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Author’s Note

She was once a familiar sight on all of the ocean waters which surround the European coastline: the 240-foot-long Soviet-built Kilo-Class patrol submarine, barreling along the surface, her ESM mast raised, usually with a few crew members huddled on the bridge beneath the old ensign of the USSR... she was a jet-black symbol of Soviet seapower.

Throughout the final 10 years of the Cold War, the Kilo was deployed in all Russian waters, and sometimes far beyond. She patrolled the Baltic, the North Atlantic, the White Sea, the Barents Sea, the Mediterranean, the Black Sea, and even the Pacific, the Bering Sea and the Sea of Japan, off the big Soviet base in Vladivostok.

At 3,000 tons dived, the Kilo is by no means a big submarine – the Soviet Typhoons are 21,000-tonners. But there is a menace about this robust little diesel-electric SSK because, carefully handled, she can be as quiet as the grave.

Stealth is the watchword of all submarines. And of all the underwater warriors, the Kilo is one of the most stealthy. Unlike a big nuclear boat, she has no reactor requiring the support of numerous mechanical subsystems, all potential noise-makers.

The Kilo can run, unseen, beneath the surface at speeds up to 17 knots, on electric motors, powered by her huge battery. At low speeds, the soft hum of her power-unit is almost indiscernible. In fact the only time the Russian Kilo is at any serious risk of detection – save by active sonar – is when she comes to periscope depth to recharge her battery.

When she executes this operation, she runs her diesel engines – a process known in the trade as ‘snorkeling,’ or, in the Royal Navy, ‘snorting.’ At this point she can be heard, she can be picked up on radar, the ions in the diesel exhaust can be ‘sniffed,’ she can even be seen, and there is little she can do about it.

Just as a car engine needs an intake of oxygen, so do the two internal combustion diesel generators in a submarine. She must have air. And she must come up to periscope depth at least in order to get it. That’s when she is most vulnerable to detection, which is why a patrolling Kilo, in hostile waters, snorkels only when she must, to keep her giant battery charged. Even then she will only snorkel at night – to reduce the chance of being seen – and for the shortest possible time, to minimize the chance of being heard and pinpointed for attack.

The battery gives the Kilo a range of some 400 miles, running slowly and silently, before she needs to recharge. She can travel 6,000 miles ‘snorkeling’ before refueling. It takes only 52 crew (13 officers) to run her as a front-line fighting unit. As well as a small battery of short range surface-to-air missiles (SAMs), she carries up to 24 torpedoes, two of which are routinely fitted with nuclear warheads.

Today, however, the Kilo is rarely seen on the world’s oceans flying the Russian flag. Since the shocking demise of the Soviet Navy in the early 1990s, the Kilo has mostly been confined to moribund Russian Navy yards. There are only two Kilos in the Black Sea, two in the Baltic, six in the Northern Fleet and some fourteen in the Pacific Fleet.

And yet this sinister little submarine still serves her country. She is now being built almost entirely for export, and no warship in all the world is more in demand. The huge income derived from the sale of the ‘new, improved, even quieter Kilo,’ pays a lot of bills for a near-bankrupt Navy, and keeps a small section of the Russian Fleet mobile.

The Russians, however, have demonstrated a somewhat alarming tendency to sell the Kilo-Class to anyone with a large enough checkbook: they cost $300 million each.

And while no one minded particularly when Poland and Romania bought one each, nor indeed when Algeria bought a couple, secondhand, a few eyebrows were raised when India ordered eight of them. But India is not seen as a potential threat to the West.

It was Iran which caused deep worry. And despite a bold attempt at intervention by the Americans, the Ayatollahs managed to get hold of two Kilos, delivered somewhat mysteriously by the Russians. They immediately ordered a third, which is scheduled soon to arrive in the Gulf port of Bandar Abbas.

All of this, however, paled into insignificance with the entry of a new and deadly serious player in the international navy build-up game. Because this was a nation which had built the world’s third largest fleet of warships in less than 20 years; a nation with 250,000 personnel in her naval yards, and an unbridled ambition to join the superpowers.

And this is a nation with a known capacity to operate submarines, and a known capacity to produce a nuclear warhead of sufficient sophistication to fit into a torpedo.

A nation which suddenly, against the expressed wishes to the contrary of the United States of America, ordered 10 Russian-built Kilo-Class diesel-electric submarines.

China.
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Prologue

September 7, 2003

The four-car motorcade scarcely slowed as it turned into the West Executive Avenue entrance to number 1,600, Pennsylvania Avenue. Guards waved them straight through, and the four Secret Service agents in the leading automobile nodded curtly. Behind them followed two Pentagon staff limousines, with Navy guards in the front passenger seats. One more car-load of Secret Servicemen brought up the rear.

At the entrance to the West Wing, four more of the 35 White House duty agents were waiting. As the men from the Pentagon stepped from the cars, each of them was issued with a personal identity badge, except for the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, Admiral Scott F. Dunsmore, who had a permanent pass.

From the same limousine stepped the towering figure of Admiral Joseph Mulligan, the former commanding officer of a Trident nuclear submarine and now the Chief of Naval Operations (CNO), the professional head of the US Navy.

The third man was Vice-Admiral Arnold Morgan, the brilliant, irascible Director of the super-secret National Security Agency in Fort Meade, Maryland.

The second staff car contained the two senior submarine Flag Officers in the US Navy: Vice-Admiral John F. Dixon, Commander Submarines Atlantic Fleet, and Rear-Admiral Johnny Barry, Commander Submarines Pacific Fleet. Both men had been summoned to Washington in the small hours of that morning. It was now 4.30 p.m., and there was a semblance of cool in the afternoon air.

It was rare to see five such senior military figures, fully uniformed, at the White House at one time. There was an underlying aura of authority about the Chairman, flanked on either side by senior commanders. In many countries it might have given the appearance of an impending military coup. Right here, in the home of the US President, it merely caused much subservient nodding of heads by the Secret Servicemen.

The President may nominally carry the title of Commander-in-Chief, but these were the men who operated the front-line muscle of United States military power: the great carrier battle groups with their air-strike forces which patrol the world’s oceans, and the nuclear submarine strike force.

These men also had much to do with the operation of the presidency. The Navy itself runs Camp David, and indeed is entrusted with the life of the President, controlling directly the private, bullet-proof presidential suite at the Bethesda Naval Hospital in the event of an emergency.

The 89th Airlift Wing, under the control of Air Mobility Command, runs the private presidential aircraft, the Boeing 747 Air Force One. The US Marines provide all presidential helicopters. The US Army provides all White House cars and drivers. The Defense Department provides all communications.

When the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs arrives, accompanied by his senior commanders, these are not mere visitors. These are the most trusted men in the United States of America, men whose standing and awesome authority will survive political upheaval, even a change of presidency. They are men who are not intimidated by civilian power; men to whom any President must accord due deference.

And on this sunlit late summer afternoon, the 43rd US President stood before the motionless flags of the Navy, the Marines and the Air Force to greet them as they entered the Oval Office.

He smiled and addressed each one of them by his first name, including the Pacific submarine commander whom he had not met. To him he extended his right hand and said, warmly, ‘Johnny, I’ve heard a great deal about you. Delighted to meet you at last.’

They took their seats in five wooden ‘captain’s’ chairs arrayed before the great desk of America’s Chief Executive.

‘Mr President,’ said Admiral Dunsmore. ‘We got a problem.’

‘I guessed so, Scott.’

‘It’s one we’ve touched upon before, but never with any degree of urgency, because basically we thought it probably would not happen. But right now it’s happening.’

‘Go on.’

‘The 10 Russian Kilo-Class submarines ordered by China.’

‘Of which they have taken delivery of two in five years, right?’

‘Yessir. We now think the rest will be delivered in the next nine months. Eight of them, all of which are well on their way to completion in various Russian shipyards.’

‘Can we live with just the two already in place?’

‘Yessir. Just. Because that means they are unlikely to have more than one operational at a time. But no more. If they take delivery of the final eight they will have the capability of blockading the Taiwan Strait, with a fleet of three or even five Kilos on permanent operational duty. That would shut everyone out, including us. They’d retake and occupy Taiwan militarily in a matter of months.’

‘Jesus.’

‘If those Kilos are there,’ said Admiral Mulligan, ‘we would not dare send a US carrier in. Because they’d be waiting. They could actually hit us – then plead we were invading Chinese waters with a battle group, that we had no right to be in there.’

‘Hmmm. Do we have a solution?’

‘Yessir. They must not be allowed to take delivery of the final eight Kilos.’

‘You mean we persuade the Russians not to fulfill the order?’

‘Nossir,’ said Admiral Morgan. ‘That is unlikely to work. We’ve been trying. It’s like trying to persuade a goddamned drug addict he doesn’t need money.’

‘Then what do we do?’

‘We use other methods of persuasion, sir. One at a time, until they abandon the idea of Russian submarines.’

‘You mean...’

‘Yessir.’

‘But that will cause an international uproar.’

‘It would, sir,’ replied Admiral Morgan. ‘If anyone knew who had done what to whom. But they’re not going to know.’

‘Will I know?’

‘Not necessarily. We probably would not bother you about the mysterious disappearance of a few foreign diesel-electric submarines.’

‘Gentlemen, I believe this is what you describe as a black operation?’

‘Yessir. Non-attributable,’ replied the CNO.

‘Do you require my official permission?’

‘We need you to be with us, on the leading edge of the intelligence, sir,’ said Admiral Dunsmore. ‘But if you were to forbid such a course of action, we would of course respect that. In time, however, we will require something official. Right before we move.’

‘Gentlemen, as always, I trust your judgment. Please proceed as you think fit. Scott, keep me posted.’

And with that, the President very deliberately terminated the conversation. He rose and shook hands with each of the five senior commanders. And he watched them stride from the Oval Office, feeling himself, as ever, like a little boy in the presence of such men. And he pondered again the terrible responsibilities which were visited upon him in this place.
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One

I

Captain Tug Mottram could almost feel the barometric pressure rising. The wind, which had roared for two days out of the northwest at around 40 knots, was now, suddenly, increasing to 50 knots and more as it backed. The first snow flurries were already being blown across the heaving, rearing, lead-colored sea, and every 40 seconds gigantic ocean swells, a half-mile across, surged up behind them. The wind and the mountainous confused sea had moved from user-friendly to lethal in under 15 minutes... as it often does in the fickle atmospherics of the Southern Ocean, especially along the howling outer corridor of the Roaring Forties, before which Cuttyhunk now ran crosswind, gallantly, toward the southeast.

Tug Mottram had ordered the ship battened down two days ago. All watertight doors were closed and clipped. Fan intakes were shut off. No one was permitted on the upper deck aft of the bridge. And now the Captain gazed out ahead, through snow which suddenly became sleet, slashing sideways across his already small horizon. The wipers on the big wheelhouse windows could cope. Just. But astern the situation was deteriorating, as the huge seas from the northwest were made more menacing by the violent cross-seas from the beam, and now seemed intent on hunting down and engulfing the 279-foot steel-hulled research ship from Woods Hole, Massachusetts.

‘Decrease speed to 12 knots,’ he said. ‘We don’t wanna run even one knot faster than the sea. Not with the rear-end design of this bastard.’

‘You ever broached, sir?’ asked the young navigation officer, Kit Berens, his dark, handsome features set in a deep frown.

‘Damn right. In a sea like this. Going just too fast.’

‘Christ. Did the wave break right over you?’

‘Sure did. Pooped her right out. About a billion tons of green water crashed over the stern, buried the rear gun deck and the flight deck, and then flooded down the starboard side. Swung us right around, with the rudders clear out of the water. Next wave hit us amidships. I thought we were gone.’

‘Jesus. What kind of a ship was it?’

‘US Navy destroyer. Spruance. Eight thousand tons. And yes, Kit, I was driving her. Matter of fact it makes me downright nervous even to think about it. Twelve years later.’

‘Was it down here in the Antarctic, sir? Like us?’

‘Uh-uh. We were in the Pacific. Far south. But not this far.’

‘How the hell did she survive it?’

‘Oh, those Navy warships are unbelievably stable. She heeled right over, plowed forward and came up again right way. Not like this baby. She’ll go straight to the bottom if we fuck it up.’

‘Jesus,’ said Kit Berens, gazing with awe at the giant wall of water which now seemed to tower permanently above Cuttyhunk’s highly vulnerable, low-slung aft section. ‘We’re just like a cork compared to a destroyer. What d’we do?’

‘We just keep running. A coupla knots slower than the sea. Stay in tight control of the rudders. Keep ’em under. Hold her course stern on to the bigger swells. Look for shelter in the lee of the islands.’

Outside the wind was gusting violently up to 70 knots as the deep low-pressure area, sweeping eastward around the Antarctic, continued to cause the day-long almost friendly northwester to back around, first to the west, and now, in the last five minutes, to the cold southwest.

The sea was at once huge and confused, the prevailing ocean swells from the northwest colliding with the rising storm conditions from the southwest. The area of these fiercely rough seas was relatively small given the vastness of the Southern Ocean, but that was little comfort to Tug Mottram and his men as they climbed 80-foot waves. Because Cuttyhunk was right in the middle of it, and she was taking a serious pounding.

The sleet changed back to snow, and within moments the gunwales on the starboard bow were gathering small white drifts. But they were only fleeting because the great sea kept hurling tons of frigid water onto the foredeck. In the split second it took for the ocean spray to fly against the for’ard bulkhead, it turned to ice, and Tug Mottram, peering through the window, could see the tiny bright particles ricochet off the portside winch. He guessed the still-air temperature on deck had dropped to about minus five degrees centigrade – with the wind-chill of a force-10 storm, the real temperature out there was probably 15 below zero.

Again, Cuttyhunk pitched slowly forward into the receding slope of a swell, and Tug could see Kit Berens in the doorway to the communications room, stating their precise position: ‘Right now, 48 South, 67 East... heading southeast... just about 100 miles northwest Kerguelen Island...’

He watched his 23-year-old navigator, sensed his uneasiness, and muttered to no one in particular, ‘This thing is built for a head sea. If we have a problem, it’s right back there over the stern...’ Then, louder and clearer now, ‘Watch those new swells coming in from the beam, Bob. I’d hate to have one of them slew us around.’

‘Aye, sir,’ replied Bob Lander, who was, like Tug himself, a former US Navy lieutenant commander. The main difference between them was that the Captain had been coaxed out of the Navy at the age of 38 to become the senior commanding officer at the great Oceanographic Institute in Woods Hole. Whereas Bob, 10 years older, had merely run out his time in dark blue, retiring as a lieutenant commander, and was now second-in-command of Cuttyhunk.

They were both big, powerful men, natives of Cape Cod, lifelong seamen, lifelong friends. Cuttyhunk, named after the most westerly of the Elizabeth Islands, was in safe hands, despite the terrifying claws of the gale which was currently howling out of the Antarctic.

‘Kinda breezy out there now,’ said Lander. ‘You want me to nip down and offer a few encouraging words to the boffins?’

‘Good call,’ said Mottram. ‘Tell ’em we’re fine. Cuttyhunk’s made for this weather. Don’t for Christ’s sake tell ’em we could roll over any minute if we don’t watch ourselves. This goddamned cross-sea is the worst I’ve seen in quite a while... there ain’t a good course we can heave-to on. Tell ’em I expect to be behind the islands before long...’

Down below, the scientists had ceased work. The slightly built, bespectacled Professor Henry Townsend and his team were sitting together in the spacious guest lounge, which had been deliberately constructed in the middle of the ship to minimize the rise-and-fall effect of a big sea. His senior oceanographer, Roger Deakins, was already feeling a bit queasy, which was hardly surprising for a man more accustomed to operating in a deep-diving research submarine.

But the sudden change in weather had taken them all by surprise. And now, Kate Goodwin, a tall, thoughtful, blonde scientist with a doctorate from the joint MIT/Woods Hole Oceanography Program, was belatedly dispensing seasick tablets for those in need.

‘I’ll take a half-pound of ’em,’ said Deakins.

‘You only need one,’ said Kate, laughing.

‘You don’t know how I feel,’ he replied.

‘No. Thank God...’ she said wryly. But their banter was interrupted by an icy blast through the aft door and the dramatic appearance of a snowman wearing Bob Lander’s cheerful face.

‘Nothing to worry about, guys,’ he said, shaking snow all over the carpet. ‘Just one of those sudden storms you get down here, but we should find shelter tonight. Best stay below right now, till the motion eases... and don’t worry about the banging and thumping you can hear up front – that’s just because we’re in a very uneven sea, waves hitting us from different directions. Just remember this thing’s an ice-breaker. She’ll bust her way through anything.’

‘Thanks, Bob,’ said Kate. ‘Want some coffee?’

‘Christ, that’s a good idea,’ he said. ‘Black with sugar, if it’s no trouble. Can I take one up to the Captain, same way?’

‘Yessir,’ she said. ‘Why don’t I give you a pot of it? I’ll clip it down. Save you throwing it all over the deck.’

Bob Lander chatted to Professor Townsend for a few minutes while he waited, but his mind was not locked into the words of the acknowledged American expert on the unstable southern ozone layer. It was preoccupied with the thumps against the bow, the dull, shuddering thud of big waves, which have a kind of rhythm, even in a grim Antarctic storm such as this.

Right now there were too many of them. And a couple of times Bob sensed a more hollow clang, although the sound was muffled in this part of the ship. It was, however, the pattern, not the noise, which bothered him. He excused himself quickly, told Kate he’d be right back, and stepped out once more into the gale, making his way up the companionway toward the bridge.

Out here he could really hear the shriek of the storm: the wind slicing through the upperworks, moaning across the great expanse of the water, then rising to a ghastly higher pitch with each thunderous gust. The sound of Cuttyhunk lurching forward into the waves held an eerie beat of its own, the big thump of the bow, followed by the slash of the spray across the ship: all of it broken only by the staccato clatter-clatter-clatter of a steel hawser from a topping lift whacking against the after mast. Bob Lander could see also ice forming along the tops of the rails and on the winch covers. If this had been winter it would soon have required men with axes to hack it off, before it became too heavy for the plunging foredeck. But at this time of year the temperature would rise when the storm passed.

‘I guess you’d have to describe this as one heck of a summer day,’ muttered Bob as he shoved his way through the bridge door, listening again for the offending noise he had observed below.

Inside, it was less obvious, because of the height above the deck. Nonetheless Tug Mottram had also heard something. He turned to face Bob Lander, and words were not required. He spoke in the terse language of the US Navy. ‘Go and check that out will you, Bob? It’s for’ard, I think. And for Christ’s sake be careful. Take a coupla guys with you.’

Bob Lander made his way down to the rolling deck and rounded up a couple of seamen from the crew dormitory. All three of them changed into wet-suits and then pulled on special combination fur-lined Arctic oilskins, seaboots and safety harnesses. They clipped onto the steel safety lines and fought their way out, across the foredeck, where the now-louder noise was obvious. Every time the ship rode up, there was a mighty thump against the bow.

‘FUCK IT!’ roared Bob Lander above the wind. ‘It’s that FUCKING anchor again. Worked loose just like it did in that sea off Cape Town.’ And now he yelled across to Billy Wrightson and Brad Arnold, ‘WE’LL TIGHTEN UP ON THAT BOTTLE-SCREW STOPPER AGAIN. THEN LET’S GET DOWN INTO THE PAINT SHOP AND CHECK FOR DAMAGE.’

Just then a huge wave broke almost lazily over the bow. All three of the men were waist-deep in the freezing water, saved from going over the side only by the harnesses which held them to the safety lines. For the next five minutes they heaved and tugged at the crowbar tightening the stopper. Then they struggled back to the bulkhead door, and bumped and lurched their way to the paint shop, Bob Lander secredy dreading what damage had been done by the swinging half-ton anchor crashing against the hull.

He needed only to open the door to the forepeak area. Tons of seawater surged out from the shop, knocking all three men flying as it rushed through the lower deck. Lander, back on his feet, ordered Wrightson back to the engineer’s office to tell him to activate the pumps. Then he moved forward into the paint shop.

The gaping hole on the starboard side, two feet above the deck, told him all he needed to know. The huge anchor had worked its way loose and had bashed a jagged rip into the steel-plating of the hull. Worse yet, the seam between two plates had given way. God knows how far down that rip might travel in a sea like this.

Bob Lander knew two things had to be done. Fast. The hole had to be temporarily patched, and Cuttyhunk now had no choice but to run for cover, out of this dangerous weather to the nearest safe anchorage, and make a proper repair.

Meanwhile he told Brad Arnold to get together a group of six men, including the engineer, to go for’ard and shore up the bow inside the paint room, and shut it off securely. ‘The anchor’s secure for the moment, so get to it, Brad. I don’t want that split to get one inch bigger, and I want the water confined to the one compartment. When you’ve done, set a watch-keeper at the bulkhead door.’

Bob Lander returned to the bridge and told Tug Mottram what he had already guessed. ‘Bottle screw again, Bob?’

‘Yessir. We have the anchor back tight on the screw and properly wired down. But we have to find some good shelter. There’s a lot of water getting into the paint shop. You can see daylight through a big crack in the hull... Brad’s shoring up around the hole, but we need to weld it, real soon, otherwise I’m afraid it’ll run right down the seam. We can’t do that kinda job out here.’

‘Okay... KIT! How far to Kerguelen?’

‘Just about 80 miles, sir. At this speed we ought to be in there sometime around 0400.’

‘Okay, check the course.’

‘Present course is okay... we’ll come in past Rendezvous Rock, 12 miles north, then we can run down the leeward side into Choiseul Bay and hopefully get out of this goddamned weather.’

‘This ain’t gonna get any better for a day or two. I guess we’ll have to cope with a beam sea, Kit, but if we stay to the east side of the Ridge, it should be a bit calmer. I don’t suppose the boffins will be too happy altering course away from their precious research area.’

‘Guess not, sir. But they’d probably be a lot less happy if the bow split and we went to the bottom.’

‘This is not a life-threatening situation, Kit,’ said Bob Lander quietly. ‘Just a darn nuisance which we don’t want to get any worse... Sir, I’ll go below and check the patch-up operation in the paint shop.’

At 1957 Tug Mottram ordered a short satellite communication to the command center at Woods Hole: ‘Position 48.25S, 67.25E. Intended movement 117 – 12 knots. Going inshore. Proceeding to inspect and repair minor bow damage caused by heavy weather.’

At 1958 he adjusted course for the northwestern headland of the island of Kerguelen, which sits, essentially, at the end of the earth, virtually uninhabited, its snow- and icebound terrain untrampled by the feet of man, save for a few Frenchmen at their weather station at Port-aux-Français way down in the southeast. No ships pass by this godforsaken rocky wasteland for months on end. No commercial airlines fly overhead. No known military power has even the remotest interest in checking the place out.

So far as anyone knows, no marauding submarine has passed this way in more than half a century. Not even the all-seeing American satellites bother to cast an eye upon this craggy wilderness, which measures 80 miles long from west to east, and 55 miles north–south. Save for the huge rookeries of king penguins, and an unreasonable plague of rabbits, Kerguelen might as well be on the moon. It is a huddle of frozen rocks rising out of the Southern Ocean, perhaps the loneliest place on this planet. It stands stark on the 69-degree easterly line of longitude, latitude 49.30S. Gale-swept almost nonstop for all 12 months of the year, Kerguelen is geographical proof that the Roaring Forties are really the Roaring Fifties.

It is, in fact, an archipelago of much smaller islands inset into a great uneven L-shaped mainland, and represents only the tip of a vast underwater range of mountains which stretches for 1,900 miles roughly due southeast from latitude 47.00S right down to the eastern end of the Shackleton Ice Shelf. To the west of this colossal ridge, the ocean is more than three miles deep. On the other side it falls away to more than four miles beneath the keel.

The whole concept of the place made Tug Mottram shudder. But he knew his job, and he knew also the importance the Woods Hole scientists with whom he traveled placed upon that unseen range of subsurface mountains – known formally as the Kerguelen–Gaussberg Ridge.

For, above those craggy underwater peaks, swim literally vast clouds of tiny shrimp-like creatures known as krill, a critical ingredient of the Antarctic food chain – so critical the entire ecosystem would collapse without them. For the krill are devoured by a large network of deep-sea creatures – fish, squid, seals and several species of whale, including the humpback. In turn the killer whale eats other whales and seals. Penguins feed on the small fish and squid which eat the krill. Flying birds also eat the krill, the fish and the squid.

And the Woods Hole scientific teams had discerned for several years a sharp reduction in the krill population. Professor Townsend had made himself world famous by announcing that as a result of a long research program he now believed that the krill were being wiped out by the ultraviolet rays streaming through the hole in the ozone layer which appears over the Antarctic in the September of the year. Furthermore, his studies suggested that the problem was worsening, and he now believed the ozone hole was growing steadily larger, much like the one in Cuttyhunk’s paint shop.

His pronouncement had lent a new urgency to this expedition. He planned to take samples of the krill off the Ridge for about six days, and then proceed on down to the US Antarctic Research Station on McMurdo Sound for another month. The questions were, are the phytoplankton, on which the krill feed, being harmed by the radiation, and is this in turn endangering entire species of sea creatures? Another sharp increase would signify to Professor Townsend that the ozone hole was increasing. The New York Times had run an entire section on this latest threat, and now the eyes of the world’s environmental agencies were fixed firmly upon the Cuttyhunk scientists.

Tug Mottram’s eyes were fixed on the raging sea now rolling in across his starboard beam, white foam being whipped off the wavetops by the gale, making grotesque lacy patterns in the troughs.

The anchor was secure enough right now, but the men in the forepeak were having a hell of a time trying to stop the sea coming in. They had two big mattresses jammed over the hole, and held in place by heavy timbers cut especially to length for such an emergency. Three young crewmen, almost waist-deep in the freezing water, were trying to wedge the beams into place with sledgehammers, but it was so cold they could manage only three minutes at a time. And when the ship pitched forward the water rose right over them. It would have taken 10 minutes in calm waters, but it ended up more than an hour before the ship was more or less watertight. Another 10 minutes to pump the water out. Two hours to thaw out the shivering seamen.

At midnight they changed the watch. Bob Lander came on the bridge, and the Captain, who had ridden out the worst of the storm, headed exhausted to his bunk. At 48 years old Tug was beginning to feel not quite so indestructible as he had been at 25. And he missed his stunningly pretty second wife Jane, who awaited him now in the Cape Cod seaport of Truro. In the small hours of an Antarctic morning he found it difficult to sleep, and often spent much time reflecting, guiltily, on his divorce from Annie, and the terrible, cruel half-truths he had stated in order to break free and marry a much younger woman. But when he thought of Jane he usually persuaded himself that it had, on reflection, probably been worth it.

Outside, the weather was brightening a little now, and although the wind still howled at around 50 knots, the snow had stopped falling, and there were occasional breaks in the cloud. The worst of the cold front was through.

On the bridge, Bob Lander sometimes caught a glimpse of the sun, a fireball on the horizon as Cuttyhunk shouldered her way forward, making 17 knots now on her southeasterly course one-three-five. Soon they would be in sight of the great rock of Ilot Rendezvous, which rises 230 feet out of the sea, a rounded granite centurion guarding the northwestern seaway to Kerguelen. It is sometimes known as Bligh’s Cap, so named by Captain Cook in 1776 in honor of his sailing master in Resolution on his fourth and final voyage – William Bligh, later of the Bounty. But maritime law decrees the French somehow named it first, and the official charts reflect this.

Bob Lander spotted it first shortly before 0300, almost a half-mile off his patched-up starboard bow. He called through to Kit Berens, who had returned to the navigation office at 0200. ‘Aye, sir,’ he replied. ‘I have a good radar picture. Stay on one-three-five and look for the point of Cap D’Estaing dead ahead 40 minutes from now. There’s deep water right in close, we can get round a half-mile off the headland. No sweat.’

‘Thanks, Kit. How ’bout some coffee?’

‘Okay, sir. Lemme just finish plotting us into Choiseul. I’ll be right there. But the chart is showing there’s a few kelp-beds in the bay and I think we ought to give ’em a damned wide berth. I hate that stuff.’

‘So do I, Kit. You better keep at it for a bit. Don’t worry about me. I’ll just stand here and die of thirst.’

Kit Berens chuckled. He was loving his first great ocean voyage, and was deeply grateful to Tug Mottram for giving him a chance. Tug reminded him of his own father. They were both around 6 ft 3 ins tall, both easy-going men with a lot of dark curly hair and deeply tanned outdoor faces. Tug’s had been forged out on the world’s oceans, Kit’s dad’s was the result of a lifetime in south Texas oil fields working as a driller. In Kit’s opinion they were both guys you could really count on, just so long as they thought they could count on you. He liked that.

The young navigator pressed his dividers onto the chart against a steel ruler. ‘There’s a damn great flat-topped mountain on the headland,’ he called to Bob. ‘It’s marked right here as the Bird Table. It’s probably the first thing we’ll see. We’ll change course a few degrees southerly right there. That way we’ll see straight up into Christmas Harbor. But I don’t think it’ll give us enough shelter from the wind. We’ll have to run on a bit further.’

‘What the hell’s Christmas Harbor? I thought the whole place was French. Why isn’t it called Baie Noel or something?’

‘My notes say it was named by Captain Cook because he pulled in there on Christmas Day 1776. The French named it Baie de l’Oiseau around that same time. Shouldn’t be surprised if no one’s been there since. I’m telling you, this place is des-o-late.’

At 0337 Bob Lander steered Cuttyhunk around Cap D’Estaing. They were in daylight now, but the wind was still hooting out of the Antarctic and it swept around the great northwestern headland of Kerguelen. Fifteen minutes later Kit Berens was gazing up at the turmoil of white-capped ocean swirling through Christmas Harbor.

‘Forget that,’ he said. ‘I’d say the wind was blowing right around D’Estaing but somehow it’s also sweeping round that damn great mountain and into the harbor from the other direction. It’s like a wind tunnel in there. The katabatics are gonna give us a problem. We’re gonna have to run right up into one of the fjords.’

‘Fjords?’ said Bob. ‘I thought they were more or less a northern thing.’

‘According to this chart, Kerguelen’s got more fjords than Norway,’ said Kit. ‘I’ve been studying it for hours now. The whole place must have been a succession of glaciers once. The fjords here cut so deep back into the land I can’t find one spot on the whole island more than about 11 miles from salt water. I bet if you measured every inch of the coastline it’d be about as long as Africa’s!’

Lander laughed. He liked the adventurous young Texan. And he liked the way he always knew a lot about where they were. Not just the position, course, speed and distances. But it was typical of Kit to know that Captain James Cook and William Bligh had sailed through these waters a couple of hundred years ago.

Right then Tug Mottram returned to the bridge, bang on time as he always was. ‘Morning, men,’ he said. ‘Is this goddamned wind ever gonna ease up?’

‘Not yet, anyways,’ said Lander. ‘The cold front is still right here. I guess we should just be thankful the darned blizzard’s gone through. Wind’s still sou’westerly, and it’s freezing out there.’

‘Kit, you picked a spot for us?’ asked the Captain.

The Texan stared at his chart. Without looking up, he said slowly, ‘Kind of. About another eight miles southwest there’s a deep inlet called Baie Blanche – a fjord really, 10 miles long. A mile wide and deep, up to 400 feet. At the end it forks left into Baie des Français, which I think will be sheltered. But it also turns right into another fjord, Baie du Repos. This one’s about eight miles long, narrow but very deep. The mountain range on the western side should give some shelter. The swells shouldn’t come in too bad, not that far up, and I don’t see any kelp marked. I’m recommending we get in there.’

‘Sounds good to me. Oh, Bob, on your way to your bunk, tell the engineers to be ready to start work on the hull at around 0800, will you?’

‘Okay, sir. I’m just gonna catch an hour’s sleep. Then I’ll be right back for a bit of sightseeing.’

Kit Berens finally looked up and informed the Captain he was about to put a message on the satellite stating their position and describing the minor repairs, which would delay them for less than a day.

In the communications room, positioned on the port side of the wide bridge, the former Boston television repair man Dick Elkins was talking to a weather station when Kit Berens dropped his message on the desk: ‘Intercontinental – direct to Woods Hole.’

And now, at last, they were getting a lee. The water was flatter, and Cuttyhunk steadied, sheltered now by the rising foothills on the starboard side as they ran down to Baie Blanche.

Kit Berens was back hunched over his charts, his steel ruler sweeping across the white, blue and yellow sheets. Finally he spoke. ‘Sir, I wanna give you three facts...’

‘Shoot,’ said the Captain.

‘Right. If you left this island and headed due north, you would not hit land for 8,500 miles and it would be the south coast of Pakistan. If you went due west you’d go another 8,500 miles to the southern coastline of Argentina. And if you went east, you’d go 6,000 miles, passing to the south of New Zealand and then 6,500 more to the coast of Chile. My assessment is therefore that right now we’re at the ass-end of the goddamned earth.’

Tug Mottram laughed loudly. ‘How about south?’

‘That, sir, is a total fucking nightmare – 500 miles into the West Ice Shelf which guards the Astrid Coast. That’s the true Antarctic coastline. Colder and more windswept even than here. But they do have something else in common, Kerguelen and the Antarctic.’

‘They do? What’s that?’

‘No human being has ever been born in either place.’

‘Jesus.’

At 0600 they swung into the first wide fjord, Baie Blanche, and immediately became almost unaware of the wind; the water was calm and seemed tideless. There were 400 feet below the keel. Tug Mottram cut the speed right back, because in these very cold, deep Antarctic bays, you could blunder into the most dangerous kind of small iceberg – the ones formed of transparent meltwater ice which float heavily below the surface, absorbing the somber, morose shades of the surrounding seas. To the eye they thus look bluish-black in color, and, unlike white glacier ice, are almost impossible to see.

After four miles, Bob Lander took the wheel while the skipper went outside into the freezing but clear air, and gazed up at the rugged sides of the waterway. Up ahead he could see the lowish headland of Pointe Bras where the fjord split. Beyond that, rising to a height of 1,000 feet, was the snow-covered peak of Mount Richards. Through his binoculars Tug could see gales of snow being whipped from the heights by the still blasting wind.

This lee would be fine for a while, but should a gale swing suddenly out of the north it would blast straight down Baie Blanche. That was why Kit Berens had advised running right down into the deeply sheltered Baie du Repos before they brought out the welding kit.

They turned into the long continuing fjord of Repos at 0655 and made their way over almost 70 fathoms of water around the long left-handed bend which led to the protected dead-end waters below Mount Richards.

Bob Lander slowed to below 4 knots while they searched for an anchorage, when Tug Mottram caught sight of two old, rusting, gray buoys spaced about 400 feet apart, some 50 yards off the rocky western lee shore. ‘That’ll do just fine,’ he muttered, at once wondering if it had been Captain Cook who had left them there in the first place. But then, still looking through his glasses, he spotted something beyond both his imagination and his comprehension.

Speeding towards them, at about 14 knots, was the unmistakable shape of a US-made naval assault craft, one of the old 130 LCVPs, complete with two regulation 7.62 mm machine-guns mounted on the bow. In Tug’s mind, none of that was good, but what was really disconcerting was the line of big red-and-white dragon’s teeth artistically painted about two feet high across the shallow bow. Worse yet there were 10 occupants, each wearing white military-style helmets. Tug could see the sun glinting off the ones worn by the for’ard gunners.

‘Where the hell did they come from?’ asked Captain Mottram, standing stock-still on the deserted deck. He could only guess they were French, but he called out for Kit and Bob to take a look.

Lander was thoughtful. ‘That’s an old Type 272,’ he said. ‘Haven’t seen one of them for a few years.’

But young Berens, sharper by nature, and a frontier Texan by heritage, took one look, grabbed for a set of keys and announced he was headed for the arms cupboard, ‘Right now!’

The Captain pulled his loaded sidearm from his drawer, and Bob Lander slowed the ship down to a halt. Moments later the assault craft pulled alongside, and the leader requested, in a slight American accent, permission to board. To Tug’s eye he looked Japanese beneath his big helmet.

Eight of the armed military men on board the LCVP climbed over the rails. Captain Mottram offered his hand in greeting, but this gesture was ignored. Instead the visitors’ guns were lowered. The Captain and Bob were ordered flat against the bulkhead, arms outstretched. Mottram did not reckon his pistol would be much of a match for the Kalashnikovs the raiders carried.

Bob Lander turned to ask by whose authority this action was being done, and was felled by a blow to the head from a machine-gun barrel. At which precise time Kit Berens swung around the corner with a loaded submachine-gun and opened fire.

Inside the communications room, Dick Elkins heard two bursts of machine-gun fire. He raced to the bridge window and tried to assess the situation. He knew there was little time, and he charged back into his office and slammed both locks home. A half-minute later, the first ax crashed through the top of the door.

Dick had only split seconds to operate. He opened up his satellite intercontinental link, punching out a desperate message: ‘MAYDAY... MAYDAY... MAYDAY!... Cuttyhunk 49 South, 69... UNDER ATTACK... Japanese...’

At which point the message to the Woods Hole command center was interrupted by an ax handle thudding into Dick Elkins’ head.

And nothing, repeat nothing, was ever heard from the US Oceanographic Institute research ship again. No wreckage. No bodies. No communication. No apparent culprit. Not a sign.

And that was all 11 months ago.
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II

Freddie Goodwin, at 41 years of age, was resigned to remaining a local newspaper reporter for the rest of his days. In his heart he had always wished to be either a marine engineer or a marine biologist, but a somewhat misspent youth on Cape Cod had caused him to fail most of his important academic exams. Then he failed to earn sufficient grades at Duke University to gain him a place in the MIT/Woods Hole Oceanographic doctorate program.

Which more or less wrapped it up, deep-seawise, for Freddie. He decided that if he could not research the great oceans of the world, he would write about them instead. And he would leave the heavy academia to his much cleverer first cousin Kate Goodwin, with whom he had always been secretly and privately in love; since first he met her when she was just 19, after the death of her father, his uncle.

Freddie had thus set off into the rougher, more competitive paths of journalism, and was offered a place on his local newspaper, the Cape Cod Times, when he was 22 years old, after submitting a graphic and truly brilliant interview with a Greek sea captain who had been sufficiently thoughtless during a storm to dump a 20,000-ton sugar freighter onto Nauset Beach, near Freddie’s family home.

He attracted the editor’s attention because of his somewhat nifty turn of phrase, and his obdurate tenacity in running the captain to ground in the back room of a Cypriot restaurant in south Boston. The purple pen which had unhappily proved an insufficient weapon to impress the MIT professors, with their tyrannical insistence on facts, was just fine for the Times.

The news department in Hyannis also liked facts, but not with the self-effacing missionary fervor of the scientists. Within a very few years Freddie Goodwin became the leading feature writer on the paper, and could more or less pick his own assignments, unless something really big was happening over at the Kennedy compound in Hyannisport, where he was always a welcome visitor.

He was a bit of a hellraiser by nature, but he was a striking-looking man, and talented, and probably could have made it big in Boston or New York had he been able to tear himself away from Cape Cod. As it was, he felt contented enough when his better feature stories were syndicated to other papers, including the Washington Post. On reflection, he preferred to live on the humorous, unambitious edges of journalism.

And Cape Cod, the narrow land of his youth, his family’s headquarters for four generations, would forever be home to Freddie. He had never married – some said because no one quite measured up to his beloved, unobtainable Kate – but he had his boat, he even had a lobsterman’s license, and he had a stream of girlfriends. In the summer he crewed in the hotshot local Wianno Senior racing class, and he watched the Cape Cod Baseball League, supporting the Hyannis Mets. In the winter, when the population of the Cape crashes by about 80 percent, he tended to drink too much.

On occasional assignments ‘off-Cape’ (as the locals put it), Freddie Goodwin quickly missed the sight of his homeland – not just Mulligan’s Bar up in Dennisport, but also the great saltwater ponds, the marshes and the sweeping sandy coastline, the shallow, gentle waters of Nantucket Sound, the soft warm breezes of the Gulf Stream which wrap themselves around the western reaches of the Cape for six months of the year.

He missed them particularly right now, as he stood alone in the shadow of the great windswept icy cliffs which surround Christmas Harbor on the island of Kerguelen. And he wept helplessly again for his lost Kate, and in a sense for all of the 23 Cape Cod seamen and six scientists who had vanished off the face of the earth on that fateful December morning almost a year previously.

He had known so many of them, especially Bob Lander. Freddie’s entire family had gone to the funeral of Bob’s wife just two years ago. Her cancer had caused almost as much grief to the Goodwins as to her husband and three children. The Landers had all lived within a mile of Freddie’s parents in Brewster for almost 50 years.

Through Kate, he knew big Tug Mottram, and Henry Townsend, and Roger Deakins, and Kate’s two assistants Gail and Barbara. The Woods Hole oceanographic community, despite the vast size of the waterfront complex, the 1,400 employees and 500-strong student body, is as tight-knit as any law firm. Those who make long and perilous ocean voyages to the Arctic and the Antarctic in pursuit of deep scientific research are often bound together for all of their days.

Freddie Goodwin could not bring himself to believe the entire ship’s company of Cuttyhunk was dead. And for months he had used the columns of the Cape Cod Times to rail against the Government Inquiry. He was emotionally and intellectually unable to deal with the words of the official report...


There is no evidence whatsoever to suggest that Cuttyhunk is still floating and it must be presumed that she has gone to the bottom of the Southern Ocean with all hands. The chance of survivors in those deserted waters, in those freezing temperatures, is plainly zero.



At various times Freddie had demanded to know in both his newspaper and in letters to different Washington government departments how anyone could explain away the last message: the assertion that the ship was under attack... and that the Japanese were probably responsible.

The Press Department in the Pentagon had patiently pointed out, over and over again, that Cuttyhunk had been the subject of an extensive US Navy sea-search over a period of three months. ‘Mr Goodwin, sir, may I remind you that the President of the United States himself ordered a frigate from the Seventh Fleet into the area within hours of the last message from the research ship?’

Various other officials had written back in the self-interested, lethargic tones of the bureaucrat, explaining that ‘exhaustive inquiries from the State Department to the highest levels of the Japanese Government, and indeed to their military High Command, have left everyone in a state of bewilderment.

‘The Japanese, I am afraid,’ wrote the official, ‘have not the slightest idea what we are talking about.’

Freddie had replied by telephone after a couple of good-sized glasses of winter bourbon. ‘Well, what about the goddamned Chinese, or the Vietnamese, or any of those other guys out there who look a bit the same to the American eye?’

But no one had been able to help. And he stood now beneath these dark, satanic-looking cliffs, staring at the gray, icy waters of Choiseul Bay, shivering despite his heavy foul-weather gear, and pondering the heartbreaking loss of Kate Goodwin.

Throughout the long ordeal of the past year, his editor, Frank Markham, had been his main supporter. It was the kindly and deeply sympathetic Frank who had suggested that it might be an idea for Freddie to get down to Kerguelen at the newspaper’s expense and write a series of features about the island at the end of the world, all centered on the loss of Cuttyhunk.

‘You find a way to get there, we’ll pay and help you get organized, and then you can have a darned good snoop around and find out if anything shakes.’

Frank had put his arm around Freddie and told him that if he found even one thing, it would be a huge story, and that anyway it’d be a cathartic experience. ‘Maybe help you lay your Kate to rest, at least in your own mind.’

And now the star feature writer from the Cape Cod Times stood alone on this blasted shoreline, trying to wipe the freezing tears from his face as he stared out forlornly to another research ship waiting with engines running 100 yards out, the one which had carried him from Miami to Kerguelen.

Their final destination was the McMurdo Station, from where Freddie would be airlifted out by helicopter and eventually flown back to Boston. Meanwhile Frank Markham had paid the ship’s owners the sum of $4,000 to hang around for two or three days while the reporter gathered his material.

As it happened they would probably have done it for nothing. Everyone liked the writer from Cape Cod and he had regaled the crew throughout the long southern voyage with stories about Cuttyhunk and those who sailed in her. By the time they arrived off Christmas Harbor, no one aboard that research ship believed that the whole truth had yet come out. Freddie had convinced them all that his cousin might still be alive, though where, he knew not.

Today, with the sea calm for once, he had been permitted to go ashore alone in the rubber Zodiac. He had driven it onto the beach, raised the outboard and dragged it ashore – an exercise he had been carrying out in somewhat warmer waters since he was old enough to walk.

Alone now with his thoughts and precious memories, he stared in turn at the landscape and his chart of the island. A lifelong devotee of Agatha Christie’s Belgian detective Hercule Poirot, Freddie kept telling himself the answers, if any, lay in the ‘little gray cells.’ He had jotted down the known final positions of Cuttyhunk, and he could see plainly they must have run down to Kerguelen’s northwestern headland, right past Bligh’s Cap.

He knew the bow of the ship had been damaged, and he knew they had been in heavy weather and were running for cover. The question was, where? Christmas Harbor? Not a chance in a big wind, they’d have gone farther down. Even in the light November breeze which now surrounded him, Freddie could feel the wind backing round in the cliffs. ‘I bet this place is a goddamned disaster area in a big westerly,’ he muttered. ‘It’d come howling round that point out there... what’s it called?... Yeah... here we are... D’Estaing. There’s no way Tug would have put into here. He’da gone farther down the bay, looking for something a bit more sheltered. No doubt in my mind.’

High overhead he could identify the majestic flight of a big wandering albatross. And toward the east, in the more exposed area of the harbor, he could see a flight of storm petrels fluttering low over the water. So far as he could tell, nothing else stirred. It was the most silent place Freddie Goodwin had ever been. Large ice-floes, swollen and split by the searing cold, littered the long, rocky beach. Aside from the seabirds, it was a world of total lifelessness.

But standing around Christmas Harbor was not going to help anyone. He would have liked to walk to the end of the southern headland and take a look at the bays which lay beyond. But he was worried about the Zodiac, and the fact that the weather down here can change with such terrifying swiftness. So he walked down to the shore and shoved the boat out, jumping expertly onto the bow before even his seaboots got wet.

He lowered the engine, started it first time and chugged out to the harbor entrance where he swung right. He knew it was about two miles in reasonably flat water over to Pointe D’Aniere, and during those two miles he would cross the mouths of two other bays, both of which he guessed would be even more exposed than Christmas Harbor. He was right. There was no possibility Tug Mottram would have gone in there.

The next bay, beyond the point, was a 13-mile-long fjord called Baie de Recques. His chart showed it narrow and deep, heading so far into the rockface it came within 3,000 yards of the other side of the island. Its sides were steep, sloping granite walls and Freddie, who fancied himself a bit of an expert on seabirds, could see through his binoculars a group of shearwaters wheeling 50 feet above the water. Basically, he did not consider this place would have been much of an idea for the stricken Cuttyhunk either, because Baie de Recques ran dead straight, due southwest, with nothing between its cold waters and the open ocean. ‘Even with a westerly,’ he murmured, ‘I bet a gale finds a way into this great streak of a place... probably round that mountain at the far end. What do they call it? Yeah... Mount Lacroix, right on the west coast, 800 feet above the shore.’

He circled the Zodiac at the mouth of the bay for a few minutes, then pushed on around the corner where he was greeted by huge, black, forbidding cliffs set between a headland called Pointe Pringle and Cap Feron, a mile and a half distant.

Most high-ranging cliffs look grimly impressive from below, as does a great ship from a rowing boat. But to Freddie Goodwin’s eye, this rockface looked nothing short of evil. And he thought of the awful consequences of Cuttyhunk running headlong into it and smashing herself to pieces in the dark, in the howling gale of that far-lost night. ‘Katie...’ he said, shaking his head, and feeling tears yet again well up in his eyes, as they had been doing for as long as he could now remember.

But he jolted himself together. Told himself sternly a) if Cuttyhunk had hit the cliffs there would certainly have been wreckage found, which there never had been, b) Tug Mottram would have given such a rockface a very wide berth even in these deep waters, and c) that Texan kid, Berens, was supposed to have been one of the best navigation officers Bob Lander had ever worked with.

Anyway, the Zodiac was getting a bit low on gas, and Freddie turned thankfully away from the black backdrop of Cap Feron, and roared back to his floating base at full throttle, to write up his notes before dinner. Even if he failed to find sight or sound of Cuttyhunk, he still had to write a series of feature articles. The next fjord, which lay beyond Feron, would have to wait till morning. Freddie stared at his chart. ‘Here we are,’ he thought. ‘Christ! It runs down there for nearly 20 miles. What’s it called? Right here... Baie Blanche.’

It was 7.40 p.m. by the time he finished his observations, about the seabirds, the seascape, the rising mountains above the fjords, and the unfathomable dark waters in which Cuttyhunk might sadly be resting. And yet he did not believe she was sunk.

He poured himself an heroic-sized glass of Kentucky bourbon, splashed in the same amount of tap water, and swigged deeply. Finally he kicked off his seaboots and sat in the warm cabin in slacks, shirt and light sweater. He felt the glow of the amber-colored spirit immediately and, as he did so, he saw again in his mind the face of the tall, willowy Kate Goodwin, her soft slow smile and her long blonde hair, her unusual, tranquil good looks.

For several months now, he had seen her face whenever he took his first drink of the day: perhaps in memory of the many evenings they had shared together on the Cape, but more likely because her disappearance seemed slowly to be draining away the entire purpose of his life... and yet he seemed unable to cast aside this secretive obsession, utterly unworldly, he knew, for a girl he could never have, and who might very well not be alive. The perfect daughter of his own father’s long-dead brother.

There were times when Freddie seriously considered he might be losing his grip. But the sight of the frozen, loathsome place in which he now found himself had already stiffened the ramparts around his private labyrinth. He took another long mouthful of bourbon and announced to the deserted cabin, ‘If you’re alive, I’m gonna make sure someone finds you, even if it’s not me.’

And he picked up his notebook and wrote in block capitals as he had done so many times, ‘WHY WOULD THE CUTTYHUNK RADIO OPERATOR SAY HE WAS UNDER ATTACK IF HE WASN’T? AND IF THE SHIP WAS SUNK IN A FJORD WHY HAS NOTHING EVER FLOATED TO THE SURFACE?’

‘Beats the shit out of me,’ he added poetically. ‘But I think Cuttyhunk is still floating. And I think someone knows where her crew and passengers are.’

That night, at the all-male dinner, Freddie planned his morning attack, persuading the Captain to take him for a run down Baie Blanche – ‘Not all the way – just three or four miles, or maybe down to where the fjord splits. I don’t think Captain Mottram would have gone farther than that point. If there’s anything to be found, we’ll find it. And if there’s nothing I’ll go take a shot at that sheltered anchorage on the Ile Foch directly east. You move us on down Choiseul a bit in the afternoon, I’ll just run the Zodiac through those narrows between the islands, if the weather’s okay.’

No one had any objection to that, and they all settled back to a really classy dinner of coq au vin, prepared especially for the ship’s officers by one of the French guest scientists on board. Considering Monsieur le Professeur had poured the entire contents of a bottle of Margaux Premier Reserve ’86 into the pot, it tasted like chicken fit for the Roi Soleil. There was no objection from anyone when the Prof. also came up with three more bottles of the Margaux, and Freddie proposed a solemn toast to Kate Goodwin, in which they all joined, with much sadness.

‘The thing about it is,’ said Freddie, with the careful deliberation which invariably pervades that no-man’s-land before serious drunkenness sets in, ‘you can’t sink ships without a lot of stuff coming to the surface. You take a big steel vessel like Cuttyhunk... you wanna put her on the floor of the ocean, you gotta blow a fucking hole in her, below the waterline. You need either a torpedo, in which case you need a submarine... or you need a fucking great hunk of TNT, which is noisy, messy and dangerous.

‘Things break up when you scuttle a ship. The whole upper deck is full of stuff that can break away – rubber life-rafts, winch covers, life-buoys... stuff that floats. All through the interior of the ship there’s clothes, wooden fittings and furniture, plastic bathroom fittings, suitcases. Not to mention about a billion gallons of oil and gasoline. Something must have come up if she was sunk.’

He twirled his wine around his glass. Then he looked up and added much more slowly, ‘But nothing did. Not a trace was found... and we had the US Navy down here searching the waters with every possible modern device for locating stuff in the ocean. What did they find? FUCK ALL... that’s what they found. Gentlemen, I’m going to bed now, thanks for indulging me...’ And he wandered somewhat unsteadily back to his cabin, to sleep the deeply troubled but dreamless sleep of the unfulfilled detective.

He awoke early the following morning, regretting profoundly the last couple of glasses of Margaux. He understood that the skill of Kentucky’s bourbon distillers very possibly equaled that of the Bordeaux winemakers, but he was unsure that those two supreme but separate talents were ideally suited to share the same evening. At least not in abundance.

The ship was still on last night’s fair-weather anchorage in shallow water behind Pointe Lucky, south of Cap Feron. But the Captain had taken the standard precaution of leaving two men on watch throughout the night, just in case another capricious Antarctic front should arrive and send the barometric pressure crashing.

Freddie took a couple of Alka-Seltzer tablets, declined breakfast, and prepared himself for Baie Blanche. Before seven they were under way, rounding the jutting ice-encrusted headland and turning hard right into the long waters of the fjord. The Captain killed the speed to 4 knots, and placed two lookouts on the starboard side, with one other seaman joining Freddie on the portside lower deck facing the coast of Gramont Island. All four men were carrying binoculars, which they used to scour every inch of the shoreline, hoping for the tell-tale piece of wreckage which would betray the former presence here of the American Antarctic ship Cuttyhunk.

They ran slowly south-southwest for six miles, and saw nothing solid that was not a rock or a hunk of ice. The sun cast light but no heat. The temperature was just below freezing, and the Baie Blanche yielded no secrets.

When they rounded the point at Saint Lanne on the left-hand side, they could see clearly the headland of Pointe Bras, and the Captain thought that was about as far as they needed to go, since he could not believe Tug Mottram would have required even more shelter for a simple welding job. This Captain had not yet, however, experienced his first raging Antarctic storm.

Freddie looked at his chart and noticed that there was a small bay inset into the Loranchet Peninsula, about two miles down into Baie du Repos on the right, bang on the 49th parallel. ‘That’s as far as Tug Mottram would ever have needed to go,’ he said. ‘I’d like to scoot down there in the Zodiac, just to take a quick look. Would you mind hanging around for an hour?’

The Captain had no problem with that, and Freddie set off alone, gazing around the still, silent waterway, and wondering inevitably if Kate too had looked at these frozen cliffs. He opened the throttle and flew up into the bay. Then he slowed right down and carefully searched the shoreline at the lowest possible speed. Only the soft beat of the engine and the light, gurgling bow wave broke the devastating silence. And Freddie gazed up at the four-mile-distant peak of Mount Richards, and irrationally wished that ‘big white fucker could talk.’ But essentially, there was nothing. Absolutely nothing.

Back at the ship, he suggested they might exit the fjords up through Baie de Londres on the far side of Gramont. They continued to travel at 4 knots, still searching. Still nothing. At the northeast tip of the island they were forced to swing wide to avoid a murderous kelp-bed two miles across.

And, as they went past in clear water, leaving the island to port and the jutting, eerie-looking Cox’s Rock 50 yards to starboard, Freddie Goodwin, standing up on the bow, spotted it. They were almost by. He was late. But he saw it clearly. Something faded but red, modern Day-Glo red, jammed into the stones at the base of the Rock.

‘WHAT’S THAT?’ he yelled, pointing out over the gunwales and racing aft.

‘WHERE?... WHERE?... FREDDIE... WHEREABOUTS?’ Everyone was anxious to help. And suddenly everyone could see the red on the rocks. The First Mate put the ship into reverse, they lowered the Zodiac, and Freddie Goodwin, now with three crewmates, sped across the short distance to Cox’s. The water was deep, dangerous and freezing cold, and now they could all see the red crescent shape was a part of one of those hard styrene modern lifebelts. It was jammed pretty hard and might crumble if they went at it with a boathook. A couple of rocks might have to be prized apart. Their discovery had been there for a long time.

Forty yards farther on there was a flat, dry(ish) ledge and the helmsman maneuvered them in close, shoving the reinforced rubberized bow into a corner and holding it there on the engine. The other three clambered out and made their way back over the rocks to the red lifebelt. It took 10 minutes to wrest it free in one piece. And when they turned it over, the three big black letters were like a knife to Freddie Goodwin’s already broken heart. C-U-T.

Worse yet, his seaman’s instinct was telling him the prevailing west wind was no longer on his face. The broken lifebelt had been swept onto the windward side of the Rock, which meant it had not come in from the open sea. Rather it had been swept out from one of the 50-odd miles of fjords which surge around this small part of Kerguelen.

In a flash of logic, Freddie now knew that Cuttyhunk had almost certainly gone to the bottom in one of those deep, sinister waterways. He had been saying for so long that no wreckage meant she was still floating. But now there was wreckage, right from the Woods Hole ship’s upper deck. He was holding it in his hand, for Christ’s sake.

And he had no more tears to shed. Kate was gone. Of that he was now certain.

It would take him all of the next three days to find even a tiny chink of light in the progression of his thoughts. When it came to him, it came fleetingly, but hopefully. Unless some really sharp member of the Cuttyhunk crew, during the attack, secretly heaved the lifebelt over the side, as one last futile signal to the outside world...

The notion was so remote it took another week to germinate fully and settle into his mind as a logical deduction – as a potential truth, with which he could work.

It did so just before Freddie sat down in Hyannis to write the first of an outstanding series of syndicated articles, centered on the menacing, frozen island at the end of the world.
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