
CHAPTER 1 

 The girl held tight to the prow railing and looked out, into the distance, as the great grey body 

of the Pacific Ocean heaved beneath her. 

 It was just beginning to grow dark – the sun had struggled for more than a dozen hours behind 

thin cloud, and the long northern day was preparing to come to a close. Blackness crept along the 

horizon, making it difficult to tell where the dark, thrashing ocean finished and the sky began. 

 A salt breeze stirred the girl’s hair and brushed her face, which was faintly pink with chill. 

She had been standing at the rail for hours, wide-eyed, sniffing the wind. 

 As night fell, lights flared into life around her. Behind the grimy bridge windows the lamps 

flickered, while the portholes that lined the hull each began to wink. The metal decks bumped and rang 

distantly with the sound of footsteps. The watch was changing. The night crew spread throughout the 

ship, each to their respective posts, although none of them disturbed the girl at the forecastle rail. 

 On the bridge a few sailors stood around, not speaking. One was at the helm, one beside the 

navigation table, and another stared through the window with binoculars even though the darkness 

outside was near impenetrable. Some of the instruments gave intermittent beeps, but otherwise the only 

sound was that of waves thudding against the hull, constantly, like a small but impatient visitor 

entreating entrance at a door. 

 Below decks, a dozen souls had settled gently in their beds and bunks, and were already 

drifting off to sleep. 

 It was the girl, standing sentinel at the railing, who first heard the thunder. 

 Her eyes flew at once to the horizon, where they raked the dark clouds. Then her brow 

furrowed. 

 She had not glimpsed a flash of lightning. Indeed, in all her hours of watching the water she 

had not even spied a single storm cloud. The girl knew, of course, that she was no sailor. But she had 

been at sea now for many weeks, and her experiences had been nothing if not enlightening. As the 

Captain said, these northern waters could be treacherous, but a wise sailor always looked to the sky for 

warning. The icy Pacific and the deadly, unpredictable Bering Sea always gave notice, however brief, 

before they changed their mood. 

 The sky that day had been chilly – dusted with cloud so that it resembled a sheet of brushed 

steel – but there had been no rain and definitely no thunder. The waves had been middling, in her 



opinion. They were not gentle, not by any means. But they had nudged the hull with only a steady 

rhythm that gave no hint of angry seas to come. 

 So when the thunder rolled again, for a second time, the girl tightened her grip on the rail and 

leaned right out over the ship’s side. 

 There was something amiss about the sound. It rang out, for the most part, exactly as thunder 

should. It was loud and deep like a chorus of marching drums. But it went on for too long – it did not 

boom and then roll away and return in echoes. Instead it simply continued, drawn out and brutal, like 

the guttural growl that precedes a lion’s roar. 

 And there was another problem, which was altogether more unsettling. As far as the girl could 

tell, the thunder seemed to come from the watery deep rather than the sky. 

 Her eyes dropped to the black waves. 

 By the third peal the noise was rattling the bridge windows, and the skeleton crew were 

exchanging worried glances. The lookout allowed his binoculars to fall, revealing the puzzlement on 

his face and the fear in his eyes. 

 The fourth peal shook a coffee cup from the edge of the navigation table. It turned end over 

end as it fell, and by the time it smashed the alarms were clanging and hammering down through every 

deck. 

 On the forecastle the girl was straining to see some sign. She was sure now that the thunder 

was coming from beneath and not above – she had felt the fourth sound as much in the soles of her feet 

as in her eardrums. Now her body was bent almost double, and when the waves struck the hull little 

flecks of splashed water caught her hair and eyebrows. 

 The alarms had been triggered by the crew on the bridge, who had finally leaped into action. 

Bells and lights chased one another down the corridors of the ship, waking the drowsy crew ion their 

cabins. They began to tumble out of bed as quickly as they could, pulling on trousers and staggering 

towards action stations. 

 Their unlaced boots boomed on the metal deckplates. 

 The helmsman had taken up a small handset and was barking instructions into it, holding the 

thing like a grenade. His voice crackled through speakers placed everywhere on the vessel, repeating 

again and again the same few panicked words. 

 “Movement below. Repeat: movement below. Action stations.” 



 Sleepy-eyed men were appearing on the bridge now, pounding up the ladders and through the 

hatch in the floor. Two sailors, still buttoning their shirts, moved to stations at the console and the 

lookout window. Another man who followed them came much more slowly. Nothing looked hurried 

about his appearance – he wore navy trousers and a dirty white turtleneck, and his eyes were wide and 

bright. As soon as his hands left the ladder, he set a peaked cap upon his grey hair. 

 The young sailor at the helm watched this man cross the bridge in three long strides. Tearing 

one hand free of the wheel, where it had been stuck white-knuckled with fear, the youth raised it to his 

forehead in a shaky salute. The Captain returned it, palm turned inward, and then he slid his own strong 

fingers around the wheelspokes. 

 Outside the waves were beginning to swell, and the boat rocked more fiercely atop them. 

 The girl had detected no change in the wind. Something beneath the surface, something as 

deep and massive as the thunder itself was stirring the water, and the gathering black curls smacked 

into the side of the ship, growing stronger every second. Foam was beginning to appear at the tips, and 

the girl was leaning out so far that on the upsurge she could have scooped a handful of it up in her 

fingers. 

 A fifth roll of thunder sounded out, even louder this time. All over the ship, bolts and 

bulkheads began to rattle. Anyone who had been feeling sleepy was wide-awake now, and most of 

them were nearly paralysed with fear. But the Captain kept his hands on the wheel, and his bright eyes 

on the window and the black sky beyond. 

 There was a sudden clatter at the hatch. 

 A bob of dark hair appeared first, followed by short arms in a too-long woolen jumper. When 

she finally placed both feet on the bridge deck and straightened up, the woman was only just taller than 

the console. But even the weak lamps were enough to put a glint in her eyes not unlike firelight. 

 “Report, Captain.” 

 The Captain kept his eyes on the bridge window as he replied. 

 “Deep sounding shows movement, Doctor. A little below four zousand feet.” 

 His voice was deep, but his accent was melodious. The woman walked right up on his 

shoulder and joined him, looking out the window, before she spoke again. 

 “Below the trench lip?” 

 “Just above, I zink.” 



 The Captain turned and jerked his head at one of the sailors standing by the navigation table. 

A small switch on the wall was flicked, and the alarms shut off. They had for some time been drowned 

by the boom of the thunder, and the nervous crew had almost forgotten them in the din. Now they were 

made doubly conspicuous by their silence. 

 But this silence revealed another noise. It was a faint beep, like a wristwatch alarm, and it 

came from one of the machines in the ship’s console. Among all the switches and indicators was a 

screen, and as the green and black shapes upon it flashed it chimed steadily. 

 The woman was the first to take notice of the machine – it drew her eyes and held them fast. 

She stepped towards the screen with her head cocked. The picture on the monitor made no sense to her. 

All was perfectly in order, she thought, except for the great flat something that blotted out the lower 

half of the display. 

 “Any known seamounts in the area?” 

 “Not zat we know of.” 

 “VMS deposits? Reported in the last hour?” 

 “None logged.” 

 “Hydrothermals?” 

 “Zey are not on any of ze maps, Doctor.” 

 With one finger, the woman reached out and touched the cold glass of the sonar screen. The 

thing had all the characteristics of a seafloor plateau, a mere extension of the abyssal plain running 

alongside the fathoms-deep trench. It might have been a simple and entirely harmless shelf of rock. 

 It might have been all these things, but for the fact that it was moving. 

 Just at that moment, the girl on the forecastle jerked her head backwards. She was not afraid 

of the swirling waves, which now lapped almost high enough to reach her feet on the deck. But a 

foamy splash had caught her cheek, and she was shocked to feel water as warm as the flow from a hot 

tap. Suddenly she could smell the salt vapour in the air and she could hear the hiss of steam as the icy 

Pacific was brought to the boil. 

 The sixth roar of thunder had the earth and the sky and every sailor on the ship trembling as 

one. 

It rose like a storm – like a great wave of sound that built and broke over the vessel with a 

crash. Bunk beds and metal cabinets shivered and howled as they scraped across the floor and sailors 



were thrown from their feet. The boat rocked, not with the force of the sea, but with the strength of the 

sound. The crew on the bridge flung their arms out as they lurched from one side of the cabin to the 

other. The Captain’s feet were steady and he remained upright, but his hand on the wheel clenched so 

tight it was in danger of snapping the spoke. The woman watched the sonar screen with her heart 

banging against the roof of her mouth. 

 The roar had not quieted – indeed it only seemed to be getting louder, or closer, or both. It was 

rising in pitch, like the throttle was being opened wide on a thousand tractor engines, and the waves 

were gaining strength. Soon it was so loud that many onboard winced and threw their hands up to 

smother their ears. 

 And then the deck bucked violently. The whole vessel rocked backwards, tilting towards its 

stern, and there was a scream of twisting metal. Water sprayed out in a great fan as the hull crashed 

down again. The Captain grunted as he slammed against the console, and the woman landed on her 

elbow and gasped in pain. 

 “Captain!” she shouted from the floor, “Get us out of here! Right now! 

 He hauled himself up at once and began barking orders. Clambering to their feet, the stunned 

sailors hurried to obey. 

 The woman held the console with one hand to steady herself. Her arm ached, but she gritted 

her teeth, focused on the window and just in time spotted a tiny, pale shape on the prow of the boat. 

 A hand, holding fast to the wrong side of the railing. 

 “Man overboard!” she bellowed into the din. Forgetting the pain in her elbow, she charged out 

of the hatch. 

 Warm salt mist was in her face at once. She could barely see – the steam rising from the water 

was thick and cloying and it made her eyes water. Using one hand to guide herself, she edged forward 

along the railing. All around her the thunder roared, and somewhere over her shoulder the engines were 

spluttering into life. 

 “Natalie!” the woman shouted. 

 Her voice was lost in the maelstrom of sound. 

 “Natalie!” she called again, but there was no reply. 



 Squinting, the woman continued to edge along the rail. She was soaked already by the soupy 

mist, and the waves were breaking over the sides of the boat now, drenching her. A combination of 

adrenalin and terror kept her from realizing that the water was bathtub warm. 

 Then, a scream: like a birdcall, just shrill enough to pierce the noise of the storm. 

 “Natalie!” the woman bellowed, and took the last half dozen steps in a flurry. 

 The girl was hanging by one hand from the forecastle rail, and beneath her the ocean was 

churning with unnatural fury. Waves were licking her heels even though the vessel’s prow had risen 

twenty feet above the surface of the water. Her free hand flailed – she could not bring it up to hold on, 

and as the boat rocked she swung and her grip loosened. 

 The woman threw herself flat to the deck and extended both arms. 

 Her eyes caught those of the girl and fear was in both of them equally. Gasping and 

spluttering, the girl slung her free hand upwards. 

 On the bridge warning signals were screeching. 

 The Captain had his legs braced wide, wrestling with a wheel that seemed possessed. It rolled 

against him with the force of the angry sea outside and it took all of his strength just to keep it steady. 

Sailors clutched to whatever they could for support, but they were still upright, and they were awaiting 

orders. 

 These issued from the Captain in a long string, and in his strange tongue they sounded like an 

incantation. At once the lookouts were bellowing at the engineers below decks through radio handsets, 

while the navigators kept the console clear of warning lights. Despite the thunderous roar that still 

lingered, and the scream of the ship’s straining hull, they swallowed their terror and worked their posts. 

 The Captain ignored the moan of metal and concentrated on the calm water he knew must lie 

beyond the storm. 

 Outside the woman was blinded for a moment as a spray of water stung her face and filled her 

eyes with salt. She could feel the girl’s fingers twined around her own, but the touch was as light as a 

child’s and it was growing weaker every second. The woman strained, blinking her eyes clear, pushing 

her arms to bring them as close to the girl as possible. 

 “My hand, Natalie!” she shouted, “Quickly now!” 

 Their was a stifled cry, and the woman felt a hand slap squarely into her own. In an instant the 

two had wrapped around one another like a rope knot. 



 The girl let go her other hand on the railing and reached out with it. 

 “Yes!” cried the woman, grinding her teeth. Her muscles ached but she knew she would not 

let go. 

 Finally the thunder died, and the noise that came after was like the stillness following an 

artillery barrage. The ocean still churned, the steam was billowing and hissing, and the boat rattled and 

heaved. But with the underwater roar gone everything fell eerily calm. They rocked backwards on a 

swelling wave and splashed down again. A quiet putter of engines rang clear as they chugged forward. 

 In a matter of minutes they were bobbing no more violently than a toy in a pool, the waves 

once again beating a calm rhythm against the side of the ship. 

 The woman had closed her eyes without realizing it. She opened them, and blinked. 

 Both of her hands were wrapped around those of the girl, who dangled below, framed by a 

backdrop of still black water. 

 “Natalie,” the woman whispered. 

 The girl had her face tucked into her shoulder. She raised it now, and she was shivering and 

pale in the darkness. 

 “Are you alright?” 

 The girl gave a shallow and shaky nod. Her mouth opened, but she closed it again almost 

immediately. 

 “Come on…” 

 With one final effort, the woman hoisted the girl up the side of the ship until the latter was 

able to gain a foothold. The girl has strength enough to clamber over the rail, but once she was on deck 

she slumped in a heap. Both women lay panting, soaked to the skin, cooled by a night breeze that was 

just beginning to clear the mist away. 

 “What happened?” asked the woman. She had raised herself into a sitting position. 

 The girl was flat on her back, limbs splayed like a starfish. Her breathing was heavy and her 

face was still pale with fright. But when she spoke her voice was level, if rather small. 

 “I… fell off the boat.” 

 “I noticed.” 

 “Which is why I’m still alive. Thank you.” 

 “Well, I promised you adventure on the high seas.” 



 “On, Doctor. Not in.” 

 “You said you were tired of books.” 

 “True. But I think my opinion might rather have changed in the last ten minutes.” 

 And they laughed, both of them sick with fatigue, the woman rubbing salt from her eyes, the 

girl wheezing up at the night sky and trying to catch her breath. 

 “I almost hate to ask,” said the girl at last, “But what the hell was that?” 

 “I don’t know,” answered the woman, and she looked out at the water, “Whatever it was, I 

have a feeling it doesn’t exactly lie within my area of expertise.” 

 Footsteps rang out on the deckplates, coming closer, and soon there were torchbeams flashing 

over the railings and ropes. The silhouettes of sailors began appearing – a party of them were searching 

along the rail. 

 “We’re safe!” shouted the woman as loudly as she could, waving a leaden arm, “We’re both 

here!” 

 Hearing the voice the sailors drew near, and foremost among them was a very tall shape 

topped with a peaked cap. The Captain knelt at once and laid his torch down. 

 “You are alright, Doctor Anning?” 

 “Fine,” the woman replied, “See to Natalie. She went for a quick swim.” 

 The Captain pivoted so that he was crouched over the girl. 

 “Miss Shaw?” 

 “Thank you, Captain,” breathed the girl, “I’m not hurt. But I would like a bit of a lie down. 

And a towel, if possible.” 

 “Yes, Miss.” 

 Several grunted orders later, a trio of sailors lifted the girl gently to her feet. They were 

helping her along the railing and back to the hatch when the Captain turned back to the woman. 

 “You know what zat was, Doctor?” 

 The woman took the Captain’s gnarled hand and was pulled to her feet. Once she had gained 

her balance, she shook a spray of water droplets from her bob of dark hair. 

 “I have absolutely no idea, Captain,” she said, setting off with him towards the bridge. 

 “I can alter course. If zis route is dangerous we should take anuzzer.” 



 “We will have a new heading, Captain,” said the woman, as she placed one foot on the 

external bridge ladder. The lamplight from above was falling on her face, and every trace of fear was 

gone from her eyes, “Atka Island, please.” 

 “We sail for land?” 

 “Yes. Now if you will excuse me, I have to write a letter.” 

 And she took the ladder in three steps and disappeared inside. The Captain stood furrowing 

his brow for a moment before he followed. 

 The mist was gone now, and the ocean was visible all the way to the dark horizon, where it 

flowed seamlessly into the clouds. The breeze was faint and the waves were small, and the boat rocked 

as gently as a cradle. 

 And although no one had noticed, the mighty Pacific beneath them was icy once again. 

	  


