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Chapter One

SEPTEMBER
NORTH SEA

The wonder is always new that any sane man can be a sailor

Ralph Waldo Emerson

 








Pregnant with violence, dark with menace, the squall slid over the northern horizon like the anger of a Nordic god.

'That looks ugly,' Lauren nodded urgently toward the storm and nearly smiled at the expression on Kenny's face. 'I hope you don't get seasick!'

'Where the hell did that come from?' Kenny clutched at the side of the boat, staring at the black clouds that piled one on another in a multi-layered promise of gales and rain. He saw lightning flicker within the darkness, reflecting from the intervening sea, and he narrowed thoughtful eyes. Around them the waves rose in a sullen swell, ominously smooth, nearly oily but each one larger than its predecessor. 'It wasn't there a moment ago!'

Twenty two foot long and open save for the tiny wheelhouse in the bow, the fishing boat offered little protection against the weather. Already water was slopping inboard, splashing around their ankles in a cold foretaste of what was to come. In the past few minutes the movement increased from a slow, regular rise and fall to an irregular, plunging jerk.

'It looks like a bad one,' Lauren only had to glance at the approaching storm one more time; 'I think we'd best return.'

'You'll get no argument from me,' Kenny agreed quickly, 'and the sooner the better.' He began to pull in the fishing rods, staggering as a rogue wave broke on the stern.

Grinning briefly, Lauren took the two steps forward to the tiny wheelhouse-cum-cabin. 'The North Sea can be like that; one minute all balmy fine, the next it's a force eight and chucking it down.'

'I prefer the balmy bit,' Kenny clattered the long rods to the bottom of the boat. 'Look at that sky! It's going crazy!'

The dark band had expanded across the entire horizon, completely obscuring the secure pencil of the Bell Rock Lighthouse and blotting out anything beyond. It advanced rapidly on them, bringing unseasonably stinging hail and a wind that screamed its hate around their ears. Lauren raised her voice above the increasing wail. 'You'd best come in here, Kenny.'

He crouched in the meagre shelter of the wheelhouse as she pressed the self-starter. The engine coughed once, twice, gunned into life and then died with an apologetic grunt.

'Try again,' Kenny ordered. He glanced over his shoulder, where the darkness was already spreading, advancing visibly toward them. Sleet battered from the fibreglass body of the boat, bounced in the interior and rattled from the roof of the wheelhouse. 'Hurry up, Lauren; it's a monsoon out there!'

'It's something, anyway.' Lauren pressed the starter again, swearing frantically when the engine failed to respond. 'What the hell's wrong with this thing?'

'You're the expert,' Kenny reminded, 'you tell me!' He looked backward again, flinching as the storm clouds visibly increased in size so they rose endlessly upward, black and grey, tinged with an angry red that he had seldom seen before and with those flashes of lightning illuminating an interior that seemed more ominous with each passing minute.

Pushing past him, Lauren opened the access hatch and peered at the engine. 'I can't see anything wrong!' She shouted above the rising scream of the wind. 'Everything's connected and there's nothing broken.'

Peering helplessly over her shoulder, Kenny shrugged. 'It all looks OK to me. Try again!'

She did so, growing more frustrated with every failed attempt. 'It's no use,' she decided, 'it's buggered.' She looked at Kenny for a moment, flicking damp auburn hair from her eyes. 'We can either sit it out or call for help. They might send the Broughty Ferry lifeboat out for us.'

'Do that then,' there was genuine fear in Kenny's voice. He looked around, where the waves were now rising higher than the top of the wheelhouse, spattering spindrift and hissing as they passed. The darkness was advancing at speed, rolling over the sea, blotting out the light, pressing down upon them as if intent to thrust them into the depths of the waves. He heard thunder growling, and then it cracked like Neptune's wrath, calling the horrors of Hades onto the helpless boat. 'Jesus! What's happening here?'

'God knows; I've never seen anything like this before!' Lauren stared at the onrushing storm, wet hair clinging to her head, mouth slightly open and her eyes narrowed against the stinging sleet and spindrift. She knew that at any other time Kenny would have been distracted by the manner in which the sodden tee-shirt clung to her curves, but now the clouds mesmerised him.

'Call them, Lauren, for Christ's sake!'

'I've been sailing since I was eight,' Lauren spoke rapidly, glancing from the storm front to Kenny and back, 'and I've never called for help before. I checked that engine before we left!'

'Just call,' Kenny pleaded. 'Look at the weather and call for help!'

In the few moments since Lauren had been working on the engine, the dark clouds had closed, racing upon them with inexorable speed. The sleet and hail increased, hammering from the hull, clattering from the wheelhouse and battering into the clutching waves as if a malevolent sea god was hurling handfuls of hate.

'For God's sake,' Lauren blasphemed as she lifted the handset, 'I've never seen it get so bad so quickly!' Depressing the buttons, she looked at Kenny over her shoulder. 'Nothing's happening!' She tried again, fighting to keep the panic from her voice. 'Nothing; it's dead,' she shook her head, mouth open. 'There's nothing at all, Kenny, not even static.'

'There must be something …'

'There's nothing, I told you!' Anxiety shortened Lauren's temper so she snarled at him. 'It's dead.' Taking a deep breath, 'we'll have to try a flare.'

'You've got flares?'

There were four in the plastic screw top tub, two red handheld flares and two orange handheld smoke flares.

'They're for inshore use,' Lauren explained, so it's best to use them when we can see something definite, a ship or even the land.'

Kenny examined one. 'How do they work?'

'You wear that glove there' Lauren indicated a thick gardening glove, 'twist the top and hold it up; you have to be careful for falling bits; they'll burn your hand. The light can be seen for three miles.'

'Go on, then!' He urged her.

She fumbled the flare, nearly dropping it, but moved to the exposed stern, twisted off the cap and held it high. The light was shockingly intense, lasting for a little over half a minute, and when it died away they felt lonelier and more vulnerable than ever.

They looked at each other as Lauren hugged the remaining flares to her like a mother with a new born baby. 'Please God somebody saw it!'

'There are still three left,' Kenny pointed out.

'We'll save them in case we see another vessel.' There was no colour in her face. 'Let's get back into the wheelhouse.'

'Jesus,' Kenny stared toward the land, now invisible behind a screen of cloud and sleet. Their tiny boat was alone in a sea that heaved and boiled, shuddering under the onslaught of what was already a blizzard and promised to become much worse. 'What happens now?'

Lauren took a deep breath. 'Now we pray, Kenny' she said quietly. 'Now we pray like we've never prayed before.' Ducking out of the wheelhouse she looked around, shook her head and returned with water sluicing from her face and her hair lying in lank tendrils that dripped down her slim shoulders. 'Although I doubt even that will help.'

'I didn't know you were religious …' but when Kenny saw the expression of naked fear on her face he knew she had passed the point of disbelief. 'Oh Jesus: is it that bad?'

She said nothing, slumping onto the single seat in front of the wheel and staring at him, so he huddled at her side. Her hand slid around his shoulder, holding tight and he slipped his fingers inside hers.

'This was meant to be a fun trip,' Lauren's voice was surprisingly calm, 'just you and me alone for a while.' She was quiet for a long minute as the wind increased in volume and the darkness closed on them. 'I'm sorry, Kenny.'

'It's hardly your fault.' Suddenly it did not matter. They were about to die out there on the sea, and all his fears and worries were irrelevant. Nothing was important save the wind and the sea and the small hand that gripped his fingers so securely. 'How long have we known each other?'

'All our lives.' Lauren's voice was small, sounding as if it came from a long distance. 'Hold me tight.'

The fishing boat was out of control, rising and swooping at the whim of waves that seemed to have no pattern, so one second they were staring over a maelstrom of screaming waves, with white froth stretching to the black clouds, the next they were deep in the chasm of the swell, facing a wall of shining green water marbled with creamy white.

'Look.' Lauren pointed as they rose again, so the wind crashed into them, whipping the words from her mouth. 'Oh dear God, would you just look at that!'

The cloud had reached them. Dark and unbelievably solid, it formed a barrier that stretched as far upward as they could see and stretched right around so they appeared to be in the vortex of a cyclone.

'What the hell is happening here? This is Scotland, not Star Trek!' Kenny felt Lauren's hand crushing his fingers as she stared around her. 'I've never seen anything like this before.'

'Nor have I.' the clouds were moving anti-clockwise in a slow, dizzying swirl that was almost hypnotic and would have been beautiful save for the utter menace they carried. 'Try the radio again.'

Lauren did so, pressing buttons and turning dials in increasing panic. 'It's not working Kenny; nothing's working! What do we do now? What the hell do we do now?'

She felt him looking at her as if he had never seen her before in his life. Five foot five and shapely, she had always been a livewire, full of energy he could only admire and zest he tried to emulate. Now she was wet, cold and frightened, with her hair plastered like a mesh across her face, her voice rising and her breathing short and shallow.

'We think,' he told her.

Lauren nodded, surprised how calm he sounded when she only wanted to scream and hide in the bottom of the boat. 'You're right. But first we should put on something warmer. Did you bring foul weather gear like I said?'

Two zipped up bags in the locker contained bright orange weatherproof clothing that they slipped on over their sodden jeans and tee-shirts. 'Our body heat will soon warm us up in these,' Lauren was calmer now, using her nautical experience.

'It suits you,' Kenny tried to grin, but even the sight of her wallowing in orange could not diminish his fear.

'And you.' He was taller than her but surprisingly vulnerable out here, where she had more knowledge and skill. 'Kenny,' reaching forward, she touched his arm, pointing urgently into the middle of the clouds, 'would you look at that?'

'What?' Kenny turned round and stared. 'What in God's name is it?'

Looming through the darkness of the storm, it towered high above the tiny fishing boat. Eighty, ninety, a hundred feet high and three times as long, it gleamed white and blue, with a dark green band where it met the leaping waves.

'It's like an iceberg,' Lauren felt her heart hammering inside her chest. 'But you don't get icebergs in the North Sea.'

'You do now,' Kenny said quietly. 'And it's coming straight for us.' He looked at her, twisting his mouth into the semblance of a smile. 'Maybe we should start to pray even harder.'

'Maybe we should.' With neither engine nor radio, Lauren could only watch as the iceberg emerged from the gloom of the clouds. She shook her head, hoping she was mistaken and it was only a trick of the light, but she knew that she was not. It closed inexorably, a mountain of ice, blue tinged and with the sea splintering along the green banded base, sending spindrift high above, to hover uncertainly before descending, joining the sleet that continued to cascade upon them.

'It's going to hit us,' Lauren heard the false calm of hysteria in her voice. She tried to smile to Kenny, 'on your first ever fishing trip too.'

Kenny pressed against the far side of the small boat as if the few feet of distance would save him. 'Maybe we can swim ashore? Or paddle? Do you have any oars?'

She shook her head, surprised that she could appear so controlled when she wanted to scream in terror. The sea was leaping, with white frothed waves lunging at the boat as if determined to capsize them and drag them under. 'We wouldn't last a minute in that, and I've never had any need for oars before.'

They could only watch as the iceberg approached, and instinct drove them together so they held hands as the monster towered above them, high as a four storey building, dangerous but strangely beautiful as the seawater poured from it like a succession of waterfalls and the darkness within became visible.

Darkness within? What darkness was within an iceberg? Lauren shook her head. This was insane!

'What the hell's that?' Kenny saw it too and pointed a quivering finger. 'There's something inside the ice.'

'Does it matter?' But despite her words, Lauren looked again. She had not been mistaken; there was something large and dark encased by the ice, and even as she watched it became more visible. 'Jesus, Kenny, it's melting. The ice is melting!'

She now saw that what she had taken to be rivulets of seawater was in reality melting ice pouring down the surface of the berg. After months or even years drifting from the Arctic pack, the iceberg was beginning to disintegrate, with great chunks cracking and falling and whole sections breaking off.

'Watch out!' Lauren pulled Kenny aside as a massive chunk split apart and toppled into the sea, throwing water high into the air and sending a massive wave toward them. 'Hold on! For God's sake, Kenny, hold on!'

Her superficial calm deserted her as the wave reached, hitting them broadside on and capsizing the light boat as if it were made of paper. Lauren heard herself scream, flailing her arms as she was tossed into water that was nearly as cold as the iceberg nearby; she had a glimpse of Kenny's face, mouth open in terror, and then she was under the surface, kicking, struggling and with the roaring of death in her ears.







Chapter Two

SEPTEMBER

Home is the sailor, home from the sea

Robert Louis Stevenson

 








Jesus it's cold! I'm going to die; I'm going to die right now.

'Don't panic!' Lauren strove to remember all the swimming lessons she had learned as a child, but reality in the North Sea was far different from anything imposed upon her within the safe confines of a swimming pool. She tried to scream, swallowing water by the mouthful until she heard somebody singing within her head. The sound was so sweet, so melodious that she stopped struggling to listen; the worst of her terror dissipated and she kicked feebly with her legs.

 

When the lights are soft and low

And the quiet shadows falling

 

Surfacing in an explosion of water, she shook the clinging wet hair from her face and looked around, seeing only the troubled surface of the sea, a nightmare of broken waves and blowing spindrift. She gasped, gagged and spewed out seawater.

'Kenny!'

'Here! I'm here!'

He was a few yards from her, his head bobbing in the water and one arm waving weakly. She kicked toward him, cursing the clumsy orange suit for slowing her down.

'Lauren! Look at the berg!'

In the few seconds since they were capsized, the iceberg had shrunk further, exposing the dark shape within.

'It's a ship,' Kenny's voice was husky with fear, but live with amazement. 'There's an old fashioned sailing ship inside the ice!'

Treading water desperately, Lauren nodded, 'so I see.'

With every second, great sheets of ice melted away, exposing more of the vessel within the berg. As Lauren looked, two masts were exposed, stretching toward the troubled sky. Years, perhaps centuries of enclosure in the ice had stripped the spars of everything save the bare poles, so there were no yards, no rigging or anything else to provide propulsion power. It was as if hardship had reduced the vessel to a skeleton, with all surplus flesh or fittings peeled off, leaving only basic essentials. There was a single, pencil thin smokestack between the masts, and a bowsprit thrusting delicately forward from the black, worn hull, as if the vessel was pointing a hopeless finger outward to the sea. A single small boat sat upside down on the deck.

'What in God's name …' Kenny shook his head. 'How did that get there?'

'Who cares?' Lauren began to swim forward. 'Let's get on board!'

He glanced at her, obviously not understanding until she jabbed vigorously toward the ship. 'Come on Kenny! It's either that or we'll drown out here!'

'But it'll sink! There's no way it'll float!'

'We have no choice!' Grabbing at his arm, she pushed him in the direction of what remained of the iceberg, from which the two- masted vessel was rapidly emerging, like a butterfly from a glistening chrysalis.

They swam frantically, churning the already disturbed water, dodging the floating pieces of ice and trusting to fate or a benevolent God to help them avoid those that cascaded toward them. By the time they reached the vessel it was nearly free of ice, bucking to the rhythm of the storm but still floating, still offering a vestige of hope.

Jesus, help us here; help us survive this day!

'It's a miracle,' Lauren looked up at the black painted planking of her hull. Swimming with a powerful over arm stroke, she reached the stern, where the last remnants of ice offered a slippery foothold and access to the vessel.

'It's sinister,' Kenny dragged himself onto the ice behind her, lying gasping for air as waves smashed in white and green fury within a hand span of his face. He coughed up seawater, drawing his knees up to his chest as he began to retch uncontrollably.

Lauren was in no better shape, as her limbs began to tremble with delayed reaction. She vomited, bringing up a gush of burning fluid that racked her chest and seemed to tear her insides out.

'For God's sake!'

'We can't stay here,' Kenny drew his sodden sleeve over his face. 'At the rate the ice is melting, we'll be back in the water inside a minute.' He nodded to the ship. 'We'll have to go on board and just hope it's not rotted to hell.'

'I don't know about rotted,' Lauren tried to stand on the ice, slithered and balanced precariously, her hands wavering as she held them out to the side, 'but she's certainly been on fire; look at the taffrail.' The paint on the vessel's stern was blistered, with the wood charred in places so the name was virtually undecipherable. Lauren slowly traced the letters. 'Lady Balgay; Dundee. I've never heard of her.'

'Nor have I,' Kenny pulled himself over the taffrail and gingerly tested the deck planking. 'It seems sound enough,' he said. 'I thought I might fall right through.' He put out a hand to help Lauren on board.

'Maybe the ice has helped preserve her,' Lauren joined him, looking around her with unconcealed interest. 'This is unbelievable; it's like a ghost ship, a Scottish Marie Celeste.'

'A what?' Kenny looked confused.

'Marie Celeste; she was found floating abandoned in mid Atlantic centuries ago and nobody knows what happened to her crew.'

'Oh aye. I remember now.' Kenny moved forward, placing every foot down with great care. 'But now we're here, what do we do?'

'We just stay put,' Lauren felt a sudden surge of confidence; she had escaped drowning, so nothing mattered as much. 'When this thing shows up on the radar, the coastguard will try to contact her, and within a week while there'll be somebody out here to ask questions.'

'As long as she stays afloat that long.'

Of course she will. Lauren did not voice the words that rose unbidden to her mind. 'We'll be fine now we're here. The squall's passing anyway.'

The wind had died to nearly nothing, and in place of the screaming gale and murderous seas, a thick mist had settled around Lady Balgay, clinging to the hull and dragging from the skeletal masts in tendrils of ominous grey.

'I don't like this,' Kenny glanced forward, where the mist coiled around the fittings, creating a hundred spectral shapes that moved and writhed and shifted uneasily along the deck. 'It's uncanny.'

'It's all right,' Lauren smiled to him. 'I don't know why, but I know we're safe here. I think we should explore.'

'I don't agree.' Kenny slumped against the solid wood of the mizzen mast, glancing at the binnacle. The glass was smashed and the compass needle pointed permanently south east. 'I think we should stay right here.'

Lauren shrugged; 'you do that, then. I'm going to have a look round.'

The desire was overwhelming, compelling her to investigate, forcing her to examine this vessel that had emerged from an iceberg in the middle of a North Sea squall.

I have to see more: it's safe; she's looking after me.

Who is looking after me?

Kenny sighed. 'I'll come too, then. It might be warmer than sitting here freezing my arse off.'

'And that would be a waste,' Lauren deliberately angled her eyes towards his bottom, 'it's such a nice arse, too.'

'What? Have you been taking something?'

She laughed at his embarrassment. 'Don't pretend you're shy; we know each other well enough now!'

'I think you should go first,' keeping a safe distance, Kenny followed as she explored the vessel.

Save for the charring at the stern, the deck of Lady Balgay was sound, although slippery after years trapped in ice. Lauren led them forward, pointing to a jagged scar under the bowsprit. 'That's interesting.' Where other visible sections of the vessel were painted black or held traces of yellow varnish, the bow was bare and raw with splintered wood weathered by years of exposure.

'These look like axe marks,' Kenny touched the bare wood. 'But why would somebody take an axe to the bow of an old sailing ship like this?'

'And then burn the stern?' Lauren grinned to him. 'It seems that we have boarded a real mystery ship.' She leaned closer, still shivering with the cold, but intrigued by Lady Balgay and driven by that suddenly renewed zest for life.

Perhaps it's a reaction to having survived. I don't care; I know I must see what's in this vessel.

'Who is this ship anyway, and how did she get stuck inside an iceberg? And even more importantly, how did she appear just a few miles off Scotland?' Questions raced through her mind, following one another so closely that they tripped over themselves in their rush to be answered.

'God knows.' Kenny tried to control his shivering. 'Won't there be some records on board? A log book or something?'

'Let's look,' Lauren decided for them both. 'After all, if she's survived this long, I doubt she'll sink now. And all we have to do is sit tight and wait to be rescued.'

'Let's hope it's not long,' Kenny said. 'I'm freezing.' He forced a smile and began to whistle a sad little tune.

'Where did you hear that?'

'Hear what?' Kenny stared at her.

'That tune?' It was the same tune that she had heard in the water. Frowning, she jabbed a sharp elbow into his ribs. 'Anyway, stop it. It'll bring bad luck.'

'What?' He stared at her, 'what will bring bad luck?'

'Whistling on a ship,' she smiled, slightly embarrassed. 'Or so I've heard, but I've no idea where that came from!'

Kenny looked away. 'I think we should stay on deck,' he told her. 'We don't know how safe this ship is. If it crumbles, we'll be back in the water again.'

Lauren looked over the side. The sea around Lady Balgay was artificially calm, as though some guardian angel had put down a blessing to protect them, or perhaps the storm was just gathering its strength for another and final assault. The cloud continued to circle, anti-clockwise and ominously dark.

'This ship saved our lives,' Lauren reminded.

'And it might take them back.' Kenny shuddered. 'It's not natural, Lauren. The iceberg should not have been here, and neither should this ship.'

He's right; I should be scared but I'm not.

'So let's make the most of it. Let's find the captain's cabin.'

That's where he will be. That's where who will be? She shook her head; what was she thinking about?

'Jesus!' Kenny stopped so suddenly that she started.

'Kenny? Don't do that to me? What's wrong?'

'Can't you see him? Can't you see somebody standing there?' Kenny stared; pointing to the mainmast, but quickly shook his head. 'No; it's just a shadow. For a second I could have sworn there was a man there.'

'Now you're being stupid. What did he look like?'

'Tall, but I could not see his face.' Kenny shrugged, dismissing the incident. 'It's just my imagination. There's no real mystery here, of course. We saw the scorch marks. This ship caught fire and the crew abandoned her.'

'Maybe you're right,' Lauren thought it best not to mention the ship's boat that lay intact and hull up on deck.

Lady Balgay was flush decked save for a small deckhouse, and while the forward hatch was covered and battened closed, the aft hatch cover opened far too easily to a short companionway leading down to the interior. Lauren looked into the depths for a moment, adjusting her eyes to the faint light that filtered from the hatch opening. The gloom should have been forbidding but she descended the oak treads with no hesitation and pulled open a door, so small that they both had to duck to enter.

'That door opened very smoothly,' Kenny pointed out wonderingly, 'There's not even a trace of rust,'

'Maybe the ice preserved it,'

'Maybe it did.'

The door led to a small passageway, cowering under low deck beams above, and with three doors, dimly seen. The first door also opened to Lauren's touch, and they peered inside. The cabin was tiny, barely more than a cupboard, but it held a single, mould riddled bunk and a sagging bookshelf complete with a row of books ruined with damp. Dim light struggled through a bolted porthole.

'Imagine a man staying in a place like this for months on end,' Kenny stepped further inside, wrinkling his nose at the stench of damp. 'Look at that, though,' raising his hand, he touched a splintered hole in the varnished wood above the door. 'I would say that was a bullet hole.'

'A bullet hole? Lauren was unimpressed as she looked closer. The hole was not large. 'Perhaps there was a mutiny.'

'God knows. Is this the captain's cabin?'

Lauren shrugged her shoulders, but somehow she knew the answer. 'No; it's not.' Leading them outside, she ignored the hatch that led to the dark bowels of the vessel and pushed open the second door. 'This looks more promising.'

She stepped forward, uncertain what she would find but sure that she was safe. She stopped dead. 'Oh my God!'

Sitting on the edge of the bed, the man was leaning forward, one hand pointing at the door, and the other resting on top of a flat, japanned tin case. Wide spaced above gaunt cheekbones on which sprouted a dark beard, his eyes stared sightlessly ahead, while the skin was taut on a fleshless face that had been dead for many decades.

'Sweet Jesus in heaven,' Kenny said softly. 'Who the hell is that?'

'It might be the captain,' Lauren stood for a minute, gazing at the corpse. That song she had heard in the sea returned, soothing sweetly around her head, strangely calming even as it augmented the atmosphere of infinite sadness in this small cabin.

It's not the captain. It's Him.

Her eyes roamed around the cabin, noting the single desk and the varnish peeling from the woodwork; instinctively she straightened the pile of papers. There was a bookshelf laden with sodden nautical volumes, a chart fixed to a small table and a bunk, neatly made except for the black mould that covered what had once been the covers. The smell of damp and decay was overpowering.

'Welcome home, Captain.' Kenny said quietly. He touched the revolver that sat on the bed, half hidden beneath a fur of red rust. 'Here's the gun. Maybe he went mad and shot the rest of the crew.'

'We'll never know by speculating,' Lauren felt a sense of infinite loss. 'Let's find the ship's papers. The log book might tell us.' She indicated the japanned case held by the dead man, 'and I think it will be in there.'

Kenny recoiled. 'You can't touch that.'

'Yes I can.' It was the first time in her life that Lauren had been in close contact with a corpse, but she felt no repugnance at all as she gently prised free the skeletal fingers. They parted easily, as if the dead man was glad to be free of the burden he had carried for so long, and she eased the case away.

'I must look in here.'

'Maybe it's full of gold.' Memories of childhood stories of treasure ships removed some of Kenny's distaste.

'Maybe it is,' Lauren encouraged his fantasy as she turned the key that protruded from the lock. It moved easily, as if it were only a few days since it had been last used, rather than scores of years. Moving back to gain more space, she opened the lid. 'No pieces of eight or doubloons,' she said quietly, 'but something far more interesting.'

Pulling out a thin pile of documents and a bound notebook, she placed them on the desk. 'These must be the captain's personal papers. There are a small sheaf of letters he must have written but been unable to post, and what looks like his journal.' She looked in the box again. 'There's no logbook though, which is disappointing.' She stared at the dead man, wondering what personal tragedy he had experienced, and how it had felt as he sat at his desk, the only man left in Lady Balgay, and what it had been like to die alone in an abandoned ship.

Welcome home; welcome home at last.

That music was back, syrupy smooth and insistent; the words indistinct but seeping into her mind. 'I think we should read the journal.'

'The captain may object,' Kenny did not go near the dead man.

'I don't think that's the captain.'

Why did I say that? There was no reason except a gut feeling that was so strong, enhanced with a feeling of quiet desperation she knew came from the man in the chair, that she had no doubt she was correct.

'Let's get away from here,' Kenny had retreated to the doorway. 'Get back on deck until the lifeboat comes.'

'I must read this; he wants me to.' The statement came from nowhere, but Lauren would not be denied. Although she was still dripping wet she felt no discomfort as she scraped the captain's chair back from the desk and lowered herself carefully into it.

'He wants you to?' Kenny stared at her. 'Listen to yourself, Lauren.'

'You go on deck if you like. I'm fine here.'

'With that? With him?' Kenny gestured to the dead man, who continued to point to the open door as if indicating something.

Lauren glanced over her shoulder. 'He's harmless.'

He wants me here.

Brushing fragments of white shell from the surface of the desk, she put down the journal. The leather cover was brown and shiny, as if it had just come from the shelf of a quality stationery shop. She opened it, wondering what was inside.







Chapter Three

FEBRUARY 1914

En ma fin git mon commencement

In my end is my beginning

Mary, Queen of Scots

 








My name is Iain Cosgrove, the journal began, and I shall transcribe in these pages a faithful and true account of everything that happened in our voyage from Dundee to the Greenland Sea. At present the sealing ketch Lady Balgay is fast to an iceberg, drifting but safe somewhere off the East Coast of Greenland and I am alone in the captain's cabin. I would wish it otherwise.

As I write this, I shall endeavour to leave nothing out and add nothing. In other words, this account will be the plain, unvarnished truth as I see it. Please remember always that I am the surgeon of this damned vessel, and have only a vague understanding of anything nautical, so if I do not write the correct terms for the various manoeuvres that we have undertaken, please forgive me.

As this journal describes my personal feelings and impressions as well as the fearful events that led to my present position, I had better begin the day before I set out to sea, the last day I was truly happy.

I do not know if this journal will ever be found, or if my fate will be forever a mystery, but I hope and pray that someday a passing ship will see the topmasts of Lady Balgay and rescue me from my plight. If that vessel comes too late, and I have already joined my comrades in the blessed peace of death, then I would be obliged if you, the reader, could forward this account onto my beloved sweetheart and wife, Jennifer Cosgrove, care of Balgay House, West Ferry, Dundee.

Until that day, or until the day of my release from this unremitting hell, I can give you only my love, Jennifer, and write this journal. I will begin with what transpired that beautiful afternoon of the 14th February 1914, while I was still on land and at your side.

'Iain!' I heard Jennifer's voice rise in a mixture of scandal and pleasure. 'We can't act like that here. Think of the proprieties!'

'Hang the proprieties, think of us, Mrs Cosgrove.' I kissed her again, laughing when she did not turn away. Her lips were soft and welcoming.

'Say that again,' Jennifer eased free, smiling.

'Say what again?' I enjoyed the pleasure that crossed her face.

'You know what,' Jennifer's eyes crinkled to slits of brilliant blue. 'That name.'

'Oh, that name.' I nodded. 'The Mrs Cosgrove name.'

'Yes, say it again.'

Stepping back to hold her at arm's length, I altered my tone and felt all the teasing disappear. 'I love you, Mrs Cosgrove.'

Jennifer smiled to me, her eyes brilliant, but there was just a twist of unease in the corner of her mouth. 'Now you can kiss me,' she said, 'but then we must return to the house. People will talk.'

'People will always talk about us,' I told her solemnly, 'for we are such interesting and important people.' I kissed her again, pressing luxuriously on to the softness of her lips, and held her close. I could feel the twin pressure of her breasts against my chest and thrilled to think that this was my wife, now and forever. Jennifer was mine; I gloried in the idea until a voice floated from the open French Windows a few yards behind us.

'There they are! Out in the garden! Come on in and dance, you two lovebirds. There will be time enough for that sort of thing later.'

'Will there?' Jennifer asked, and I adopted a sudden frown.

'Perhaps. If you behave yourself.'

'Well, Mr Cosgrove, I certainly don't intend to do that any longer!' Her throaty laugh tormented me with the promise of future passion until she took hold of my sleeve and I allowed her to lead me back inside the house.

Balgay House never failed to impress me. Built to the design of Jennifer's father, it had stood in Dundee's exclusive West Ferry suburb for over twenty years as a splendid example of a Jute Baron's mansion. I had been brought up in much more modest surroundings and tried to hide my amazement at the grandeur of this palace, with its huge rooms and ornate plasterwork, its acres of garden and small army of staff to attend residents and guests. As I was now married to the daughter of the house, I knew I should be treated as a member of the family, but I could sense that the servants still resented my presence; they thought me an upstart mixing with my betters.

Well, by God, I was here now and intended to make the most of it, whatever the hired help thought. If I was good enough for Jennifer, then I expected them to bow and scrape to me just as much. I shook my head; that was a complete lie; I felt nothing of the sort. My family home had run to one maid who had been as much part of the household as I was, and had considered it her right to scold me when I was a child. I would never get used to the sheer authority of the merchant class, and mostly I did not really want to.

'Come on, slowcoach!' Jennifer pulled me into what she referred to as the great hall, which had been cleared ready for the post-marriage celebrations. A dozen musicians sat in a semi-circle, working furiously on violin and piano, bass and cymbals. The music floated like audible nectar, sweetening the air and lightening the feet as Jennifer dragged me across the floor of especially imported Burmese teak. Surrounding us with aesthetic treasure, oil paintings adorned each wall, all personally selected by Sir Melville.

Moving smoothly across the floor, dinner-jacketed men waltzed with elegant ladies whose long dresses and sparkling jewellery revealed that here was the pride of Dundee society. Ship owners and merchant barons, linen manufacturers and landowners, this magnificent room contained the men who dominated the world jute trade, whose ships crossed the seas from Murmansk to Calcutta, and who enjoyed all the ease and society that hard earned wealth had brought them.

'Iain, my boy!' Sir Melville Manson eased through the dancing crowd, his long cigar held in a languid hand but his eyes shrewd, as befitted one of the richest men in Scotland. 'Welcome to the family.'

'Thank you, sir,' I accepted the outstretched hand and bowed out of habit. 'It is good to belong.'

'But you're not here for long, though. You set sail on the first tide tomorrow, I believe?' The blue eyes narrowed in a frightening reflection of his daughter. 'For the North?'

'Yes, sir.' In all the excitement of the wedding I had nearly forgotten the trials that waited. 'We must sail tomorrow, or we will be too late for the sealing.'

'I understand,' Sir Melville nodded. 'Duty must come first; even before your marriage. Life can be hard sometimes.'

'It is something that has to be done, sir. If I am to become the best doctor in Dundee, I must learn my trade, and where better than on a sealing ship? And in particular the sealing ship whose owner is my father in law.'

'Yes, but Iain,' Jennifer's voice was disapproving, 'to sail so far, so soon after the wedding and in such a small boat!'

I forced a laugh, as much for my sake as hers. 'Lady Balgay is not such a small boat, Jennifer. She is a ketch, and Captain Milne is an experienced mariner; he will take care of me, don't you fret.'

You should not be going,'Jennifer objected. 'After all, it is not as if we need the money. Father will willingly provide for us.'

'Of that I have no doubt,' I agreed, 'but I must make my own way, you see. I do not wish to constantly hold out my hand for your father's charity.'

'It's hardly charity,' Jennifer began, but Sir Melville silenced her with a wave of his cheroot.

'I understand exactly what Iain means, Jennifer. In this world, a man is not really a man unless he can make his own way.'

I bowed my acknowledgement of Sir Melville's support. I was more than aware that the Manson family did not think me quite a good enough catch for their daughter, and there must have been fierce arguments before I was accepted into their midst. Knowing that I was of far inferior social standing to my wife made me even more determined to pay my own way without asking for financial help, and a voyage in a sealing vessel would provide valuable experience that any medical practise might welcome.

'It's still a long time away from me,' Jennifer's slight pout revealed her lack of years. She was still a few weeks short of her twentieth birthday and all the lovelier for that.

'I'm lucky to have the chance,' I told her frankly, 'considering that I have only just qualified and my sole previous voyage was on a mere yacht.'

I had fully partaken of all the joys of Edinburgh while at the university and already I missed the high jinks of student life, but Dundee was my home. It was good to be back to the forests of chimneys and the whispering, ever changing Tay. There had been Cosgroves in this city for at least three centuries, and I had every hope of continuing the line: with the co-operation of my wife, of course. She caught my sideways glance and I knew by her sudden flush that she understood exactly what I was thinking.

'Anyway,' Sir Melville added, 'there may not be many more opportunities to sail to the Arctic. The whaling business up there is long gone, and the sealing is virtually moribund. Lady Balgay is the last of her line.' He smiled sadly. 'We had to purchase her especially and change her name to something more suitable.' He leaned closer. 'We named her after Jennifer of course, the Lady of Balgay House.'

'Yes, sir.' Somehow it was easier knowing that I would be sailing in a ship named after my new wife. That way we could never be far apart, even if distance separated us.

'Just imagine though, Iain,' Sir Melville shook his head. 'In my youth there were fifteen, sixteen, even seventeen whaling ships, huge vessels, sailing from Dundee to chase the whales, and now there is just one small ketch hunting seals. You are part of history, sailing in the last Greenlandman.' Sir Melville smiled and for a moment his eyes darkened, as if he were reliving his own past life.

'Yes, sir,' I tried to sound dutiful but I thought then that history should be left in the past, along with all the diseases and plagues for which we had long since found a cure. Life was about progress, not reminiscing about the good old days of cholera and foul sanitation. I was so young and naive then: I had not learned how history can turn full circle to bite horrifyingly at the present. If I had known, God, if I had known, I would never have put a foot on that terrible ship.

'But you have only the one chance, Iain,' Sir Melville was still talking, 'for I have no intention of having my daughter live a solitary life. Yes, it is a man's duty to provide for his wife, but I have little time for absent husbands who spend all their life away, leaving their wives to fend for themselves at home.' His wink appeared ponderous, but there was no mistaking the sincere message behind the apparent jollity. 'One voyage to prove yourself and gain experience, and then it is a practice in town for you, my boy, dealing with old lady's fainting fits, old men's hernias and the consequences of young men's romantic misadventures.'

'Father!' Jennifer looked as scandalised as only a young newlywed bride could.

I thought it best to hide my smile. 'Indeed, sir. People will be far more likely to accept me as their doctor if they knew I had practical experience.'

'I am quite aware of that.' For a moment Sir Melville looked testy, but his paternal smile chased away the mood. 'Captain Milne is a good man, Iain. Like Lady Balgay he is the last of a long line of Dundee whalers. A splendid mariner, as long as you keep him away from the bottle.' He laughed. 'But that won't be a problem. I've ensured that Lady Balgay is a dry ship. There is no alcohol among her stores.'

'I am pleased to hear it, sir.' Growing up in Dundee, I had heard the tales of drunken Greenlandmen causing havoc among the bars of Dock Street, or under arrest in Shetland before they even entered the chilled waters of the Arctic. Their behaviour was notorious even among British seamen, a breed not renowned for sobriety and the singing of Sunday school psalms.

'So that's one less worry, eh?' Sir Melville had a long pull at his cigar. 'Now, Jennifer, I intend to rob you of your husband for five short minutes.'

'Oh father, must you?' Jennifer widened her eyes and tilted her face, but Sir Melville remained unmoved.

'Come, my boy. Five minutes.'

Shrugging my shoulders to Jennifer, I followed Sir Melville through the house to the gunroom, where, amidst racks of Purdey shotguns, boxes of cartridges and a selection of mounted antlers and other hunting trophies, a roll top desk gleamed beneath an electric globe. The room smelled of leather, tobacco and wet dog; I doubted if any woman had ever placed a dainty foot past the dark panelled door.

'This is between men,' Sir Melville said quietly, 'so not a word to Jennifer. Understand?'

'Of course, sir,' I agreed, instantly intrigued.

'Good.' Unlocking the drawer of his desk, Sir Melville produced a revolver, which he weighed in his hand for a quiet moment before breaking it open and handing it to me. 'Take this with you, in case of unforeseen eventualities. One never knows what might happen at sea.'

To say I was surprised would be to put it mildly. I took the thing and weighed it carefully; here was death packaged in functional steel. I had held a revolver before, of course, at the Officer's Training Corps at Dundee High School but I had never expected to carry one as a man. It felt cold but quite familiar and the butt fitted nicely inside my hand.

'It's a Webley Fosberry,' Sir Melville was something of an expert in firearms, having hunted all his life.

'Yes, sir.' I held the pistol before me, arm straight as I had been taught, and sighted on a pair of wildebeest antlers that hung on the far wall. It felt heavy and I could not imagine cold-bloodedly pointing it at a man and squeezing the trigger.

'It has a .45 uncoated lead bullet, so it's got tremendous stopping power; the bullet spreads on contact. If you hit your target anywhere in his body, you are almost certain to kill him. These fancy automatic weapons…' Sir Melville shook his head. 'Fine for show, but they jam at the most inconvenient moments and their light, nickel plated bullets are useless in a tight situation. The Webley will work in any conditions and will never let you down.'

'Do you think I will need it?' I listened to the musical whirr as I spun the chamber, and imagined the terrible wounds a soft lead bullet could cause to a human body. Automatically I wondered how to best treat a patient with such injuries and felt sudden repugnance; I was tempted to hand the thing back. Common sense told me that it would be unwise to alienate my father- in- law so I listened to his sage advice, nodding as if interested.

'Keep it close by you,' Sir Melville was saying. 'The rule generally is, if you do need a weapon, you will need it badly. Aim to kill, Iain, whether it is a man or a polar bear, and don't bother with this nonsensical notion of only wounding. A wounded man is quite capable of putting a bullet or a knife in you. Save your own life and worry about the consequences later.'

'Yes, sir;' I held the pistol clumsily, promising myself that it was going overboard the moment I stepped on board.

'What am I thinking of?' Sudden good humour lightened Sir Melville's eyes and a smile softened the thin mouth. 'There's Jennifer waiting anxiously for you, and on your wedding day, too. You run along now, and I will put this with your things.' Sir Melville gave an indulgent smile. 'And Iain, take care of her, will you? Tonight of all nights?'

Restraining my smile, I nodded gravely. 'I will, sir.'

Sir Melville held my eye for an awkward moment as if to confirm my sincerity. I must have impressed him for he gave a final nod. 'Fine; good; off you go then, and when you get to the Arctic, you enjoy the experience.'

Jennifer was sitting on a hard backed chair with her hands folded in her lap and her eyes focussed on the floor at her feet. She looked so demure that I was immediately suspicious, but she smiled when I entered. 'About time too, Mr Cosgrove. I suppose you have been receiving all sorts of paternalistic and manly advice?'

'Some,' I agreed, leaning forward to put my mouth near her ear. 'I've to be gentle with you tonight.'

'Well,' Jennifer gave a little humph sound that I had not heard before and put a possessive hand on my arm. 'Well, before you have any silly male notions, I will claim you for the evening. You are my husband, after all!'

As the bandmaster announced a waltz, Jennifer gave a smile of satisfaction. 'Waltzes are my favourite,' she told me, dragging me on to the floor. Moving as close as convention allowed, she whispered. 'Come on, Iain; let's show everybody what to do. I won prizes for dancing, you know.'

'I know,' I had studied the silver medals that were displayed in a glass case in the drawing room, directly beneath Sir Melville's Boer War decorations.

The other guests watched, with one or two gently clapping as she guided me through the first dance. I allowed her to lead, for I was unsure how much she knew of my time in Edinburgh when I cut an amazing dash on the floor. Jennifer was my love and my wife, but a succession of other girls had taught me a great deal about dancing; and other things. I shook away the memories; that was the old me.

Jennifer pressed closer so I could feel the heat of her body as the older ladies gazed fondly through their fans, recalling their own youth.

'Do come back early from Greenland,' Jennifer insisted as I took charge and whirled her round unconventionally fast. 'I do hate that you have to leave.'

'I shall return as soon as I can.' I could feel everybody watching, some critically, some with jealousy. Kate Davidson, the little blonde granddaughter of the famous whaling captain, was smiling slightly, her eyes hungry. I remembered her very well, from a time before Jennifer. Catching her eye on me, I thought I'd tease her a little and increased the pace so the musicians had to work harder and the other dancers followed.

Glancing over my shoulder, I saw Kate incline her head slightly, allowing her eyes to roam down the length of my body as we passed, and with only a slight movement out of step she contrived to brush her hip lightly against the outside of my thigh as we glided purposefully together.

That's enough of that, my girl, I decided, and leaned closer to my wife.

'You're so dashing,' Jennifer sounded slightly out of breath, but there was delight in her face. 'I must be the happiest woman in the world.'

'And I the luckiest man,' I led her in a great circle, manoeuvring our position carefully. Kate held my eye for a second, and I smiled at Jennifer. 'Kiss me,' I commanded and she looked suitably scandalised.

'Not here!'

'Why not? We're married now; it's allowed. Kiss me.'

Glancing around the crowded room, Jennifer shook her head, so I bent down and touched my lips to her blushing cheek.

'You're terrible,' Jennifer whispered.

'Much worse than you realize,' I agreed. I knew that Kate was mentally devouring me and decided to give her a proper show. 'Kiss me again,' I ordered, and abruptly stopped dancing so Jennifer gave a little gasp.

'Iain! No!'

'Oh yes.' I kissed her full on the lips, feeling the thrill of her softness beneath me as she relented. She tasted sweet. 'Isn't that better?' I smiled directly into her eyes, seeing my image in her dilated blue pupils.

'Much,' she agreed, and then frowned. 'But why have you stopped?'

As I hesitated, open mouthed, Jennifer took the lead, placing her white-gloved hand on my cheek, opening her mouth under my own and shockingly teasing with her tongue until I pulled back.

'There now,' the saucy wench smiled directly into my eyes, 'that will help you behave for a while, Mr Iain Cosgrove, and keep Kate Davidson thinking too!' She smiled archly, eyebrows raised. 'She's right behind you, Iain, watching avidly, and I know that she still likes you.' Jennifer raised her voice just loud enough to be heard above the band and the rhythmic beat of elegant feet on the polished teak floor. 'Well, you're mine now, and she'll just have to settle for second best.'

'You little minx,' I said as my astonishment altered to pride and renewed affection chased away any lingering feelings for Kate Davidson. 'I do believe that you have me.'

'I do believe that I do,' Jennifer's smile widened into a definite grin. 'So now,' the look she threw at Kate contained a mixture of triumph and complete satisfaction, 'shall we dance again? After all we are the stars of the evening, not just hopeful, or should I say, hopeless, admirers.'

'You are the most amazing girl,' I told her truthfully, and she shook her head.

'Woman, please, Iain. Katie Davidson is a girl, for girls are not married.'

She was so obviously in charge of the situation that I could not help but laugh and would have hugged her close if she had not again began to dance, forcing me to concentrate on my steps or fall in a most undignified heap in front of all the invited guests.

Jennifer felt the change in atmosphere a fraction before I did, and we both looked up as a blast of bitter air swept across the floor. She shivered and for a brief second I had a vision of the Arctic, with a flat plain of ice and a wind driving snow straight into my face. And then it was gone and instead I could see the dancers on the floor parting like the Red Sea before Moses, and Jennifer was pulling at my sleeve.
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