Across the bay from the station lies King Edward Point, home of the British Antarctic Survey.

The mountains are astonishing, circling the bay, towering above the tiny buildings, sweeping almost down to the sea edge. A single dirt track links the two settlements of Grytviken and King Edward Point, but elsewhere roads don’t exist. Human life can barely survive here.

And yet this is where he’s found her.

‘Morning, sir. Nice to have you join us.’

A hand brushes Freddie’s shoulder as the man in an officer’s uniform squeezes his way past. Several of the other passengers, most wearing the ship-issue orange anorak, follow him along the deck.

‘South Georgia is truly a wildlife paradise,’ the steward tells the group. ‘All the seals, birds and penguins that inhabit the seas around Antarctica need to come ashore to breed and South Georgia is one of the few places in this part of the world that isn’t permanently covered in ice and snow. Most of them come here.’

‘The grass is so green.’ One of the women is looking at the shore through binoculars. ‘Is that because of all the rain?’

‘Grass as you know it doesn’t exist here,’ the steward tells her. ‘What you can see above the coastline is actually emerald moss. You should also be able to make out the spire of the Norwegian church. Built in 1913, it’s been the venue of sixteen weddings.’ He grins at a couple in their thirties who are holding hands. ‘Until tomorrow,’ he adds.

Freddie fixes his binoculars on the buildings of King Edward Point. Felicity will be in one of them, maybe still in bed, maybe eating breakfast. Porridge. With blueberries. That was her favourite.

‘Over two million fur seals, some ninety-five per cent of the world’s population, live here in summer,’ the steward continues. ‘As well as over half the world’s population of elephant seals and four types of albatross.’

She probably can’t get blueberries. It doesn’t look as though anything can grow here.

‘I thought there’d be more snow,’ one of the passengers says.

Frozen blueberries, maybe.

‘Snow usually starts to fall in April,’ the steward says. ‘You will see snow and ice while you’re here, though, as roughly half the island is covered in it permanently. And there are some one hundred and fifty glaciers.’

At the word glacier, Freddie turns back to the group. Glaciers are Felicity’s thing.

‘We’ll be anchoring in the bay directly ahead,’ the steward explains. ‘King Edward—’

‘How soon can we go ashore?’ Freddie interrupts.

The steward’s eyebrows flick a fraction closer together. ‘First trip is at 10.30.’ He turns his attention back to the group. ‘That gives you two hours to enjoy breakfast and get wrapped up. As I was saying, King Edward Point has an interesting history. For some time after the Falklands War, it was the military base here on the island . . .’

Freddie leaves the deck.

Two hours. He should eat. He has no idea when he’ll have the chance again and he really isn’t sure when he last ate. The communal dining room on board is intolerable with the mindless chattering of the other passengers, and since boarding the ship he’s taken every meal he can in his cabin. Managing to stay calm for most of the trip, he’s found his hands trembling uncontrollably as they near South Georgia. Nicotine isn’t helping any more, nor is the whisky he’s been pouring in his cabin each night. His head is dull and his mouth tastes tight and sour. Drinking will have to stop now that he’s arrived. He’ll need all his wits about him.

On the plus side, the antibiotics are kicking in and he’s feeling much better.

Time to pack. He pulls his rucksack down from the top shelf and then, one by one, the other things he’ll need. The single shell, one-man tent won’t be much of a match for a South Georgian gale but it folds up small. So does the sleeping bag, the thermal blanket and the groundsheet. The largest, bulkiest item is one he spent months researching – an inflatable, one-man kayak with foot pump.

He checks that his torches, his Swiss Army knife, his compass and his matches are where they should be. He counts the protein bars that will keep him alive the next few days. Everything else he’ll need, including his life jacket, he will wear.

He checks that his recently purchased satellite phone and back-up battery are fully charged.

The orange anorak can stay in the cupboard. He pulls his own dark-khaki jacket off its hanger and checks that his gloves are in the pockets. Finally, he unfolds the best chart of South Georgia that he’s been able to get hold of.

The main island is a little over a hundred miles long and twenty wide. Much of its internal landmass is covered with glaciers or mountain ranges that will be challenging, if not impossible, to cross. There are no roads, other than a few dirt tracks around the main settlements. The tiny population lives at either King Edward Point or Grytviken. Other places where people stay temporarily are few in number and are mainly ad hoc bases of the British Antarctic Survey. There is a small station on Bird Island and a former manager’s villa at the abandoned whaling station of Husvik. Nothing else that he’s been able to find. There are no airstrips, no regular ferry crossings. The only way to arrive is by sea voyage and once here, no other way off.

Freddie turns on his swivel stool to the newspaper cutting tacked to the headboard of his narrow bunk. A photograph and accompanying story, the only online trace he’s found in months of searching.

Glaciologist Seeks Antarctic Challenge

World expert glaciologist Felicity Lloyd, 28, is about to set sail on the trip of a lifetime to the remote island of South Georgia in the Antarctic Circle where she will spend two years studying the formation and movement of some of the planet’s lesser-known glaciers. Dr Lloyd, who has worked for the British Antarctic Survey (BAS) for five years, described the opportunity as ‘unique’ and says she isn’t remotely concerned about the harsh conditions so far south, or about the lack of human contact.

Fewer than fifteen people live on South Georgia in the winter months when temperatures rarely rise above freezing and snow covers most of the land. ‘I’m hoping to improve my skiing,’ Dr Lloyd adds.

South Georgia is a British Overseas Territory that was once one of the world’s most commercially successful whaling stations. During the Falklands Conflict of 1982, it was temporarily occupied by Argentina and was later retaken by British forces in a daredevil helicopter mission. Today, its income derives largely from the sale of fisheries licences and tourism.

The accompanying photograph is amateurish, the subject sitting straight on to the camera, poor lighting creating shadows behind her head. Her long blonde hair has been tied back and her large, deep-set eyes wear no makeup. She isn’t smiling. She hadn’t wanted her photograph taken, had probably been bullied into it by her employers.

It doesn’t do her justice, gives no hint of her height, the slender grace of her limbs, the way her hair shines silver in some lights. Not that Freddie needs a photograph. In his head, he knows every inch of her. There hasn’t been a day that he can remember when he hasn’t longed to run his hands over the silken skin, feel her hair tickling the underside of his chin, press his face against her to find that unique smell.

And now, at last, he’s found her.
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Felicity

‘Morning, love,’ Ralph says, as Felicity joins him at the jetty. He is in the RIB she’s requisitioned for the next few days. ‘Nice day for it.’

The first forecast of the day is good. Cold and clear for most of the morning, clouding over towards mid-afternoon, snow on the upper peaks. Light winds.

‘You’re fuelled up, spare tank in the locker. Comms working fine. Keep her below thirty knots unless the sea’s like a millpond, which it won’t be, and the kill-cord doesn’t leave your wrist.’

Felicity nods to the horizon, where the black speck isn’t yet distinguishable to the naked eye as a ship. ‘What time do you think it will dock?’

Ralph licks a finger and holds it up into the wind. ‘Another hour. Maybe more. You wanting to get away before it arrives?’

Joining him on the RIB, Felicity tucks her food bag into the far corner of the stern locker. ‘No, I’ll wait till its anchored,’ she says. ‘No rush.’

‘Sure, you don’t want me to come with you?’ Ralph says.

‘I’ll be there for three days, maybe more. You’re needed here.’

Ralph nods but looks troubled. Every member of the BAS South Georgia team has boat-handling skills, but the boatmen are supposed to do the long and difficult journeys. Bird Island is at the very north-west tip, over seventy miles distant. It is a long way, even in the powerful RIB.

Of course, she isn’t planning to go anywhere near Bird Island. Bird Island isn’t nearly safe enough. On Bird Island she can be found.

He says, ‘Well, you let me know when you get there safe.’

‘No problem.’

It could be a problem. She can hardly announce her arrival at Bird on an open radio frequency when Jen and Frank who are actually there will almost certainly hear it and contradict her. Maybe a brief transmission will work, round about the time she would be expected to arrive. She can say she’s pulling into the bay and that everything is fine. Jen and Frank aren’t actually expecting her today, just sometime in the next week or so.

The speck on the horizon is bigger.

‘How long before it gets here?’ she asks.

‘Still an hour. Less the five minutes since you last asked me.’

Ralph takes her through safety procedures one last time and then she runs up to the admin office. Nigel looks up as she enters.

‘Manifest?’ he asks.

‘It’s arrived?’

He hands over the list. All five pages this time and she turns straight to the last. The name leaps out at her and she feels every ounce of strength draining away.

‘Not spotted the one you’re waiting for?’ Nigel asks.

She can’t lose it now. ‘You got me,’ she says. ‘My boyfriend said he was hoping to make it out here. I guess he didn’t.’

Nigel’s eyebrows lift. She has never mentioned a boyfriend before. ‘There are no phones where he lives?’ he asks.

‘He wanted to surprise me. What time will they anchor?’

‘An hour or so. You still planning that trip today?’

‘Yes. I’m off anytime.’ She makes for the door, on legs that feel unsteady. ‘Now I know there’s no one on the boat I need to see.’

‘Because the latest weather report isn’t so good. Winds getting up later. If you have to go, why don’t you take Jack with you?’

‘Actually, that’s not a bad idea. I’ll ask him if he’s free. Thanks, Nigel.’

‘Mind yourself.’

She curses as she leaves Nigel’s office. Now, on top of everything else, she has to avoid Jack for the next hour. 
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Bamber

Bamber has a special place. A place she goes to when the rage builds to the point where she thinks it might tear her head apart. The Petrel, the beached whaling ship in Grytviken harbour is never visited by tourists. It simply isn’t safe.

The entire structure of the Petrel is unstable. Constantly buffeted by gale-force winds and storm seas, it seems to hold together on nothing more than the memories of the power it once had. Even in moderate seas, waves come crashing over its decks. At any moment the masts, the cranes, even the harpoon gun at the bow could plummet, crushing anything beneath. Guano covers the structure, turning the decks into a slippery, foul-smelling sponge. Much of the iron has corroded, rendering its decks treacherous. One unlucky footstep could send her plummeting into the black prison filled with icy water that the ship’s hold has become. If she falls in there, there will be no way out.

Bamber never makes the dangerous journey along the rotten jetty without knowing it could be her last trip. She doesn’t care because the Petrel hosts a thriving colony of sea birds and the racket they make is constant. When she is on board the Petrel, no one can hear her scream.

No one sees her slip aboard. The colony of sea birds that use the wrecked ship as a daytime perch watch her curiously, but they aren’t afraid of people.

No one but the gulls hear her pick up the long flensing knife and hurl it against the wall of the main cabin. It strikes with a deep resonant boom and then clangs to the rivetted floor as the air becomes alive with the beating of a hundred or more strong wings. From above the ship they yell down their annoyance and she yells back at them. She kicks a wooden casket and sees it shatter with satisfaction.

The Petrel’s crew ate and slept in this cabin and some remnants of their furniture remain. Bamber finds an iron club hammer and batters it down on to a chair. When the chair retains no memory of the shape it once held, she turns her attention to the bunks. Only when she’s exhausted herself does she put down the hammer. Her hands are sore and she is gasping for breath.

Pulling herself onto the bridge she risks looking out at the cruise ship. He will be making preparations to come ashore.

She is running out of time.

Bamber never takes her rages out on the bridge. She needs to keep this space intact and weatherproof. It is where she keeps her secret things. She opens the locker at the rear of the cabin and at the very bottom of a waterproof bag she finds what she’s come for, double wrapped in waterproof cloth. A Sig Sauer P238 handgun.

Bought in South America, recommended by the shop owner as the best self-defence handgun for
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