
There were times when the mass of the ocean 

could weigh down upon a man. 

The trick – Mikhail Artyomovich Zaretsky’s 

job – was to visualise that space without 

allowing any of the pressure to penetrate. To be 

in command of himself as much as the eighty 

men under him. Give a man a blindfold of rolled 

steel and ask him to fight under several hundred 

fathoms of water. Even at their current depth of 

barely ninety feet, such a man had to possess a 

skull like the hull of his boat, be able to feel the 

pressure without letting any of it interfere with 

the smooth running of operations inside. 

No man was born to such gifts. Zaretsky 

could not recall the moment when he had come 

by them. There was no single moment. Rather, 

the knowledge had seeped into him through a 

conspiracy of training and instinct, permeated his soul almost, to become not second 

nature but more. It changed him, adapted him to the world below the waves. 

It was, to his mind, a kind of evolution. 

‘Contact, bearing three-five-two degrees. Range thirteen thousand yards.’ 

Captain Zaretsky visualised the warship, mapped it onto his mind’s-eye view. 

The British Leander-class frigate executing a slow turn. A touch over six nautical 

miles, moving away at ten knots, but no less a threat. 

Her helo had been up for approaching three hours, sowing the field with her 

listening seeds, perhaps nearing bingo fuel. Possibly the Aphrodite was manoeuvring 

to recapture her aircraft. 

‘Sonar buoy in the water! We are being pinged!’ 

Litvin, always so excitable. The way he clasped a hand to his headphones, one 

might think he had heard his mother screaming. Zaretsky shared a steady gaze 

among his junior officers, distributing calm like breadcrumbs to birds. Trust 

answered back from every pair of eyes. 

The seventh buoy in the water. The Royal Navy feared something lurked below, 

but the search efforts seemed precautionary, suggesting suspicions rather than firm 

knowledge. 

‘Bearing?’ 

‘Bearing twelve degrees. Range eighteen hundred yards.’ 

A little on the close side. But the buoy’s ping would get a weak return. 



‘They’re trying to startle us out of hiding. Trying to stir some activity.’ The new 

anechoic tiles were doing their job. ‘Let us trust our new coat, hmm?’ Zaretsky 

performed a few brisk calculations. The sonobuoys were scattered too widely to 

provide the British with a triangulation, but the safe lanes for his boat grew narrower 

and fewer with every buoy dropped. ‘Helm. Take us down to three hundred feet. 

Just so Mr Litvin can relax a little.’ 

A murmur of laughter did the rounds of the CIC. Litvin soaked it up in good 

spirits, before returning to his usual intense stare. Like Zaretsky, he had a talent for 

seeing the sounds. 

Slipping below the thermocline would effectively drop them out of the buoy’s 

range. It would ping away at apparently empty space, its signals bouncing off a 

screen formed from the simple change in water temperature. In their metal bottle 

there were no seasons, but the summer retained its uses outside. 

His boat had little enough depth to play with in this stretch of the Aegean. But 

there was room. Another three hundred feet to spare between their hull and the 

seabed. 

Litvin frowned. No, it was more of a wince. Like a man hearing scratches on his 

favourite classical records. ‘Captain, I’m getting–’ He shrugged. ‘Strange echoes.’ 

Strange echoes? What picture was Zaretsky supposed to paint with that? 

‘Mr Litvin, more information, if you please.’ 

The sea rumbled. Thunder in a world without sky. 

The boat shook, like a present rattled in the hands of a child. Zaretsky grasped 

the periscope handle to help keep his footing. ‘Steady!’ 

His officers all grabbed available handholds. 

Something scraped the hull. Some angry god raked steel fingernails down a 

blackboard. There was no image other than the fanciful and impossible. Zaretsky’s 

mental picture of the surrounding space broke down. He could visualise nothing 

because there should be nothing there. No rocks, nothing. His boat should have 

clear water all around. 

He rushed to the chart table. The deck pitched under him and threw him against 

the table. He struck the edge, slapped his hands on the map. 

Shrieking, grinding, metal on – what? Rock, or more metal? Poseidon digging 

into the boat with his trident. Gutting the boat like a fish. 

Lights blinked and flickered across the consoles. Across the frightened faces of 

too many men. 

Litvin tore off his headphones and pushed away from his station. He stared and 

stared. But now his eyes seemed to see something. Not mere sounds translated into 

images in the mind. But something real. Something that moved, ranging across the 



instruments in front of him. 

Zaretsky could not recall the moment when it appeared. There was no single 

moment. 

It crept into the boat and spread. Permeating everything. 

Consuming the metal and the courage of men. 

There were things worse than pressure and water to find their way through a hull. 

And into a man’s soul. 
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